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Abstract 
This project was part of a larger institutional initiative to establish an all-in-one 
assessment system. Bowling Green State University’s (BGSU) centralized, all-in-one 
assessment system uses a continuous improvement model for the assessment of 
student learning. This manuscript documents the creation and use of course and 
program learning outcomes in an undergraduate writing program and what occurred 
during the refinement of those program learning outcomes. BGSU recently explored 
refining the alignment of University learning outcomes to general education learning 
outcomes to writing program learning outcomes (i.e., vertical alignment). The institution 
also expanded the use of external, direct and indirect assessments on writing, such as 
the Collegiate Learning Assessment Plus (CLA+) and the National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE) and to explore institutional learning outcomes (i.e., horizontal 
alignment). This manuscript further discusses the collaboration between the University 
and the program to explore how students were preforming on institutional and 
programmatic writing assessments.  Implications for the academic, administrative, and 
technical infrastructure are examined. Finally, a review of the complex conversations 
about data and external benchmarking is provided.   
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Integrated and Intentional Institutional Infrastructures to Support the Assessment 
of Undergraduate Writing: How Data Fuels This Process 

All-in-one assessment systems align various levels of learning outcomes (e.g., 

university, program, and course) and use one assessment for multiple purposes 

(Richman & Ariovich, 2013). Bowling Green State University’s (BGSU) centralized, all-

in-one assessment system uses a continuous improvement model for the assessment 

of student learning. Institutions participate and engage in the continuous improvement 

of student learning by systematically collecting and using student learning outcomes 

data by defining learning outcomes, collecting evidence, sharing that evidence, and 

engaging in evidence informed decision making to improve student learning and 

success. The all-in-one assessment system promotes alignment of learning outcomes, 

provides access to data across areas, uses data to inform practice, and engages faculty 

in processes that contribute to a culture of assessment university-wide. An integral 

component of the all-in-one assessment system is faculty created, course-embedded 

assessments. These assessments are not an add-on; rather, they are something faculty 

already do as part of the course. 

Are institutions of higher education fulfilling the implied social contracts with 

students to become more effective communicators, critical thinkers, engaged citizens, 

etc.? How is this assessed? What efforts are being made to improve conditions to assist 

students as they become effective communicators, critical thinkers, engaged citizens, 

etc.?  Addressing these important questions requires information about the degree to 

which students meet (or do not meet) defined and stated performance criteria on the 

programmatic outcomes like communication, critical thinking, etc.  Historically, faculty 

relied upon other measures like grades and examination scores to assess course 
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outcomes and program outcomes (e.g., placement rates within practicums, internships, 

jobs/careers, etc.) as evidence of program quality. This evidence (e.g., grades, exam 

scores, job placement rates, etc.), while important illustrations of student and program 

achievement, are not as effective or accurate in assessing student learning proficiency 

on outcome measures for use in the continuous improvement of programs. Allen (2004) 

states that: 

Grades do indicate something about student learning, but at a level 
too broad for meaningful assessment.  If the average GPA of a 
program graduates with a 2.89, which learning objectives are being 
mastered and which require faculty attention? (p. 11) 

Using course grades to illustrate learning outcome performance also raises 

measurement precision issues as grades also contain evaluations of student 

performance on factors other than course learning outcomes, like course participation or 

the completion of a course-related activity (e.g., earned points for turning in an 

assignment on time). At BGSU, institutional learning outcomes data, derived from 

general education learning outcome assessments, may be used to illustrate overall 

institutional trends and/or used in concert with other direct (e.g., Collegiate Learning 

Assessment, CLA+) or indirect (e.g., National Survey for Student Engagement, NSSE) 

measures of student learning.  

The General Studies Writing Program (GSW) serves the vast majority of 

undergraduate students enrolled at BGSU through its two course offerings of first- and 

second-semester general education writing courses: GSW 1110: Introduction to 

Academic Writing and GSW 1120: Academic Writing. GSW enrolls approximately 

2400-3400 students each semester. These enrollments include sections offered by 

BGSU through College Credit Plus (Dual Enrollment) at various high schools throughout 
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the northwestern Ohio. This manuscript documents the creation and use of course and 

program learning outcomes in an undergraduate writing program (i.e., GSW) and what 

occurred during the refinement of those program learning outcomes. 

The GSW faculty roster includes approximately 25-28 full-time, 2-4 part-time, and 

38-42 graduate-student instructors. Instructors are active and participate in numerous 

ongoing professional development efforts. Faculty serve the university as peer 

facilitators, presenters, and scholars who publish scholarship for an array of discipline-

specific audiences on composition pedagogy, contemplative pedagogy, mentoring, and 

technology and writing. Faculty regularly participate at national and national writing and 

teaching conferences; faculty also participate in university instructional professional 

development events and initiatives such as BGSU's Center for Faculty Excellence 

(CFE) faculty learning communities and the Center's annual Teaching and Learning 

Summit. GSW’s commitment to professional development was recently recognized as 

the recipient of the CFE’s inaugural award for pedagogical innovation. 

General Studies Writing courses approach writing as a social as well as rhetorical 

activity, an intellectual effort that has the power to bring about change; thus, students 

engage variety of change-based writing projects. Students have opportunities to enroll 

in service-learning sections of GSW 1110 and GSW 1120. Additionally, students who 

participate in BGSU residential learning communities (Arts Village, Global Village, 

Chapman, Honors, Educators in Context in Community) have the opportunity to enroll in 

learning-community-targeted sections of GSW 1110 and GSW 1120. GSW courses align 

with the Ohio Department of Education learning outcomes for first- and second-

semester writing courses and, locally, to the Bowling Green Perspective (BGP) learning 
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outcomes for English Composition and Oral Communication (ECOC) (see Table 1).  

Table 1. BGP and GSW Learning Outcomes Alignment 

BGSU recently explored refining the alignment of University learning outcomes to 

general education learning outcomes to writing program learning outcomes (i.e., vertical 

alignment). The institution also expanded the use of external, direct and indirect 

assessments on writing, such as the Collegiate Learning Assessment Plus (CLA+) and 

BGP Learning Outcomes:  
English Composition & Oral Communication 

(ECOC)
GSW Course Learning Outcomes

ECOC 1. Formulate effective written and/or oral 
arguments which are based upon appropriate, 
credible research.

GSW 5: Engage in the electronic research and 
composing processes, including locating, 
evaluating, disseminating, using and 
acknowledging research, both textual and visual, 
from popular and scholarly electronic databases.

ECOC 2. Construct materials which respond 
effectively to the needs of a variety of audiences, 
with an emphasis upon academic audiences.

GSW 6: Demonstrate the importance of values 
systems in academic writing, including the 
abilities to write effectively to audiences with 
opposing viewpoints, to participate in an active 
learning community that values academic 
honesty, and to recognize the place of writing 
within learning processes.

ECOC 3. Analyze how the principles of rhetoric 
work together to promote effective 
communication. . 

GSW 3: Practice the processes entailed in 
academic writing, including recursive processes 
for drafting texts, collaborative activities, the 
development of personalized strategies, and 
strategies for identifying and locating source 
materials. 

ECOC 5. Utilize rhetorical strategies that are 
well-suited to the rhetorical situation, including 
appropriate voice, tone, and levels or formality.

GSW 1: Demonstrate rhetorical knowledge 
through writing in a variety of academic genres 
and to a variety of academic audiences. 

GSW 4: Demonstrate knowledge of the 
conventions of academic writing, including 
format and documentation systems, coherence 
devices, conventional syntax, and control over 
surface features such as grammar, punctuation, 
mechanics, and spelling.

ECOC 6. Demonstrate critical thinking, reading, 
and writing strategies when crafting arguments 
that synthesize multiple points of view.

GSW 2: Demonstrate critical thinking, reading, 
and writing skills through approaching academic 
writing assignments as a series of cognitive 
tasks, including engaging in multiple modes of 
inquiry, synthesizing multiple points of view, 
critiquing student and professional writing, and 
assessing source materials.
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the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) to explore institutional learning 

outcomes (i.e., horizontal alignment). The data from three first-year student cohorts are 

used to illustrate the horizontal and vertical alignment of direct (BGP and CLA+) and 

indirect (NSSE) measures of written communication.  Data from individual measures 

serve a variety of purposes. For example, data collected from BGP course assignments 

within General Studies Writing courses are collected, analyzed, and used each 

semester by the program faculty and institution to guide writing development, curriculum 

modifications, and/or instructional development.  BGP learning outcomes data on 

writing (ECOC 1-3, & 5-6) is ‘rolled-up’ to align with university learning outcomes 

(AAC&U Written Communication VALUE Rubric) on an annual basis to guide larger, 

institutional initiatives. NSSE and CLA+ provide the institution with external comparison 

data for how our students are engaging in curricular and co-curricular activities (NSSE) 

and how well they do on performance assessments on critical and analytical thinking 

and writing (CLA+). 

We will present an overview of data results for BGP, CLA+, and NSSE before 

mapping those data to provide a broad overview, or scorecard, for written 

communication proficiency of first-year students by aggregating the data into four broad 

categories: writing mechanics, writing effectiveness, writing efficacy, and writing 

frequency.  The goal of the data analysis is to provide faculty and program 

administrators with a snapshot of cohort performance on critical and important aspects 

of writing in order to develop strategies and initiatives for large, scale institutional 

change and innovation. 
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Vertical Alignment: University & General Education Learning Outcomes 

BGSU has adopted and developed an all-in-one assessment system and 

infrastructure that facilitates the exploration of aligning university, program, and course 

learning outcomes (i.e., vertical alignment) in an efficient manner (see Matuga & Turos, 

Fall 2018).  Mapping learning outcomes across different levels of the institution (course, 

program, and university) allows for multiple use of course-level assessment data, thus 

reducing faculty labor and increasing the practical validity of student assessment and 

evaluation.  This system, however, requires careful forethought, planning, development, 

and collaboration among program faculty, administrators, and the area of academic 

assessment when learning outcomes, specifically program and course outcomes, are 

being created. 

In the fall 2015, BGSU implemented a new General Education Program, the 

Bowling Green Perspective (BGP). This program utilized revised program learning 

outcomes (PLOs) approved by the BGP Committee in academic year (AY) 2013-2014.  

The BGP Committee decided to adopt a mastery approach to the assessment of 

general education learning outcomes. BGSU faculty teaching all sections of a particular 

BGP course use the same assignment to evaluate student performance using a 

common program-wide rubric. The assignments are created by the course faculty, but 

approved by the BGP Committee and the Office of Academic Assessment.  Student 

performance on BGP course assessments are evaluated by course faculty using a 

common rubric, embedded within the Learning Management System, in which student 

performance on learning outcomes are assessed and identified as “did not meet”, “met”, 
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or “exceeded” performance expectations. Table 2 illustrates the six BGP learning 

outcomes for English Composition and Oral Communication (ECOC); five of which 

outline competencies expected for students to write effectively (all except for ECOC4).  

Table 2. English Composition and Oral Communication (ECOC) 

At the same time the BGP learning outcomes (PLOs) were developed, the BGP 

Committee aligned them with the University Learning Outcomes (ULOs).  BGSU utilizes 

the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) Valid Assessment of 

Learning in Undergraduate Education (VALUE) rubrics to assess student performance 

on various ULOs. The AAC&U VALUE rubrics articulate the expected accumulating 

levels of student performance on criterion from when student enter university to what 

they are expected by the time they graduate (i.e., capstone) (Rhodes, 2010).  In this 

way, the AAC&U VALUE rubrics are developmental.  Therefore, when aligning, or 

mapping, expected levels of performance from a mastery (i.e., BGP learning outcomes) 

to a developmental (i.e. ULO’s) is challenging.  The BGP Committee identified the 

translation between the performance levels on the BGP learning outcomes and the 

levels of performance on the AAC&U VALUE rubrics. The AAC&U VALUE rubric for 

BGP Learning Outcome

Formulate effective, ethical written and/or oral arguments that are based upon 
appropriate, credible research. (ECOC1)

Construct materials that respond effectively to the needs of a variety of audiences, with 
an emphasis upon academic audiences. (ECOC2)

Analyze how the principles of rhetoric work together to promote effective communication. 
(ECOC3)

Communicate effectively when participating in small groups and/or making formal 
presentations. (ECOC4)

Utilize rhetorical strategies that are well suited to the rhetorical situation, including 
appropriate voice, tone, and levels of formality. (ECOC5)

Demonstrate critical thinking, reading, and writing strategies when crafting arguments 
that synthesize multiple points of view. (ECOC6)
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Written Communication is available at https://www.aacu.org/value-rubrics.  It is 

important to note that not all BGP learning outcomes map to every AAC&U VALUE 

rubric competency.  General education at BGSU is positioned as a foundational 

program in undergraduate studies and, it is assumed, that other programs also will 

contribute to the competencies defined by the ULOs (and thereby AAC&U VALUE 

rubrics). 

All BGP courses illustrated alignment with the BGP LOs and identified course 

level assignments to assess these LOs. For example, faculty teaching writing courses 

developed the assessment used, identified how they would utilize the BGP rubrics, and 

assessed the work of each student within their courses.  Two assignments are used 

within all introductory General Studies Writing courses to assess student proficiencies 

on BGP learning outcomes for ECOC.  The target assessment for both courses is the 

reflective narrative to an end-of-the-semester course portfolio for which students self-

select and provide a critical reflective overview of their best works produced for the 

course. With multiple faculty teaching various sections of the GSW 1110 and GSW 1120 

BGP courses, the faculty designed more detailed rubrics to aid in assessment 

calibration (see Tables 3 and 4).  

Table 3. GSW 1110 BGP Rubric 
BGP Learning Outcomes: 

English Composition & Oral 
Communication (ECOC)

Exceeds 
Expectations 

2

Meets 
Expectations 

1

Does Not Meet 
Expectations 

0

ECOC 1. Formulate effective 
written and/or oral arguments 
which are based upon 
appropriate, credible research.

Writing 
demonstrates 
appropriate 
attention to 
argument and/or 
credible, relevant 
research.

Writing 
demonstrates 
basic attention to 
argument and/or 
credible, relevant 
research.

Writing lacks an argument 
and/or credible, relevant 
research.

https://www.aacu.org/value-rubrics
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Table 4. GSW 1120 BGP Rubric 

ECOC 2. Construct materials 
which respond effectively to the 
needs of a variety of audiences, 
with an emphasis upon 
academic audiences.

Writing 
demonstrates 
appropriate 
attention to 
context, audience, 
and assigned 
task.

Writing 
demonstrates 
basic attention to 
context, audience, 
and assigned 
task.

Writing lacks minimal 
attention to context, 
audience, and assigned 
task.

ECOC 3. Analyze how the 
principles of rhetoric work 
together to promote effective 
communication. 

Writing 
demonstrates 
appropriate 
attention to 
purpose and to 
connecting 
foundational 
rhetorical 
elements into a 
whole project.

Writing 
demonstrates 
basic attention to 
purpose and to 
connecting 
foundational 
rhetorical 
elements into a 
whole project.

Writing does not 
demonstrate basic 
attention to purpose or to 
connecting foundational 
rhetorical elements into a 
whole project.

ECOC 4. Communicate 
effectively when participating in 
small groups and/or making 
formal presentations.

ECOC 5. Utilize rhetorical 
strategies that are well-suited to 
the rhetorical situation, including 
appropriate voice, tone, and 
levels of formality.

Writing 
demonstrates 
appropriate 
attention to 
foundational 
rhetorical 
strategies.

Writing 
demonstrates 
basic attention to 
foundational 
rhetorical 
strategies.

Writing lacks minimal 
attention to foundational 
rhetorical strategies

ECOC 6. Demonstrate critical 
thinking, reading, and writing 
strategies when crafting 
arguments that synthesize 
multiple points of view.

Writing 
demonstrates 
clear critical 
thinking and an 
ability to 
synthesize various 
points of view.

Writing 
demonstrates 
basic critical 
thinking and an 
ability to 
synthesize various 
points of view.

Writing does not 
demonstrate clear critical 
thinking or an ability to 
synthesize various points 
of view. 

BGP Learning Outcomes: 

English Composition & Oral 
Communication (ECOC)

Exceeds 
Expectations 

2

Meets Expectations 

1

Does Not Meet 
Expectations 

0

ECOC 1. Formulate effective 
written and/or oral arguments 
which are based upon 
appropriate, credible research.

Source-supported 
writing 
demonstrates 
appropriate 
attention to 
sustained argument 
and/or credible, 
relevant research.

Source-supported 
writing demonstrates 
basic attention to 
sustained argument 
and/or credible, 
relevant research.

Source-supported 
writing lacks a 
sustained argument 
and/or credible, 
relevant research.
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The collection of data is facilitated by the Learning Management System (LMS) 

at BGSU and allows for the seamless 

c o l l e c t i o n o f d a t a d u r i n g t h e 

assessment process.  Faculty teaching 

General Studies Writing courses do not 

ECOC 2. Construct materials 
which respond effectively to 
the needs of a variety of 
audiences, with an emphasis 
upon academic audiences.

Source-supported 
writing 
demonstrates 
appropriate 
attention to context, 
audience, and 
assigned task.

Source-supported 
writing demonstrates 
basic attention to 
context, audience, and 
assigned task.

Source-supported 
writing lacks minimal 
attention to context, 
audience, and assigned 
task.

ECOC 3. Analyze how the 
principles of rhetoric work 
together to promote effective 
communication. 

Source-supported 
writing 
demonstrates 
appropriate 
attention to purpose 
and to connecting 
various rhetorical 
elements into a 
whole project.

Source-supported 
writing demonstrates 
basic attention to 
purpose and to 
connecting various 
rhetorical elements 
into a whole project.

Source-supported 
writing does not 
demonstrate basic 
attention to purpose or 
to connecting various 
rhetorical elements into 
a whole project.

ECOC 4. 
Communicate effectively 
when participating in small 
groups and/or making formal 
presentations. 

Engagement with 
small-group and/or 
whole-class 
discussions 
demonstrates 
strategies of 
effective 
communication. 

Engagement with 
small-group and/or 
whole-class 
discussions 
demonstrates attempts 
at effective 
communication. 

Engagement with small-
group and/or whole-
class discussions does 
not demonstrate 
attempts at effective 
communication.

ECOC 5. Utilize rhetorical 
strategies that are well-suited 
to the rhetorical situation, 
including appropriate voice, 
tone, and levels of formality.

Source-supported 
writing 
demonstrates 
appropriate 
attention to 
rhetorical situation, 
including tone, 
language level, and 
word choice.

Source-supported 
writing demonstrates 
basic attention to 
rhetorical situation, 
including tone, 
language level, and 
word choice.

Source-supported 
writing lacks minimal 
attention to rhetorical 
situation, including tone 
choice, language level, 
and word choice.

ECOC 6. Demonstrate critical 
thinking, reading, and writing 
strategies when crafting 
arguments that synthesize 
multiple points of view.

Source-supported 
writing 
demonstrates 
complex critical 
thinking and an 
ability to synthesize 
various points of 
view.

Source-supported 
writing demonstrates 
attempts at critical 
thinking and an ability 
to synthesize various 
points of view.

Source-supported 
writing does not 
demonstrate complex 
critical thinking or an 
ability to synthesize 
various points of view. 

Figure 2. 
Written Communication (BGP ECOC) 

First-Year
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18%

35%

53%

70%

Underperforming Exceeding Expectations

2015-2016 2016-2017 2017-2018
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need to submit additional assessment data 

or reports.  Assessment data on each 

rubric criterion are collected via the LMS 

and collected and analyzed by assessment 

personnel (see Figure 1 for an example 

with ECOC3 data). The BGP learning outcomes data we will be examining in this paper 

were collected from first-year students enrolled in the General Studies Writing  over 1

three academic years (2015-2016, 2016-2017, and 2017-2018). There were 38,748 

data points on the four BGP ECOC learning otucomes duing this time period for first-

year students enrolled in GSW BGP courses.  The only ECOC learning outcome, not 

assessed by General Studies Writing, is ECOC4: Communicate effectively when 

participating in small groups and/or making formal presentations” as this was not an 

outcome of the course.  Summary data for each cohort on the ECOC rubrics is 

presented in Figure 2.  

 University (ULOs) and program specific (i.e., BGP) data are aligned and reports 

are created by the Office of Academic Assessment and distributed to programs.  The 

BGP Committee and the Office of Academic Assessment organize meetings to review 

and discuss data collected with faculty and administrators of BGP courses every 

semester.  In addition, the Office of Academic Assessment also meets with individual 

programs, such as General Studies Writing, to provide program- and course-specific 

assessment data on an as needed basis.  It is during these meetings that individual 

programs review data and make adjustments to their assessments and/or pedagogy 

 Data from ECOC4 were not collected for the purposes of this paper as student performance on this 1

PLO was not assessed within the particular BGP writing courses.

Figure 1.  
ECOC3: Analyze (BGP) First-Year
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25%

50%

75%
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with the goal of improving student learning.  General Studies Writing has been very 

responsive to using assessment data for continuous improvement.  

Horizontal Alignment: the Collegiate Learning Assessment Plus (CLA+) & 
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)  

The institution also expanded the use of external, direct and indirect 

assessments, such as the Collegiate Learning Assessment Plus (CLA+) and the 

National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) to explore institutional learning 

outcomes (i.e., horizontal alignment) and provide an indication of external 

benchmarking.  Course-embedded data are coupled with national data, such as CLA+ 

and NSSE, to help provide a holistic picture and horizontal alignment.  

Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA, CLA+) 

 The Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA+) is a direct assessment of critical 

thinking, problem solving, analytic skills and writing effectiveness and mechanics.  

First-year and senior BGSU students complete written responses to problems and those 

responses are externally evaluated by CLA+ using a pre-defined rubric (see https://

cae.org/images/uploads/pdf/CLA_Plus_Scoring_Rubric.pdf).  F i r s t - y e a r s t u d e n t s 

complete the CLA+ in the fall and senior students complete the CLA+ in the spring. The 

CLA+ takes approximately one hour to complete. BGSU has participated in the CLA+ 

annually since 2013 and, while participation in the CLA+ is voluntary, students do 

receive a small monetary award for completing the assessment.  However, due to 

funding restrictions the total number of students completing the CLA+ on an annual 

basis remains small. 

https://cae.org/images/uploads/pdf/CLA_Plus_Scoring_Rubric.pdf
https://cae.org/images/uploads/pdf/CLA_Plus_Scoring_Rubric.pdf
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 The CLA+ assesses student performance writing effectiveness and writing 

mechanics using a six-point scale. For Figures 3 and 4, “Underperforming” is the 

compilation of criteria 1 – 3 on the CLA+ rubric, “Meeting Expectations” is criterion 4, 

and “Exceeding Expectations” is 

criteria 5 – 6. Figure 3 illustrates 

writing effectiveness for the 

2016-2017 cohort. Figure 4 

illustrates the writing mechanics for 

the cohorts of first-year students.  

 

National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) 

BGSU regularly participates in the National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE), an indirect measure of student learning, as a means to evaluate the extent to 

which BGSU students develop learning outcomes for curricular and co-curricular 

programming. Survey items represent empirically confirmed "good practices" in 

undergraduate education. That is, they reflect behaviors by students and institutions 

Figure 3.  
Writing Effectiveness (CLA+) 2016-2017
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Figure 4.  
Writing Mechanics (CLA+), First-Year Students
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that are associated with desired outcomes of college. BGSU has participated bi-

annually in the NSSE since 2000. NSSE results provide numerous indicators pertinent 

to undergraduate student learning, development, and success. In terms of various 

academic enrichment activities, BGSU first-years and seniors, in general, were as likely 

as students at peer universities to participate internships or cooperative education, carry 

out community service/volunteer work, join a learning community or some other formal 

program where groups of students take two or more classes together, work with faculty 

on research projects, and do independent study or create self-designed majors.  The 

NSSE is administered to both first-year and senior students and participation in the 

NSSE is voluntary. 

The NSSE was revised in 2013 to reflect questions on quantitative literacy, 

reflective and integrative learning, supportive environment, teaching practices, 

collaborative learning, and learning strategies. NSSE questions align directly with 

ULO’s.  In 2013, BGSU included a new module measuring student perceptions of their 

experiences with writing to the regular administration of the NSSE as a means to 

establish a benchmark for long-term (five-year) progress on student learning and 

institutional initiatives.  These data from the specialized module were shared with the 

General Studies Writing faculty.  BGSU will re-administer the experiences with writing 

module in 2019 to compare to data collected in 2013.  

BGSU administered the revised NSSE in 2013, 2015, 2016, and 2017 to both 

first year and senior students and these data are included in this paper.  Several items 

on the NSSE provide information on writing frequency and length of pages written 

(Questions 7a, 7b, 7c, 7d) and writing efficacy (Question 17a; see insert).  Scales for 
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each of the NSSE questions vary 

depending upon the question.  

The scale for Questions 7a-c, for 

example, ask students how 

frequently students were asked to 

w r i t e p a p e r s “ u p t o 5 

papers” (Question 7a), “between 5 

and 10 papers” (Question 7b), “11 

papers or more” (Question 7c) and asks students to estimate how many papers that 

they were asked to write within those page ranges within a seven-point scale, from none 

to more than 20 papers.  Question 7d asks students to estimate the total number of 

pages they were assigned to write. While the total number of papers first-year were 

asked to write appears to be low across all three cohorts (see Figure 5).   

NSSE provides comparison 

data so we can benchmark BGSU 

d a t a t o p e e r i n s t i t u t i o n s .  

Institutional data on the NSSE is 

benchmarked aga ins t th ree 

different peer groups: (A) a self-

selected group of other institutions 

participating in NSSE, (B) other 

institutions within the same Carnegie Classification participating in NSSE, and (C) data 

from all institutions participating in NSSE. Figure 6 illustrates BGSU’s performance 

Figure 5. 
Writing Frequency (NSSE), First-Year 

Students
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compared to data from all insition on the average number of pages written. These 

benchmark data reveal BGSU performing well on this metric for both first-year and 

seniors students.  

Approximately 1,500 first-year and senior students complete the NSSE on an 

annual basis.  Question 17a (see insert) asks students to evaluate their own 

experiences on a four-point scale 

from “very little” (1) to “very 

much” (4). We combined the scale 

i t ems “ ve r y l i t t l e ” ( 1 ) and 

“some” (2) in to “Low”, and 

translated “quite a bit” (3) to 

“Moderate” and “very much” (4) to 

“High” for ease of comprehension 

of the Writing Efficacy category (see Figure 7).  

Outcomes Scorecard: Written Communication 

 An Outcomes Scorecard was created aligning criterion and presenting data, 

across the three different measures (BGP, CLA+, and NSSE), in a way that is easy to 

digest and utilize to guide institutional teaching and learning efforts on university 

learning outcomes on writing.  As we only have all data sets from first-year students at 

this time, only first-year cohort student data was used (see Figure 8).  It is important to 

note that certain empirical notions of reliability and validity need to be suspended in 

order to bring these data together in a meaningful way and there are pro’s and con’s 

Figure 7.  
Writing Efficacy (NSSE), First-Year 
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when developing scorecards that bring together data collected using various 

assessment methods. 

Figure 8: BGSU Writing Outcomes Scorecard 

 
  

Data from the various methods of assessment (BGP, CLA+, and NSSE) can be 

aggregated to illustrate and evaluate how the institution performs on constructs related 

to University Learning Outcomes, such as written communication. In this case, four 

constructs were identified and 

include the effectiveness of student 

writing (Writing Effectiveness), the 

quality of student writing (Writing 

Mechanics), how students believe 

their writing was impacted by the 

Figure 9.  
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institution (Writing Efficacy), and how often students wrote (Writing Frequency). To 

evaluate Writing Effectiveness two methods of assessment, for example, data gathered 

using the BGP rubric in the General Studies Writing courses and the CLA+ sub-score 

on writing effectiveness, can be collapsed to create an institutional composite score for 

Writing Effectiveness (see Figure 9 as an illustration). 

There are various pros and cons when using different data sources. A potential 

strength of using external assessments, such as the CLA+ or the NSSE, for example, is 

that institutions can obtain cumulative student data that can be used to illustrate 

curricular or programmatic trends. The use of both the CLA and NSSE has provided 

BGSU with longitudinal, cross-sectional, value-added, and comparison data with other 

institutions utilizing both instruments to inform curricular and co-curricular programs. A 

con of external assessments is that they can be cost and/or time prohibitive. The lag 

between when data are collected and when they are reported can be challenging. BGP 

data are gathered semester by semester through a quick and internal process that 

allows for actionable data.  For external measures, like the NSSE and CLA+, gaining 

access to results is a much slower process. Using various data sources can incorporate 

both direct (BGP and CLA+) and indirect (NSSE) assessment and provide a more 

comprehensive picture. However, there may be challenges with the data in terms of 

validity. For example, does it really mean the more you write the better you get?  

Another challenge is that the BGP program focuses primarily on first-year students. 

However, programs are assessing their program learning outcomes through various 

course-based assignments and we can map these to the ULOs (see Figure 10). Some 

direct assessments, like the portfolio assessment created for General Studies Writing 
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(GSW) or unit assessments in teacher education, have been used to provide student 

achievement data across programs at BGSU  

Figure 10. First-Year and Senior Alignment 
  

This project illustrates the use of student assessment data, institutional and 

national data, direct and indirect assessments, and the continuous improvement of 

institutional infrastructure to support student writing success.  Suspending notions of 

‘traditional’ or empirical uses of institutional data (while we do that too) by trying to take 

data from various assessment methods and turning them into ‘z’ scores so that faculty 

from a plethora of academic disciplines can utilize the data in a different way needs to 

be recognized as a potential source of information to guide larger, institutional initiatives 

in partnership with academic programs.  

Conclusion: Complex Conversations about Data & External Benchmarking 

This system promotes alignment of learning outcomes, provides access to data 

across areas, uses data to inform practice, and engages faculty in processes that 

contribute to a culture of assessment university-wide. An integral component of the all-
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in-one assessment system is faculty created, course-embedded assessments. These 

assessments are not an add-on; rather, they are something faculty already do as part of 

the course. Assessment is no longer an add-on, but rather an integrated component of 

the daily operations of the academic culture. Another strength BGSU offers is the 

involvement of key constituents with the assessment process. For example, the BGP 

assessment is faculty-driven where faculty developed the embedded assessments, 

evaluate them, review assessment data, and identify potential action items. 

The academic and technological infrastructure at BGSU assist in the collection 

and use of data for institutional change at BGSU. The reorganization of assessment 

resources and the development of an assessment infrastructure at BGSU has facilitated 

the use of data to guide programmatic innovation. The Office of Academic Assessment 

coordinates the systemic development of the infrastructure that supports the collection, 

analysis, and use of student learning outcomes data. This includes providing 

professional development, generating data reports, and facilitating faculty meetings on 

how to use data to improve student learning.  Since its creation in 2013, the office has 

assisted many programs follow the path of the BGP program by creating and using 

program learning outcome rubrics to assess student learning and progress for 

accreditation and assessment reports. The Student Achievement Assessment 

Committee (SAAC) is an additional example of how faculty are involved with 

assessment; whereas, faculty and staff review program assessment data using a 

targeted rubric and provide helpful feedback to their colleagues. The Center for Faculty 

Excellence provides professional development to their faculty peers on a variety of 

assessment topics and create an environment of mutual support. Students who work as 
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student learning analysts as part of the Office of Academic Assessment are directly 

involved with the assessment process by gathering information on student learning 

experiences. 

The Learning Management System (LMS), also managed by the Office of 

Academic Assessment, provided the technological infrastructure to collect course-based 

assessment data via common rubrics for learning outcomes at the course, program and 

university level.  This system allows individual faculty to assess student performance, 

using rubrics, at the individual course level and those data easily ‘roll-up’ through a 

central mechanism using technology.  Running course, program and/or institutional 

reports on student performance for each outcome is effortless, does not require faculty 

and/or program administrative labor, and allows for those data to be collected and 

reported back to faculty and faculty administrators in a timely manner.  This allows for 

data to be used to make adjustments to assessments and/or pedagogical methods 

being used to teach each course to better meet the learning needs of students. 

Collaboration between the institutional supports, primarily the Office of Academic 

Assessment, and programs is critical in sustaining institutional culture of using data to 

fuel course, program, and institutional improvements and innovation.  Comprehensive 

communication plans for assessment initiatives and the effective distribution of 

assessment data for program improvement are essential. The GSW program is one 

example of how departments can successfully use data from internal and external 

assessments with vertical and horizontal alignment to support student learning and 

success.  
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