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A Three-Year Cycle  

This plan calls for a three-year assessment cycle for the Virginia Competencies, 
commencing in the 2011-2012 academic year and concluding with the 2013-2014 
academic year (Table 1).  The conclusion of this cycle in 2014 will be concurrent with 
the submission of VCU’s reaffirmation self-study for the Southern Association of 
Colleges and Schools.  A fresh assessment cycle will commence with the 2014-2015 
academic year.   

Virginia Competencies Year Assessed 
Writing 
Critical Thinking 2011-2012 

Oral Communication 
Scientific Reasoning 2012-2013 

Quantitative Reasoning 
Ethical and Civic Responsibility  2013-2014 

    Table 1 – Three-Year Assessment Cycle  

Assessment Measures  

This plan calls for a combination of direct measures (tests, embedded assessments) 
and indirect measures (NSSE, interviews) of student learning.  Some assessments will 
be administered on the institutional level (standardized tests, NSSE, Exit Interviews) 
while others will be administered as part of the assessment plans for degree programs.  
Because program level assessment plans include aligning learning outcomes with the 
Virginia Competencies, it is possible to aggregate program level assessment findings in 
terms of the Virginia Competencies. See Attachment A.  

Below is a summary of the plans for implementing each of the measures of student 
learning.     

Standardized Tests 

Each year of the cycle, a standardized, nationally normed test such as CAAP-ACT, 
ETS-AP, or the CLA will be administered to a sample of students.  The benefits of 
standardized tests (when available) include performance data that can be compared to 
peer institutions.   

In year one, 2011-2012, writing and critical thinking will be assessed with a 
standardized test.  For year two, 2012-2013, scientific reasoning will be tested; oral 
communication, however, will not be assessed with a standardized test.  Finally, in year 
three, 2013-2014, quantitative reasoning will be tested via standardized examination; 
whether or not to assess ethical and civic responsibility with a test will be determined by 
a test selection and review committee of faculty.      
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Test selection committees, comprised of faculty teaching courses essential to 
developing the competencies, will select the standardized tests.  Criteria for selecting 
tests include the validity of the test items, the usefulness of the test reports for 
accountability and improvement, and logistical efficiency.   

Embedded Assessments  

Embedded assessments are high-stakes student work such as papers, presentations, 
tests, and performances that are part of a course and are carefully aligned with program 
learning outcomes.  Embedded assessments yield the most valid data about the 
efficacy of the curriculum, however, the findings are not comparable with other 
institutions, such as standardized test scores are.   

Though assignments and tasks are not standardized from course to course and 
program to program, embedded assessment is conducted with a common rubric.  The 
Association of American Colleges and Universities (AACU) provides rubrics for fifteen 
learning outcomes that are common to a baccalaureate education.  The AACU rubrics 
are so designed that student work from various classrooms can be assessed with a 
common “lens,” yielding findings for accountability reports and program improvement.  
Already, VCU is working with the AACU rubrics, fitting and contextualizing them to our 
core curriculum and general education.    

This plan calls for different embedded assessments each year of the cycle.  Writing 
and critical thinking (year one of the cycle) will be assessed throughout the three tiers 
of the core curriculum. (The three tiers of the core curriculum are comprised as follows:  
tier one is two common courses for first year students, tier two consists of a distribution 
of general education courses, and tier three is a senior capstone course or experience.)  
Oral communication (year two) will be in students’ first and third tiers.  Scientific 
reasoning (year two) will be assessed in general education science courses.  
Quantitative reasoning (year three) will be assessed in the first and second tier of the 
core curriculum. Finally, ethical and civic responsibility (year three) will be assessed 
via service learning courses in addition to the three tiers of the core curriculum.    

National Survey of Student Engagement 

This survey is considered by many to be the “gold standard” for assessing how 
successfully an institution engages students in high impact practices that foster 
cognitive growth and personal development.  Several items on the survey are directly 
linked to student perception of their opportunities to develop the Virginia Competencies.  
VCU will administer NSSE every other year.   
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Exit Interviews 

Similar in purpose to NSSE, exit interviews are structured questions designed to elicit 
from students their perceptions and understandings of their baccalaureate experience.  
Trained interviewers will query students to share their observations and opinions about 
the quality and frequency of opportunities to develop the Virginia Competencies at VCU.  
Exit interviews will be administered to students at the completion of Tier One and Tier 
Three of the core curriculum. Exit interviews will alternate with NSSE.   

Program Assessment  

VCU’s academic degree programs annually update their assessment plans and report 
findings in WEAVEonlineTM, a centralized web-based tool.  Because degree program 
learning outcomes are aligned with the Virginia Competencies, the program level 
assessment findings are aggregated to develop an account of the ways in which these 
programs foster students’ development of discipline specific skills and knowledge as 
well as the more general Virginia Competencies.   

Uses of Assessment Findings  

Annually, the Office of Assessment, in conjunction with the Center for Teaching 
Excellence, will offer workshops to engage faculty and staff in making use of the 
assessment findings.  Workshops will be developed for programs such as general 
education and the core curriculum; workshops also will be customized for academic 
departments.     

Reporting to SCHEV  

VCU will submit a report to SCHEV at the conclusion of this three year assessment 
cycle.  This reporting date will be September, 2014. Following the Virginia Public Higher 
Education Policy on the Assessment of Student Learning, this report will include a 
“data-based description of student performance on each assessment,” a comparison of 
this performance to institutional standards, and a data-based description of institutional 
actions taken to improve student learning” as a result of the assessments.     

 


