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Seven CCCU institutions are participating in a year-long project funded by the Teagle Foundation of New York. This "planning grant" phase permits the colleges to collaborate on general education assessment initiatives, partnering to consider how to measure general education outcomes more effectively. Shared tools for evaluation are being considered, but also shared processes to improve student participation.
In late 2004, the Teagle Foundation of New York sent out an invitation to 60 or so liberal arts colleges, inviting them to apply for a grant under the heading “value-added assessment.” The reward: $300,000 over three years. The task: 

1. To enhance student learning in private undergraduate colleges through the use of value added assessment.

2. To increase knowledge of how value-added assessment can enhance student learning in private undergraduate colleges.

3. To encourage sharing of ideas and resources among institutions of similar mission sharing an interest in value-added assessment.

4. To assist faculty in taking the lead in the development and implementation of value-added assessment.

The foundation proposed that “several colleges (typically 4 – 10) agree to collaborate by establishing a joint working group composed of concerned faculty and administrators. This group meets with some frequency, electronically and face to face, surveys what is already being achieved on the campuses, and what might be achieved through additional efforts, including the study of existing data, the collection of new information, the administration of appropriate instruments of assessment, shared visits by specialists in the field, and the development and evaluation of new courses and curricula, etc.” The primary focus was on general education or competencies in the core curriculum.
A colleague and I reviewed these materials, and began to think together of what peer institutions we knew that were active in assessment or might be willing to work together on a project like this. The list seemed to form rapidly: our colleagues at Northwestern College, just two miles away from Bethel; colleagues at Asbury College and Greenville College, who were leaders in the Comprehensive Assessment Project; a colleague like David Kale, at Mount Vernon, who had a prominent role in assessment on their campus. A contact with Gordon’s Mark Sargent happened because he, too, had received a Teagle invitation; finally, he suggested Houghton might be interested, and indeed they were. In one respect, then, this collaboration happened because of the previous associations we have had through the CAP, in which most of the schools had participated.
Each of the institutions met the Teagle criterion of being a “private college . . .with a strong commitment to the liberal arts, high academic standards and stable finances.” We were spread across three regional accreditors and six states, but with good electronic communication and many shared values and experiences.

Our initial proposal, we believed, followed the Teagle Foundation’s guidelines—but we were not surprised when we received notice that we were eligible for a “first-step planning grant,” but not full funding, once we saw what the awardees had done for preparation. Most of them had already determined the direction they wanted to take, and had met once or twice in the process of readying the grant. As dispersed as we were, electronic interaction was the best we could do. Naturally, we accepted this “first-step” planning grant, with explicit encouragement from Teagle to apply in 2006 with a revised proposal. They also noted that we could use the grant to pilot ideas, and to try out parts of our initial proposal to see what could happen.
We planned for a meeting in August 2005 to talk about what shape our revised proposal would take. To begin with, we walked through what general education looked like on each of our campuses, and then considering what common emphases appeared. We wanted to come to consensus about central themes or outcomes, and then consider how we might get data on each of them that would be usable. In one respect, this was relatively easy—we are all Christian liberal arts colleges. In one respect, it’s very difficult. Each of us has unique themes or features.  Northwestern has a focus on biblical studies, so that all students earn the equivalent of a major in Bible as a foundation for the discipline they also choose to study. Several have highly integrated core curricula; several have very loose general education distribution requirements. 
At the end of that meeting, we had three general themes on which to work:

· Biblical knowledge—just bare factual awareness

· Some level of integrative thinking, reflected in the ability to articulate a Christian worldview in considering real-life issues

· Some level of ability to address moral problems

We had met for most of three days, and came down to some things we could agree on, while recognizing that there was much we didn’t know yet.  There was some level of discomfort, and a little edginess about the whole process. Asbury was about to begin a general education revision, Bethel was about to implement one; Houghton and Gordon were very new to the assessment game; Greenville was concluding a self-study and readying for a comprehensive accreditation visit; everyone wanted to make sure that his or her campus’s distinctives were respected.
One participant commented at the end that it may have looked like the decision came down to the tools we had available.  For what we had were three tools that looked like they might help us, and which we could use for further conversation. 

The Test of Bible Knowledge, developed over a number of months by Bethel faculty, used as a pre-test and post-test for our Introduction to the Bible students. This was a hundred-point test—and when we put it into an online form, using the “Flashlight” survey method, it became two tests, one Old Testament, one New.

The Dordt College Social Challenges Essay, which they have been using for some years, as a way of helping students consider the incorporation of a Christian worldview into dealing with contemporary social issues.

The Defining Issues Test, one of several tools developed by academics to consider how students changed in their thinking about moral problems. A new version of this had just come into use, one which is updated and seems more “user-friendly” to students. Bethel had been using it for two decades, and had longitudinal data on student change that was useful as a starting point.
We went off to our campuses to try some of these things out. As it happened, because Bethel could offer to host the Flashlight Test of Bible Knowledge, I was able to see how participation went on these campuses.  When we met in January as a follow-up, we had some better ideas of what was working, and where we’d like to go.

In a several-hour session in January, we struggled to find what our new direction ought to be. We knew we wanted to continue to deal with “foundations,” including understanding of the Bible and religious principles, and we wanted to find out the extent to which students were able to integrate these principles into the rest of their academic thinking—a Christian worldview understanding, as we might see it.

But we were struck by an issue raised by most of the campuses—that we really needed to know how students continued to live out their lives after commencement. This was nicely in keeping with the Teagle emphasis on “value-added” education and value added assessment. Jim Mannoia’s concept of “critical commitment,” referenced in the proposal, came to mind. We agreed that this was an issue we wanted to get at: how well did students emerge from our colleges able to maintain their values, articulate them well, operate from principles that they understood and to which they were committed, and engage actively in the culture.

As we worked through this idea, it became evident in the discussion that the “academic side of the house” shouldn’t be alone in this discussion. Indeed, if we believe in “whole-person education,” then student life professionals and campus ministry professionals, and probably colleagues from the alumni office had to be part of the conversation. That went into our proposal, as well.

What we ended up with was a recognition that our “planning group” was a working group, doing pilot studies to get things under way. For our major task—assuming we win the funding we are hoping for—we will need to involve classroom instructors, campus pastors, and residence life leaders—in defining what we’re looking for, and in structuring tools to measure where we are and give us a vision of where we want to be. 

If we are funded, then we’ll do precisely this in August—a meeting that might bring together as many as 40 of us—faculty, student life, campus pastoral staff, alumni directors—for several days to chew away at this issue. What would critical commitment look like in our differing religious traditions? Where would we look to find evidence? What could we to together to collect and compare that evidence? Where does it get established in students’ campus experience, and how could we provide more experiences that would enable students to build conviction, integrate their thinking, and go out into the marketplace successfully?

This is, in one respect, a way of encouraging our campuses to value the same outcomes for students across a range of offices and activities, a process of refocusing in which we don’t often engage. Faculty, however much they may respect and value colleagues in other areas, don’t usually see the goals of the Campus Ministries office, or the Office of Student Life, as paralleling their own classroom objectives.  On some campuses, at least in the past, a complete cleavage could occur, with extreme territoriality. We hope that the Teagle Foundation helps us try out a process of assessment that may actually result in some new vision for the holistic Christian education we want to encourage. 
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Shaping the Next Generation of Scholars, Servants, Leaders:

Seven Evangelical Liberal Arts Colleges Assess Value-Added General Education

American universities in recent years have described the task of educating college students as a balance of building knowledge, abilities, and dispositions. General education programs and academic majors undertake to provide intellectual content and to cultivate skills such as writing and critical thinking. They encourage habits of thinking such as fair-mindedness, intellectual curiosity, and respect for the convictions of others. On some of these outcomes, colleges have struggled against significant resistance.

As he announced a new research initiative at the Higher Education Research Institute several years ago, Alexander Astin wrote:

If we look at how our students' values have been changing during recent decades, the good news is they have become strong supporters of both gender and racial equity and of students' rights in general, and most recently they have become much stronger supporters of gay rights. The bad news is that they have become much less engaged both academically and politically, much more focused on making a lot of money, and much less likely to concern themselves with "developing a meaningful philosophy of life." These contrasting values—the material and the existential—have literally traded places since the early 1970s, a time when developing a meaningful philosophy of life was the number one value for students. Today "being very well off financially" is the top value, while developing a meaningful philosophy of life has dropped way down on the list. In short, a focus on the spiritual interior has been replaced by a focus on the material exterior.

Astin’s concern was heightened because he found that college had failed to change this perspective. In response, he announced a new project, “Spirituality in Higher Education: A National Study of College Students' Search for Meaning and Purpose.” His research developed in this direction because Astin found that students from colleges with a religious emphasis did not demonstrate this “disengagement.” His observations were based on longitudinal research from the Comprehensive Assessment Project of the Council of Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU), a 101-member organization of evangelical liberal arts colleges and universities. (Spirituality in Higher Education: A National Study of College Students’ Search for Meaning and Purpose, Summary of Selected Findings [2000-2003], available at http://spirituality.ucla.edu/results/Findings_Summary_00-03.pdf)

Seven CCCU colleges and universities propose an assessment research project to improve the effectiveness of learning in their general education programs. They will document the impact of common educational experiences in helping students demonstrate critical commitment in participating actively in their culture. Such commitment is based on deepened understanding, strengthened skills in analysis and expression, and the disposition to act consistently on the basis of an established worldview.

President James Mannoia of Greenville College, one of the collaborating schools, wrote several years ago

The genius of the Christian college is its aim to produce graduates who go beyond both [dogmatism and scepticism]; they are persons who embody critical commitment. They go beyond dogmatism in applying the best critical tools available to the real questions of life. They go beyond scepticism in their willingness to be committed in spite of doubt. . . . In the language of ethics they not only are cognitively competent to assess complex real-world problems in the light of Christian principles, but have the character virtues that equip them to hold their conclusions gently while acting with decisiveness and passion. (Christian Liberal Arts: An Education That Goes Beyond)

He added to this that “The key to characterizing critical commitment and to distinguishing it from either dogmatism or scepticism I believe lies in the neighborhood of ‘epistemological humility." As one of my colleagues put it one day in one of those classic hallway conversations, ‘How we hold truth is as important as what we hold to be truth.’”

These diverse campuses are all primarily baccalaureate colleges with strong residential, traditional-age student populations. Asbury College (KY) Bethel University (MN), Gordon College (MA), Greenville College (IL), Houghton College (NY), Mount Vernon Nazarene University (OH) and Northwestern College (MN) differ in size, Carnegie classification, student selectivity, regional accreditation, and curricular structure. At the same time, elements of their missions as evangelical colleges are similar.

Six have experience in collaborative assessment: they have shared assessment instruments, developed assessment approaches, and managed campus conversations through membership in the Comprehensive Assessment Project (CAP) of the CCCU. This FIPSE-sponsored project emphasized indirect measures of student learning, while the current project will employ both direct and indirect measures. The campuses also demonstrated the ability to manage large-scale projects, bring other campuses into the process, publicize results, and disseminate information. 

Through a “first step” planning grant, these seven schools have begun together to assess the value their general education programs have added to students’ lives. During 2005-06 they agreed on shared concerns for student learning, joined in pilot studies, and planned for expanded research during the next several years. They will research general education effectiveness in three respects: 

· how successfully do our general education programs foster knowledge and understanding of religious values and basic information on Christian faith?

· how successfully do they foster critical, philosophical, and integrative thinking leading to a religiously-informed worldview and effective expression of that worldview? 

· and how successfully do they encourage and enable “critical commitment,” or consistent, balanced, “gentle, open-minded, self-critical” translation of knowledge and values into long-range behavior? 

These roughly correspond to domains of factual knowledge, critical thinking and evaluation, and application. 

The colleges believe that they can increase the capacity of each institution for continued success in educating the “next generations” of students through establishing clear linkage between student performance and faculty instruction, and then seeking to improve instruction. Faculty members on each campus will play a significant role in establishing benchmarks in these areas of learning, developing the processes used, and implementing change. Research between campuses will encourage reviews of processes both of teaching and assessment.

The 2005-06 “first-step” grant has laid the foundation for this project. In 2006-07, the colleges will extend the 2005-06 pilot studies on biblical knowledge into broader longitudinal research on biblical and philosophical knowledge. Departmental faculty on each campus will receive results from the Test of Bible Knowledge, and representatives will meet in August to discuss how to enrich this with information from authentic measures in classes.  Secondly, campuses will extend 2005-06 pilot studies on students’ ability to address complex social problems in ways consistent with a maturing theological worldview. They will administer the Social Challenges Essay used in 2005 to a broader group of first-year and senior students, with each campus supplying the results to its general education committee.  Campuses participating in the use of the Defining Issues Test of moral judgment in 2005-06 will discuss results in a meeting in June 2006 which will conclude the “first step” grant. This is also scheduled to expand in 2006-07.

A major task of the first year will be to bring together a larger group of faculty and professional staff to articulate the concept of “critical commitment” in different Protestant traditions, and to propose student learning outcomes appropriate to each campus. This will involve defining critical commitment more precisely in terms of dispositions, skills, and behaviors. Campus representatives will develop measures and pilot a series of assessment tools to establish baseline student performance in 2006-07. Faculty will have a major role in this task.

Approaches to Measuring Students’ Development 

First-year students are often only vaguely familiar with their religious heritage. Typically, the intellectual integrity and even the factual content of their governing worldview are incomplete or unexamined. Traditional-age students are maturing in their ability to incorporate knowledge, analyze real-world problems, weigh evidence fairly, apply criteria appropriately, and choose reasonable and just solutions. These are complex tasks, not all easily observable. A thorough understanding of student growth will incorporate direct and indirect measures of the three general outcome areas, and will monitor longitudinal change. 

The collaboration has already begun to establish baseline measures of students, in the form of research pairings or teams looking at student performance. Over the three-year period of the grant, the campuses plan to use the following tools to assess student performance. 

	Proposed outcomes
	Direct Measures
	Indirect measures

	fostering knowledge and understanding of Christian religious values and basic information on Christian faith
	· Test of Bible Knowledge (pre- and post-test use piloted in 2005-06)

· Shared course-embedded approaches (development 2006-07)
	· Spiritual Transformations Inventory (piloted in 2005-06)

· CIRP-CSS (in use on most campuses as longitudinal survey since 1994)

	fostering critical, philosophical, and integrative thinking leading to a faith-informed worldview and effective expression of that worldview
	· Social Challenges Essay (piloted 2005-06)

· Defining Issues Test (piloted 2005-06)
	· National Survey of Student Engagement (piloted 2005)

· CSS

· Dogmatism Scale (piloted 2005-06)

	encouraging and enabling “critical commitment,” or consistent, balanced, “gentle, open-minded, self-critical” translation of knowledge and values into long-range behavior 
	· Collegiate Learning Assessment (piloted 2004-06)

· Capstone course performance (Social Challenges essay, piloted 2005-06)

· Participation in service-learning and volunteer service
	· National Survey of Student Engagement

· International studies / off-campus program evaluation

· Alumni data and self-report regarding service




Program Activity

Year One: During August 2006, a larger group of representatives of the collaboration will meet to discuss how to define and frame outcomes for “critical commitment” in ways that respect institutional differences. They will also agree on at least three pilot studies to evaluate students’ current level of performance in this area. Campuses will make use of current and historical data from the earlier Comprehensive Assessment Project of the CCCU: this may include analysis of Fowler Faith Interviews, CIRP-CSS longitudinal data, or current NSSE data.  Possible directions for research include:

· measuring student performance and consolidation of thinking and expression during internships, service-learning, and international and intercultural programs; 

· documenting change during the college years through student electronic portfolios; 

· and studying ongoing change through structured study of recent graduates and alumni.  

Participants from the collaborating campuses will include faculty in religion and the social sciences; professional staff from student development and campus ministries; and directors of alumni affairs. Implementation on campuses will involve all these groups.

At the same meeting in August, the smaller group of “first-step” directors of current pilot projects will meet with three objectives. First, they will expand efforts to measure students’ knowledge of the Bible and religious perspectives. The Test of Bible Knowledge, with its orientation toward factual information, must be augmented by other measures of higher order thinking. An initial approach will be to request faculty discussion of “signature assignments” in use in classes in biblical studies. Second, researchers on several campuses will examine students’ ability in critical thinking through the Collegiate Learning Assessment, providing a snapshot of students’ skills in analysis and comparable information for participants. All campuses will develop processes to feed this information back to general education programs. Third, faculty skilled in analysis of critical thinking/writing tasks will be available to travel to campuses to work with campus-based faculty teams on analysis of the Social Challenges Essay.

A January 2007 smaller meeting of the project leaders will include a report on projects under way.

Year Two: In August of 2007, the large group of “critical commitment” researchers from the first year will meet to review data from initial studies and to discuss expanded studies for breadth and longitudinal information. Research teams will be established for schools with similar interests in expanded study. As an example, four of the campuses are linked to sponsoring denominations: a very real question is whether denominational emphases encourage or limit “critical commitment.”  Research funding for faculty involved in campus-based projects and pairings will be made available in August 2007 for research projects by inter-campus teams of faculty. Researchers on biblical knowledge and critical thinking projects and the steering committee will meet in January 2008 to discuss findings and form recommendations on general education. 

Year Three: In August 2008, the larger group of “critical commitment” researchers will meet once more to review progress on the project. Early results from undergraduate and alumni data collection will be discussed. Research funding for faculty involved in campus-based projects will again be made available. During this final year, all campuses will be fully engaged. The steering committee will meet in January 2009 to review data gained and action on recommendations to general education committees on the campuses. The committee will also review the research of campus pairings or faculty, with the goal of disseminating good practice information to other campuses. A June 2009 meeting of campus representatives will enable faculty to report on results of the projects.

Dissemination of Results

Early discussion of the Teagle Foundation “first-step” results will be presented at the CCCU International Forum on Christian Higher Education, March 30, 2006, in Dallas, Texas. Representatives of five “first-step” campuses will share early results and the vision of the Teagle Foundation initiative. The project leaders have also applied to present at the annual IUPUI Assessment Conference in Indianapolis in October 2006. 

One of the best resources for liberal arts colleges has been the website of the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (www.cccu.org). Two sections of the website, on the Comprehensive Assessment Project and on faculty development, receive extensive use. The collaborative group proposes to develop a section of the assessment project website for Teagle-sponsored research papers and reports. 
