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II. INTRODUCTION 
 
A. Commission Action Prompting Progress Report 
 

On August 14, 2000 the Commission on Institutes of Higher Education (North Central 
Association) adopted the Statement of Affiliation Status portion of the attached Record of Status 
and Scope1, thereby acknowledging the successful completion of a Commission mandated visit 
focused on the implementation of University of Nebraska - Lincoln’s (UNL) plans for 
assessment of student academic achievement2.  The Record of Status and Scope indicated that 
our next comprehensive evaluation was to occur in 2006-07 and that a progress report on the 
implementation of assessment of student academic achievement was required on December 1, 
2002.   

 
The Institutional Actions Council at the recommendation of a Reader’s Panel asked that 

the August 14, 2000 letter make clear that: 
 
“… the progress report…can address briefly the progress of assessment throughout the 
institution, but needs to focus primarily on those academic areas that the team found ‘far 
behind where they should be in implementing a program of assessment’ (Team Report p. 
27) and acknowledged in the institution’s official response of June 26, 2000.” 

 
 The recommendation made on page 27 in the Focus Visit Team Report mentioned by the 
council in the quote above states: 
 

“It appears that some academic areas are far behind where they should be in 
implementing a program of assessment. UNL has made progress in implementation of its 
assessment of student academic achievement throughout the institution, yet the 
implementation of assessment at the college level is below a standard of acceptability in 
some units.” 
 

 Because the team report does not specify which colleges were implementing assessment 
below a standard of acceptability, this progress report will focus on the progress in the 
implementation of assessment of student academic achievement throughout the institution with 
specific detail on the progress of assessment at the college level.   
 
 
B. Process by which Report Has Been Prepared 
 
Contents 
 
 The report is based on assessment materials and reports prepared for the purpose of 
implementing the University’s Assessment Plan.  These materials and reports include: 
                                                           
1 August 14, 2000 letter to Chancellor James Moeser from North Central Association of Colleges and Schools. 
2 November 18, 1997 letter to Chancellor James Moeser from North Central Association of Colleges and Schools. 
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• Annual Reports of College Assessment Activities 
• Academic Program Review and Accreditation Reports 
• Mid-Cycle Reviews of Assessment Plans 
• Comprehensive Education Program Reports 
• Institutional Quality Indicator Annual Report (2001-02) 
 

 
Involvement 
 
 The University-Wide Assessment Committee has been involved in providing specific 
information as well as feedback about the report and the content on which it is based.  Prior to 
finalization, the committee accepted the report. 
 
C. Organization of the Report 
 

To respond to the recommendation of the Higher Learning Commission/North Central 
Association (HLC/NCA) Institutional Actions Council we have organized the report as follows: 
 

• Primary Report Focus: Overview the progress in the implementation of assessment of 
student academic achievement throughout the institution since the fall 1999 with 
specific detail on the progress of assessment at the college level. 

 
• Secondary Report Focus: Briefly report on significant accomplishments in progress 

occurring across and beyond individual academic units. 
 

 
D. Overview of Progress 
 

Following the 1999 HLC/NCA Focus Visit it was clear that the institution needed a 
formal approach for documenting its progress on the assessment of student academic 
achievement.  This documentation would allow for internal monitoring of the contribution of 
assessment efforts in enhancing understanding and improving student learning. In addition, this 
documentation would allow the institution to effectively communicate its progress externally.  At 
the same time, the HLC/NCA shared a new tool for institutions to evaluate their progress in 
implementing their assessment plans, Levels of Implementation.3  This new tool provided a set of 
characteristics on which we could track our progress and insure it was valued by the HLC/NCA. 

 
 A closer study of the Levels of Implementation and its four characteristics revealed that 
the fourth characteristic, Efficacy of Assessment, applied directly to the institution’s efforts to 
assess student academic achievement at the level of the department or program.  The Efficacy of 

                                                           
3 NCA/The Higher Learning Commission, “Assessment of Student Academic Achievement: Levels of 
Implementation”, March 2001, Addendum to the Handbook of Accreditation, Second Edition. 
http://www.ncahigherlearningcommission.org/resources/assessment/index.html 

Page 4 of 20 



University of Nebraska – Lincoln 
HLC/NCA Institutional Progress Report 
December 2002 
 

Assessment characteristics also represent the kind of information the HLC/NCA requested for 
the progress report.   
 
 Therefore, we developed a set of indicators that paralleled the descriptions given for 
Efficacy of Assessment.4  Once we identified indicators for tracking our progress we used 
assessment reports received annually from our academic colleges for collecting data on those 
indicators.  Graphs were then used to represent the progress of the institution’s assessment 
efforts.5  For this progress report we have collected information from 1999, which represents 
assessment efforts in the 1998-99 academic year, and the information shared with the HLC/NCA 
team during their focus visit.  In order to document progress since that time, we collected the 
same information from 2001, which represents the assessment efforts in the 2000-01 academic 
year to document our institutions progress.6  This documentation will be referred to throughout 
this report to address the recommendations of the HLC/NCA focus visit team. 
 
 In summary, we believe the HLC/NCA will find we have made great progress in our 
efforts to assess student academic achievement and effectively document for HLCA/NCA and 
ourselves the effect of those efforts on our educational programs.  It should be highlighted that 
this progress has occurred during a time when UNL has experienced significant changes in its 
leadership positions.  These changes included a new Chancellor, two interim associate vice 
chancellors for academic affairs, and seven new deans of academic colleges.   Our continued 
progress during this transition indicates the continued support and commitment to assessment by 
those leaders and an indication that faculty essentially drive the assessment process.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
4 See Appendix A, Parallels between Efficacy of Assessment Descriptions and Progress Indicators 
5 See Appendix B and Appendix D, Progress Indicator Graphs (1999 & 2001) 
6 Note that information from the 2000-01 academic year is the most recent information we have from the colleges 
about their assessment efforts due to our reporting cycle that requests that information in the late fall from the 
previous academic year.  Therefore, the information for the 2001-02 academic year will not be received until 
January 2003. 
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II. Progress of Assessment in Academic Units 
   

Because the focus visit team report does not specify which colleges they believe were 
implementing assessment below a standard of acceptability, this report will focus on the progress 
throughout the institution with specific detail on the progress of assessment at the college level.  
Specifically, discussion in this section focuses on activities involving assessment of 
undergraduate programs, general education core (Comprehensive Education Program – CEP), 
graduate programs, and institutional goals. 
 
A. Assessment of Undergraduate Education 
 

1. Undergraduate Programs 
 

a. Discussion of Progress 
 

In fall 1999, the HLC/NCA Focus visit team recognized that all departments were 
engaged in assessment activities but at varying stages of development.  Through the progress 
indicator tracking process, we can document that development has continued beyond what 
the HLC/NCA Focus visit team observed in the fall of 1999.  From the most recent 
information we have obtained in the 2000-01 academic year annual assessment reporting 
process the following progress has occurred since 1998-99: 
 

 More academic units have a plan for assessing student academic achievement (92.9% 
in 2001 vs. 86.6% in 1999).7  This occurred despite the creation of at least four new 
undergraduate major programs.  

 
 More academic units were involved in implementing their planned assessment 

activities (78.6% in 2001 vs. 67.2% in 1999).8 
 

 A significantly greater number of academic units were using their assessment results 
to some extent (68.6% in 2001 vs. 26.9% in 1999).9 

 
 Increased engagement in response to assessment results was evident through a greater 

number of units using those results to:   
-  improve their assessment plans (41.4% units in 2001 vs. 10.4% units in 1999),  
-  highlight/discuss issues              (25.7% in 2001 vs. 6% in 1999),  and 
-   take action for improvement     (51.4% in 2001 vs. 13.4% in 1999). 10

 
The progresses highlighted above are also occurring in every academic college. 

 

                                                           
7 See Appendix B1, Percentage of academic units having and implementing an assessment Plan 
8 See Appendix B1, Percentage of academic units having and implementing an assessment Plan 
9 See Appendix B2, Percentage of academic units using assessment results 
10 See Appendix B3, How assessment results are used by Academic Units  
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 In 2001, every college has made progress in the number of units that have and are 
implementing assessment plans.  This has resulted in nearly 100% of the units in nine 
of the ten colleges implementing an assessment plan.11  The tenth college has only 
four programs without an assessment plan and two of those programs are new. In 
1999, only six of the ten colleges had 100% of units implementing an assessment 
plan.12  

 
 In 2001, each of the 10 colleges has units using their assessment results, and in nine 

of those colleges at least half of the units are using their assessment results.  In 1999, 
there were only five colleges with units using their assessment results.13  

 
b. Potential Reasons for Progress 
 

There are three factors that potentially may have contributed to the progress documented 
above.  Each is discussed below.  
 
• Factor 1:  Faculty committees have become instrumental in guiding and supporting 

outcomes assessment in their colleges.  Previous to 1998-99, two of UNL’s largest 
colleges had faculty committee oversight of assessment efforts.  Since then, another 
two colleges formed faculty committees for overseeing their assessment efforts. In 
each college the University-Wide Assessment Steering Committee representative 
chairs the faculty committee.  In three of these cases, faculty committees were 
responsible for annually reviewing the assessment plans and activities of individual 
units with feedback to those units about their process.  In the fourth case, the faculty 
committee is responsible for identifying and implementing assessment activities that 
will contribute to the college as a whole.  This change has clearly led to the progress 
in assessment planning, implementation of activities, and use of assessment results 
and will continue to do so.14 

 
• Factor 2: Undergraduate programs have more effective means for assessing 

achievement so that it is valuable to the unit.  This progress is illustrated in the 
progress indicator charts where since 1999 a significantly greater percentage of 
academic units are modifying their assessment plans to make them more meaningful 
and a greater percentage of academic units report they are using assessment results to 
discuss issues and take actions to improve their academic program.15 

 

                                                           
11 References to the ten colleges throughout the document includes the Libraries because Library faculty teach the 
Information Discovery and Retrieval course for UNL’s Comprehensive Education Program and annually report on 
their assessment of the course. 
12 See Appendix C1, Percentage of Academic Units from Each College Implementing Outcomes Assessment Plans  
13 See Appendix C2, Percentage of Academic Units from Each College Using Outcomes Assessment Results  
14 College 1, College 3, College 4, and College 10 on Appendix C1 & C2 all have faculty committees for overseeing 
assessment activities. 
15 See Appendix B3, How assessment results are used by Academic Units. 
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• Factor 3:  There is better communication about the purpose and contribution of 
assessing student achievement.  Over time it has become increasingly clear that 
assessment of student academic achievement cannot occur as an isolated process 
unconnected to other means of assessing an educational program and its 
effectiveness.  Because of this close integration it may not have always been entirely 
clear to an academic unit when they were actually “doing assessment”.  In addition, 
the expectation that assessment activities should result in some kind of discussion or 
decision (e.g. improvement) may also not have been clear.  Therefore in October 
1999, the request for annual assessment reports was clarified to emphasize that the 
academic colleges and their units should focus primarily on how assessment results 
were informative, and secondarily on the details of the assessment process and 
activities.  Although it could be suggested that this modification is the primary reason 
that improvements in the use of assessment results have occurred since 1999, we 
would suggest that either way the result is positive.   

 
c. Additional Notable Evidence 
 

In addition to the progress in the implementation and use of assessment, the ways in 
which assessment is informing issues and actions is also worthy of note.  A variety of 
important programmatic issues are raised as a result of assessment efforts, with a majority 
of these about the curriculum and pedagogy.16  In addition, the kinds of actions taken 
appear to be relevant for addressing these issues.17  This detail suggests that assessment 
evidence is highlighting issues that result in actions that directly effect student academic 
achievement.  

It is also significant to note that the outcomes assessment evidence academic units are 
using to identify issues and actions are based on both student perceptions and student 
work. 18  This indicates that both types of assessment methods have been effectively 
implemented and informative in understanding the effectiveness of educational programs. 
 
 

2. General Education Assessment 
 
UNL has continued to pursue the very complex task of assessing its general education 

core referred to as the Comprehensive Education Program (CEP).  There are four 
components to this program: Information Discovery and Retrieval, Essential Studies (ES), 
Integrative Studies (IS), and the Co-Curricular Experience.  The HLC/NCA Focus Visit 
team expressed a concern with the progress in the assessment of the Essential Studies 
component and the Co-curricular Experiences component of the Comprehensive Education 
Program.19 Updates on new and existing activities surrounding the assessment of CEP are 
discussed in this section.  Discussion will include:   

1. New efforts in assessment of Essential Studies (ES) 
                                                           
16 See Appendix B5, Types of issues raised about educational programs from assessment results 
17 See Appendix B6, Types of actions taken in response to issues raised on assessment results 
18 See Appendix B4, Contribution of different types of evidence to assessment results 
19 Report of a Focused Visit, October 25-27, 1999, p. 22. 
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2. Continuation of CEP surveys  
3. Co-curricular Experience 
 

 
a. New Efforts in the Assessment of Essential Studies (ES) 
 

Since 1999 there have been two separate efforts focusing on assessment of the 
Essential Studies (ES) component.  Each effort is described below: 

a. Development of Departmental ES assessment plans 
b. Area H: Race, Ethnicity, and Gender Committee 

 
Development of Departmental ES assessment plans: 

 
Summarized below are two approaches developed by departments for assessing 
Essential Studies courses offered by their departments.  These efforts were faculty 
initiated and could serve as potential models for broader use across the institution. 

 
o Department One:  Discussions among faculty in one department who teach four 

large CEP courses registering on average between 365 to 723 students a semester 
in each course have led to the identification of two writing skills and six 
conceptual skills that students should demonstrate when passing each course.  To 
begin assessment of these skills the department will conduct three different 
assessment activities during the semester:  

 student focus groups conducted at the beginning and end of the semester  
 copies of student work  
 three short web questionnaires   

 
The department then plans to use this evidence to determine if: 

 Course structure and assignments assist students in achieving learning 
goals the department has set for those courses. 

 Students understand goals and expectations for general education and 
students believe the courses assisted them in achieving those goals.   

 
o Department Two:  For its largest CEP course registering an average of 437 

students a semester, one department has identified three learning goals.  The 
department began assessment of these goals in the Spring 2001.  The assessment 
material collected includes: distributions of student performance, item analyses 
for exam items, and a random sample of student work portfolios.  Examination of 
these materials will verify if course goals are covered in student work and 
information from all three sources will be triangulated to strengthen the evidence 
obtained.  
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Race, Ethnicity, and Gender Faculty Committee: 
 
In the 2000-01 academic year the Associate Vice Chancellor for Academic 

Affairs identified a faculty committee to discuss learning outcomes and possible 
measures for one Essential Studies area of the CEP program.  This area was Area H: 
Race, Ethnicity, and Gender.  The committee met several times over the course of the 
semester to discuss possible desired outcomes for the ES area.  As a part of this 
exploration, the faculty committee reviewed course objectives present in syllabi from 
courses that are designated as fulfilling this area requirement of the CEP program.   

The committee found that developing an articulated vision of goals that is broad 
enough to apply to all disciplines and defined enough to guide course selection and 
planning was a difficult task from the top down.  Therefore, the committee 
recommended instead studying syllabi, teaching methods, and course learning goals 
used in Area H courses to identify commonalities and use that information to initiate 
discussions among faculty teaching Area H courses.  The intended results of these 
faculty discussions would be a proposal of university-wide learning objectives for 
Area H.  This recommendation will be taken under advisement by the Office of the 
Dean of Undergraduate Studies (See Section II.A.3).  

 
b. Continuation of CEP Surveys 

 
In 1997-98 the Office of Academic Affairs supported UNL’s Bureau of 

Sociological Research in administering surveys to first year and senior students about 
their experience with CEP.  Students were asked to rate their degree of skill or 
knowledge in areas pertinent to CEP, to rate the importance of a series of educational 
and life goals, and in the case of seniors to rate the university’s contribution to their 
skill and learning development.  This survey was to establish a baseline for future 
comparisons with a second survey that was administered to first year and senior 
students in 1999-2000.  The results from the second survey confirmed the first that 
students were generally satisfied with their preparedness in each of the areas pertinent 
to CEP.   

 
The results of these two surveys prompted interest in a more in-depth exploration 

of students’ educational experiences.  Therefore, in 2001-02 instead of re-
administering our local surveys for a third time, UNL elected to participate in the 
2002 National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) including the administration of 
20 additional questions as a member of the American Association of Universities 
Data Exchange (AAUDE) Consortium.  The questions on the NSSE survey were 
similar to the types of questions asked on our local CEP surveys and would provide 
the added benefit of comparison with peer institutions, particularly within the 
AAUDE consortium. 

 
We just received data from NSSE in August and are in the process of analyzing 

the results in greater detail related to the broader goals UNL has for educating its 
undergraduates.  We intend to use this survey information to identify areas in which 
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additional information may need to be collected and as a benchmark for assessing the 
contribution of current and future initiatives.  In addition, the fall a faculty committee 
will consider the NSSE results along with other data sources in determining globally 
what these may mean for UNL (See Section II.C.2). 

 
c. Co-Curricular Program Activities 
 

  Since 1999, there have been several programs where academic offices and student 
affairs offices are collaborating on initiatives involving students’ experiences outside 
of the classroom.  More information on these collaborative programs can be found in 
Section III – Progress on Collaboration with Student Affairs.   
 
 One example is the Electronic Portfolio Project.  In 2000-01, a committee of 
individuals representing academic colleges, office of student involvement, career 
services, and the University-Wide Assessment Coordinator from the Office of 
Academic Affairs developed the portfolio framework.  The Assistant Director of 
Student Involvement chaired the committee.  The development of the electronic 
portfolio system was completed in summer of 2001 and piloted with 343 students 
from two colleges and students in the first year seminar in the fall 2001.   
 

The electronic portfolio was developed to allow students to document their 
academic and co-curricular accomplishments beginning their first year at UNL.  This 
portfolio documentation is intended to benefit students by providing them a way to 
record and organize those accomplishments for their own reflection and for sharing 
those accomplishments with advisors, faculty, staff, or employers.  In the future there 
is potential for using information from the electronic portfolio for assessing not only 
the co-curricular portion of the CEP program but academic outcomes as well.  
Starting in 2002-03, the College of Engineering and College of Human Resources and 
Family Sciences will require all of their undergraduate majors to create and maintain 
an electronic portfolio.    
  

 
3. Future of Undergraduate Assessment 

 
 UNL’s achievements in the area of undergraduate education received a significant 
recognition by the Association of American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) when – after 
a rigorous national competition – UNL was selected as one of sixteen Greater Expectations 
Leadership Institutions.  These institutions were identified because, in AAC&U’s words, they 
“have made significant, comprehensive progress in becoming effective learning 
environments; campuses that prepare the diverse range of college students for the 
complexities of this new and technologically turbulent century”.  The Comprehensive 
Education Program, University Learning Communities, University Honors Program, J.D. 
Edwards Program in Management and Computer Science, Undergraduate Creative Activities 
and Research (UCARE) Program, and Peer Review of Teaching Project were all mentioned 
as examples of UNL’s commitment to the undergraduate experience. 
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 This commitment will be continued through the soon-to-be-developed Office of the 
Dean of Undergraduate Studies.  This office will coordinate, administer, and advocate for 
campus-wide policies, programs, and initiatives affecting undergraduate education, 
particularly those activities outside the academic degree programs and individual majors.  
Having an office specifically created to consider and advocate for undergraduate issues and 
program will maintain momentum in many areas and in particular lead to the continued 
enhancement of activities conducted to assess the four components of CEP. 

 
 

B. Assessment of Graduate Education 
 

In fall 1999, the HLC/NCA Focus Visit team noted that while some graduate programs had 
initiated assessment of graduate programs, little progress had been made in this area overall.  
This conclusion was not a surprise to our institution since UNL had purposely narrowed its 
initial focus to assessment in the undergraduate majors so that understanding and acceptance of 
the assessment process could be built up over time.  Once assessment of the undergraduate major 
was underway the academic departments would then be asked to address assessment of their 
graduate programs.  Therefore by 1998-99, only two colleges because of the progress made in 
the assessment of its undergraduate programs were moving into the assessment of student 
academic achievement in graduate programs.      

  
In the Summer 2000, the Dean of Graduate Studies formally requested that all graduate 

programs submit a plan for assessing student academic achievement.  This request was then 
followed up with a presentation given at the graduate chair retreat in Fall 2002 by the University-
Wide Assessment Coordinator discussing ideas, expectations, and resources for assessing 
graduate programs.  In 2001-02, a faculty member was given a special appointment to the Office 
of Graduate Studies to oversee assessment and in the process she started to document progress 
on a parallel set of progress indicators as was done for the undergraduate major.  These 
indicators suggest that engagement by graduate programs in the assessment of student academic 
achievement has increased significantly since 1998-99: 

 
 The percentage of graduate programs reporting implementing their assessment plans 

has doubled (48% in 2001 vs. 25% in 1999).21 
 

 The percentage of graduate programs reporting using their assessment results in some 
capacity has tripled (32.3% in 2001 vs. 10.8% in 1999).22 

 
The progresses highlighted above are expected to continue through the continued 

communication and support supplied by the colleges and the Graduate Studies Office since 1999. 
 

 

                                                           
21 See Appendix D1, Percentage of Graduate Programs having and implementing an assessment plan 
22 See Appendix D2, Percentage of Graduate Programs using assessment results 
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C. Institutional Assessment 
 
At the institutional level there are several activities underway that involve the assessment 

of UNL’s mission and values.   
1. For the first time in 2001-02, data on Institutional Indicators of Quality 

was collected to measure UNL’s progress towards institutional goals and 
aspirations.   

2. Recently, Senior Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs, Dr. Richard C. 
Edwards, formed a faculty committee to think about UNL and its future 
based on the Institutional Indicators of Quality and other data sets 
including the NSSE results.   

3. Initiation of a more formal assessment of UNL’s Undergraduate Creative 
Activities and Research Experiences (UCARE) program.   

 
1. Institutional Indicators of Quality 

 
At the request of the University of Nebraska Board of Regents, UNL has identified 

performance quality indicators in five areas that will allow the institution to monitor our 
performance over time and in comparison with peer institutions.  In December 2001, UNL 
presented a list of indicators with operational definitions to the Board of Regents.  Two of the 
five areas directly relate to institutional outcomes for undergraduate and graduate education 
at UNL: 

 Undergraduate Student Learning and Achievement 
 Graduate, Professional, and Post-doctoral Education.23 

 
      We imposed the following guidelines for choosing institutional indicators of quality: 
   

 The whole set of indicators, taken together, must present a picture of UNL 
that accords with our vision of what we want the university to be; although the 
indicators are not the vision, but they must be consistent with it.   

 The indicators should be measures of outputs, not inputs.   
 The indicators should rely, to the maximum extent possible, on data already 

collected.   
 The required data collection should not impose a large new administrative or 

record-keeping burden.  
 
In many cases, comparable data from our peer institutions is available.  The peer 

institutions established by the Board of Regents for the University of Nebraska – Lincoln are: 
 

 University of Colorado – Boulder 
 Colorado State University 
 University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 

                                                           
23 Indicators of Institutional Quality – University of Nebraska – Lincoln, February 15, 2002 
(www.unl.edu/svcaa/quality.html). 
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 University of Iowa 
 Iowa State University 
 University of Kansas – Lawrence 
 University of Minnesota – Twin Cities 
 University of Missouri – Columbia 
 Ohio State University 
 Purdue University 

 
For most indicators, three questions are asked and the information is graphed.  How 

are we doing? How do we compare to the average of our peers? How do we compare to our 
peers?  Peer data is used not only for comparison but to identify best practices. These details 
could inform what programs should be emphasized and possible new directions to explore to 
allow for further improvement in the quality of undergraduate student learning and 
achievement at UNL. 

 
2. The “Blue Sky” Faculty Committee 

 
This fall the Senior Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs charged a faculty 

committee to consider the data from several sources including the first annual report on 
Institutional Quality Indicators and the 2002 National Survey of Student Engagement 
(NSSE) to gain an understanding about what the data from these sources suggest about UNL 
when considered jointly.  Because this was the first year for collecting much of this data each 
is considered to serve as a benchmark.  Therefore, the committee’s conclusions may be more 
about what relationships exist among the data and what should be watched for in coming 
years rather than an interpretation of quantitative results.  Once the committee has had the 
opportunity to consider these issues this fall, the committee will then meet with Professor 
Richard Light of Harvard University who will be on campus in January to discuss the 
committee’s work.   

  
3. Assessment of Undergraduate Research  

 
The Undergraduate Creative Activities and Research Experiences (UCARE) program at 

the UNL was conceived in the Fall of 1999 and accepted its first set of students in the spring 
of 2000.  It was created to enrich the academic experience of undergraduate students at UNL 
and to provide tangible benefits to the research program of UNL faculty members.   

 
UCARE is organized as a two-year program.  During the fist year, the student works as a 

research assistant for a faculty member on the faculty member’s ongoing research or creative 
activity project(s).  In the second year, the student advances to a project proposed by the 
student and sponsored by the faculty mentor with whom the student worked during the first 
year.   

 
As an initial assessment focus the UCARE Coordinator, Dr. Laura Damuth, and the 

University-Wide Assessment Coordinator, Dr. Jessica Jonson, will conduct focus groups 
with faculty and students outside the sciences who have been involved with the UCARE 
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program.  The focus group discussions with faculty will involve how undergraduates are 
incorporated into their work and their perceptions on the value of the research experience for 
both the faculty and the students.  The focus group discussions with students will ask what 
they have derived from the UCARE experience, addressing both the direct impact of the 
program itself, the research skills learned, and the more indirect “life changing” experiences 
the students have had. 

 
The results of these focus groups will be shared in a presentation at the AAC&U 

Conference in January 2003 to broaden thinking about how to involve undergraduates in 
non-laboratory research in the humanities, social sciences, and fine and performing arts and 
how students in these disciplines can benefit from research experiences.  

 
In the future, the program will continue to expand into additional activities for assessing 

the contribution of this institutional program to undergraduate education. 
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III. Progress on Collaboration with Student Affairs 
 
Since the 1999 HLC/NCA Focus Visit, there have been several new developments in the 

collaboration between Student Affairs and Academic Affairs focusing on the assessment of 
student learning.  These developments include: 

A. Assessment of Learning Communities 
B. Electronic Portfolio Project 
C. NSSE Survey 
D. Institutional Retention Initiatives 
E. Administrative Assignments 

 
A. Assessment of Learning Communities  
 

The Freshman Experience Taskforce was designed to build a partnership of individuals 
from student affairs and academic affairs who were instrumental in developing learning 
communities, charter seminars, and enhancing first-year student orientations.  These activities in 
part contributed to the selection of UNL by the AAC&U as one of 16 institutions for its Greater 
Expectations Initiative involving membership in a Consortium on Quality Education.   

 
The Freshman Experience Task Force initiated and implemented plans for assessing 

learning communities in 2000-2001.  The plan involved focus groups, the use of the College 
Student Expectations Questionnaire (CSXQ) and the College Student Experiences Questionnaire 
(CSEQ).  Focus groups were conducted in the 2000 Fall semester using faculty members as 
facilitators.  The results were shared with the task force during the first meeting of the 2001 
Spring semester.  The highly positive conclusions led to the decision to continue the existing mix 
of curricular and co-curricular activities. 

 
Focus group work continued during the 2001-2002 academic year.  Two groups of 

graduate students enrolled in an advanced qualitative research course each selected an individual 
community to interview.  The results were presented in a mini-forum attended by the chair of the 
Learning Community task force and two other members of the committee.  The results indicated 
that peer support, being “seen” by faculty, and having the reassurance of familiar faces in large 
lecture classes were attractive components of learning community life.  No data emerged from 
the focus groups that indicated significant revision was necessary. 

 
During the summer of 2001 three groups of entering freshman: 1) students enrolled in 

learning communities, 2) student enrolled in the honors program, and 3) a control group 
(students not enrolled in either) were surveyed regarding their expectations.  The College Student 
Expectations Questionnaire – CSXQ was used to determine what each group anticipated.  In 
March the groups were again surveyed using the College Student Experiences Questionnaire - 
CSEQ.  In the second survey distribution an administrative oversight made it impossible to 
determine which respondents were in each of the three groups (learning communities, honors 
students, and control).  In the Spring of 2002 the CSEQ was once again administered to three 
groups using the original grouping criteria.  
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Currently, plans are underway to continue focus groups with all of the existing 

communities and to once again administer the CSEQ in the spring semester. Staff members 
responsible for assessment are discussing ways to assure substantive participation in the focus 
groups and significant return rates for the survey administration. 

 
The lessons learned from the collaboration of student affairs and academic affairs in the 

assessment of learning communities was shared at the 2002 AAHE Assessment Conference in a 
presentation given by Dr. Debra Mullen, Assistant Director Housing for Academic Initiative and 
Research, and Dr. Jessica Jonson, University-Wide Assessment Coordinator.  In addition, Dr. 
Mullen wrote an article for Peer Review discussing the challenges of learning community 
assessment. 

 
B. Electronic Portfolio Project 
 

The Electronic Portfolio project is a collaboration between the Office of Student Involvement 
with academic colleges, first year seminars, and academic initiatives, such as learning 
communities in the documentation of students’ co-curricular experiences.  This information will 
be a rich source for assessing both the academic and co-curricular outcomes for undergraduates.  
Project details are discussed in Section II.C.3. 

 
C. NSSE Survey 
 

In 2002, UNL participated for the first time in the National Survey of Student Engagement.  
When making the decision to participate the Office of Academic Affairs discussed the survey 
and its potential with the Office of Student Affairs to determine if both offices would find the 
results informative.  Collecting information about academic and out of classroom experiences on 
the same instrument was an interest of both offices so that connections between both sides of 
student life could be made, particularly with student academic experiences in the Comprehensive 
Education Program.  Therefore, the NSSE results will provide a mechanism for additional 
conversations between student affairs and academic affairs. 

 
 
D. Institutional Retention Initiatives 
 

This past academic year, UNL hired the Noel-Levitz Group to assist with recruitment and 
retention at UNL.  The consultation resulted in student affairs personnel and faculty identifying 
several retention issues and goals.  Currently, student affairs personnel along with faculty have 
formed subgroups to develop and implement action plans for achieving UNL’s retention goals.  
Specifically, the Offices of Student Involvement and Career Services are working with academic 
departments in increasing the frequency and quality of student involvement in service learning, 
internships, undergraduate research experiences, and the community programming of 
internationally renowned speakers on world issues.  Benchmark data collected for the retention 
initiative will allow these groups of student affairs personnel and faculty to determine the 
effectiveness of their actions plans.  
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E. Administrative Assignments 
 

In the future continued collaboration between academic affairs and student affairs will be 
fostered by two administrative changes.  The first is the inclusion of representation by the student 
affairs office on the University-Wide Assessment Committee.  The second is the creation of the a 
new Office of Undergraduate Studies within which the University-Wide Assessment Coordinator 
and the Assistant Director of Housing for Academic Initiatives will report half-time to the Dean 
of Undergraduate Studies and collaborate on the projects headed through this new office. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IV. Progress on Use of Results for Improvement 
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The HLC/NCA Focus Visit team indicated that “because UNL’s assessment program is 
in its early stages, that a significant number of undergraduate major programs of study are not 
yet closing the assessment loop by taking action on the results of assessment”.24 As discussed 
and documented in Section II – Progress of Assessment in Academic Units a significantly greater 
percentage of units are using their assessment results in 2000-01 than they did in 1998-99.   

As highlighted in Section II.A.1 of this report, at least 50% of undergraduate major 
programs are reporting use of assessment results to take actions to improve their programs.  In 
1998-99, only 13% of undergraduate major programs reported using their assessment results.  In 
2000-01, at least 68% of undergraduate major programs report using their assessments results to 
some degree.  In addition to actions, this might involve modification to assessment plans so it 
provides more useful results or discussion of issues and consideration of actions.   In 1998-99, 
only 26% of undergraduate programs reported using assessment results to some degree.   

As discussed in Section III.A.3 of this report, issues highlighted and the actions taken are 
substantive.  A majority of the actions taken are in response to improving student achievement of 
learning outcomes and the coherence of curriculum primarily by changing courses and 
curriculum.25

Although there is room for continued improvement, annual reports from academic units 
suggest strongly that progress in the use of outcomes assessment results to improve our academic 
programs is occurring.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

V. Conclusion 
 

                                                           
24 Report of a Focused Visit, October 25-27, 1999, p. 22. 
25 See Appendix B6 and B7. 
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UNL continues to be strongly committed to outcomes assessment and actively engaged in 
efforts to collect evidence that allow us to better understand whether our students are reaching 
those outcomes we value.  Since the 1999 HLC/NCA Focus Visit, we have developed a more 
comprehensive plan for assessing student learning outcomes.  This includes being more 
purposeful in collecting information that would allow us to determine if the assessment efforts of 
the academic units are progressing and the extent to which those efforts are contributing to a 
program’s improvement. As we have discussed and documented in this report, UNL’s progress 
has been significant.   

 
Progress has occurred in our undergraduate programs where significant improvements in 

the means for assessing academic achievement and the use of that evidence to improve our 
educational programs has occurred since the Fall 1999.  Progress has also occurred in our 
graduate programs where there were very few formal and systematic means for collecting 
evidence about student learning but that is changing.  Progress is also apparent in UNL’s general 
education program where we have pursued our interest in determining how we compare with our 
peers and our own goals for effective educational practices.  Progress can be found at the 
institutional level where we have identified indicators that focus on outcomes and are tracking 
those indicators to guide institutional priorities.  Progress can be found in the increased 
engagement of student affairs and academic affairs in various initiatives to improve the 
undergraduate experience especially where it involves a question of retention.  Lastly, running 
through all these different areas of progress is an understanding of the value of evidence, 
especially in regards to student learning, as important to the decisions we are making about the 
future improvements of our educational programs. 

 
We believe this report reflects that progress and provides the evidence the HLC/NCA 

needs to include that UNL’s assessment efforts are effective and will be sustained. 
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