
2 In this chapter, we describe strategies teaching and learning centers
can use in partnering with programs to conduct action-oriented
assessment projects. We illustrate these strategies with examples
from an evaluation of a social engagement requirement for art and
design students.
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In some institutions, there is little interaction between those who collect
and report assessment data and those who focus on improving teaching and
learning. Teaching centers are in a unique position to bridge this gap by part-
nering with faculty and administrators on curricular assessment (Wright
et al. 2017). Research on faculty and administrator support for institutional
effectiveness activities suggests why teaching centers are well positioned to
facilitate these endeavors. Faculty are more likely to participate in assess-
ment activities if they believe these activities stem from an internally driven
need (as opposed to external pressures) and if they have personal involve-
ment over their design and implementation (Welsh and Metcalf 2003a).
An emphasis on the applications of assessment data—or “real results aris-
ing from instruction and efforts to improve”—is also critically important to
achieve buy-in (Welsh and Metcalf 2003a, 41). Teaching centers can play
important roles in fostering all of these dynamics. Staff at teaching cen-
ters typically have much experience working with academic administrators
and faculty on critical assessment-related tasks, such as defining local in-
structional needs, helping faculty work collaboratively, facilitating conver-
sations and events that will prompt curricular enhancement, and provid-
ing resources to support follow-up and implementation of changes (Cook,
Meizlish, and Wright 2011).

In this chapter, we offer specific strategies teaching and learning cen-
ters can use in partnering with programs to conduct action-oriented as-
sessment projects. We will illustrate these strategies with examples from an
evaluation conducted by the University of Michigan (U-M) Center for Re-
search on Learning and Teaching of a social engagement requirement for
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undergraduate art and design students at the Penny W. Stamps School of
Art & Design. The best practices for encouraging administrative and fac-
ulty support identified in Welsh and Metcalf’s research (2003a, 2003b) will
serve as a framework for describing our approach to the project.

CRLT’s Assessment and Evaluation Projects

The University of Michigan’s Center for Research on Learning and Teach-
ing (CRLT) has a long history of work on both curricular reform and as-
sessment. We emphasize this work because it can lead to significant long-
term improvement for student learning. Moreover, the involvement of the
teaching center provides an opportunity to raise issues of pedagogy and
pedagogical content knowledge in the context of the disciplinary and intel-
lectual concerns of the faculty. We work with faculty and administrators in
all nineteen schools and colleges at U-M as well as with the provost’s office
and other units on assessment and evaluation of student learning outcomes
and experiences. Our assessment and evaluation projects have three defin-
ing characteristics:

• The focus is on improving U-M student learning experiences or out-
comes, directly or indirectly.

• We work in collaboration with faculty and academic units, guided by
their learning goals.

• Projects are action-oriented, with the objective of generating evidence
that is useful for faculty and administrators to improve courses or curric-
ula. Some of this work is published, but most is designed to be shared in
venues such as faculty retreats or department meetings, where key cur-
ricular decisions get made.

Stamps Social Engagement Requirement

In 2006, the Penny W. Stamps School of Art & Design at the University
of Michigan initiated a new social engagement graduation requirement for
undergraduates, requiring them to enroll in a specially designated engage-
ment studio course in which students interact with a community outside the
university. The mission of the social engagement requirement is to enable
students to “understand the meaning and impact of their work—‘engaging’
them in a curriculum that builds understanding of the agency they possess
as artists and designers and guiding them in determining how to use that
agency to impact the world around them” (Social Engagement at Stamps—
Mission, Objectives, and Criteria). Faculty identified six key student learn-
ing outcomes for the requirement.

• Use agency as artists and designers to develop and initiate engaged
projects that have creative or social impact.
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• Be comfortable and confident working in and forming connections with
diverse communities, populations, situations, and places outside their
own lived experiences.

• Find creative ways to challenge, seek solutions to, or take action toward
critical social issues.

• Use critical analysis skills to understand, analyze, and articulate complex
social systems.

• Be able to work collaboratively with community partners on projects that
are reciprocally developed and carried through, recognizing that they and
their partners have both needs and assets to share.

• Be able to identify and make use of resources that students and their com-
munity partners have to offer.

Social Engagement Requirement Evaluation Plan

In 2015, the Stamps School engaged CRLT to conduct an evaluation study of
the requirement. The key purposes of the evaluation were to assess learning
gains regarding key outcomes identified by the school for social engagement
courses, gather stories and data for internal and external use by the school,
and do a more intensive one-time study about impacts of social engagement
courses to establish an in-house process for regular feedback about these
courses.

Together with the Stamps Engagement Course Coordinator, CRLT de-
veloped seven questions to guide the study.

1. Are the existing outcomes set for the requirement the “right” out-
comes, from the perspective of faculty and students?

2. What is the impact of the requirement on student learning?
3. When do students tend to take their first engagement course? What

proportion of students surpass the requirement, taking more than one
course? Is the requirement taken at the same rate and approximately
at the same time by students of varying backgrounds?

4. Among those with longer-term perspectives on the requirement (se-
niors and alumni), should there be a requirement, and if so, why?
What longer-term outcomes do seniors and alumni report? What rec-
ommendations do seniors and alumni have for enhancement of the
requirement?

5. Among students who were enrolled in an engagement course in Fall
2015, what do they perceive as common strengths and suggestions?

6. Among select community partners, what do they perceive as the key
strengths and suggestions of the requirement implementation at their
sites?

7. What questions might be productively implemented in an ongoing
internal evaluation system of the requirement, conducted by Stamps
faculty and/or staff?
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To answer these questions, CRLT used a mix of qualitative and quan-
titative measures, presented in Table 2.1.

Strategies for Enhancing Administrative and Faculty Support

To encourage administrative and faculty support for the Stamps evaluation,
CRLT employed a series of specific strategies.

Promote the Notion that the Primary Reason for Implementing
Institutional Effectiveness Activities is to Improve the Institution’s Pro-
grams and Services. Administrative and faculty support for carrying out
assessment activities, and by extension, for using the results of assessment
for curricular improvement, depends on the sense that “the primary motiva-
tion” for these activities is for improvement (Welsh and Metcalf 2003a, 40).
In the Stamps project, we were sensitive to the fact that we would be enter-
ing classrooms to gather feedback from students on their particular course
and instructor. Therefore, before conducting a small-group instructional
diagnosis (SGID), we met with each instructor to learn about the goals of
their course and ask if they wanted us to solicit student feedback on any spe-
cific items. For example, the SGID might include a question about how well
the assigned readings prepared students for their community engagement
work. After collecting the student feedback, we met with each instructor
again to share our findings, answer their questions, and get their permis-
sion to incorporate the findings (anonymized and aggregated to maintain
instructor and student confidentiality) into the larger evaluation report. We
also followed up with instructional resources when requested.

Further, in designing the evaluation study, we kept the goal of improve-
ment in the forefront by employing questions and methods that not only
aimed to measure the impact of the requirement but also to understand
how the program was or was not helping students achieve the goals of the
requirement.

Ensure Personal Involvement in Institutional Effectiveness
Activities. Welsh and Metcalf (2003a, 40) found that faculty support for
institutional effectiveness efforts is more likely “if they and their colleagues
lead, own and participate in the process.” At CRLT, we are in the enviable
position of having administrators and faculty approach us to assess their
programs (instead of the other way around). Despite this, we make an
intentional effort to involve administrators and faculty in as many stages
of the evaluation project as possible. First, we design the evaluation plan
in collaboration with administrators or faculty to make sure it reflects
their questions of interest. For example, CRLT staff worked together with
the Stamps Engagement Course Coordinator to design the questions for
the evaluation. We then held a meeting with the Stamps administrators
and engagement course faculty instructors to discuss the questions and
preliminary ideas for addressing the questions. We also involved the
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Table 2.1. Data Sources and Methods Used in Stamps Social
Engagement Evaluation

Question Data Source Description of Method

1 Stamps faculty
teaching an
engagement course
in Fall 2015

In a brief interview, CRLT asked faculty to
identify the 3–4 social engagement outcomes
most relevant to their course.

2 SERU survey data The Student Experience at a Research
University (SERU) survey was distributed to
all undergraduates in March–June 2015 by
the U-M Office of Budget and Planning. Using
questions from the survey that approximately
mapped onto the Stamps social engagement
learning outcomes, CRLT compared the
responses from Stamps students who had
completed the requirement to those from
Stamps students who had not yet completed
the requirement.

3 U-M Registrar records
from all students
enrolled in Stamps
from Winter,
Spring, and
Summer 2015
terms

CRLT examined the number of social
engagement courses taken and course-taking
patterns. We also investigated differences in
these patterns by gender, race/ethnicity, and
prior GPA.

4 Senior students who
had completed the
social engagement
requirement

Using a modified focus group format, CRLT first
asked students to complete an individual
survey with questions about their background
and their experience and gains from the
social engagement course(s) they took. After
completing the individual survey, four small
groups were convened and wrote collectively
about if/how the course helped them achieve
the six social engagement outcomes and what
changes could be made to help them learn
better. Finally, we facilitated a large-group
discussion about whether (a) students were
familiar with the outcomes, (b) if Stamps
should have a social engagement requirement
and if so, why, and (c) if students had
constructive feedback about the requirement
itself (rather than the class they took).

5 Stamps alumni CRLT led a focus group with local alumni about
the impact of the social engagement course
on their learning and current work. We also
asked for suggestions for improving the
requirement.

(Continued)
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Table 2.1. Continued

Question Data Source Description of Method

6 Students currently
enrolled in an
engagement course

CRLT conducted a modified small-group
instructional diagnosis (SGID) in the four
engagement studio courses offered in Fall
2015. In a 20–25-minute feedback session
during which the instructor was not present,
we asked students to report on key strengths
and suggestions for the course as a whole, as
well as for each of the learning outcomes
identified by the instructor. These questions
were discussed in small groups and reported
out in large groups.

7 Community partners CRLT conducted phone interviews with
community partners about the perceived
impact of the social engagement course on
Stamps students’ learning, key strengths of
the program, and suggestions for future
implementation.

8 Existing question
banks and scales

CRLT identified sample questions related to the
social engagement outcomes from the
existing item bank made available through
the U-M Office of the Registrar for course
evaluations. CRLT also researched scales
developed and used by other service-learning
programs.

administrators and faculty in the data interpretation phase by scheduling a
meeting to present the results and asking questions such as:

• What did you learn from the report?
• What was surprising?
• What is missing?
• What else should we have asked?
• What do you still want to know or explore?
• Does this study make a difference?

In our presentation of evaluation results, we also make sure to high-
light success stories and good news to acknowledge the involvement and
contributions of the administrators and faculty.

Promote an Outcome-Oriented Perspective on Quality. An insti-
tutional emphasis on outcomes, or results that illustrate if, how, and what
students are learning, is also critical to faculty support of institutional re-
form initiatives (Welsh and Metcalf 2003a). In the protocols we developed
for the SGIDs and the student focus group, we asked students to describe if
and how the social engagement courses helped them achieve the outcomes
and what changes could be made to help them learn better. Similarly, we

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR TEACHING AND LEARNING • DOI: 10.1002/tl



A CASE STUDY OF BEST PRACTICES 27

asked the alumni to identify which of the six outcomes they felt resulted be-
cause of their social engagement experiences in Stamps and ways in which
their preparation could have been enhanced to improve their learning for
those outcomes. We also asked the engagement faculty to identify which
of the six outcomes were most relevant to their own course. In addition,
in our discussion with the Stamps seniors, we asked the students whether
they believed the social engagement outcomes were clear, appropriate, and
applicable to their experiences. Through this data collection approach, we
were able to provide the school with information on what the appropri-
ate intended outcomes for the social engagement courses should be, the
longer-term outcomes resulting from the experiences, which pedagogical
approaches supported those outcomes, and suggestions for enhancing com-
munication and student achievement of those outcomes.

In addition, our analysis of SERU data provided information on the im-
pact of the Stamps requirement on outcomes associated with participation
in an engagement experience, for example, the ability to work collabora-
tively across difference and the ability to employ critical perspective-taking.

Employ Effective Communication Strategies about the Process and
the Results. Participants in Welsh and Metcalf’s (2003a) study empha-
sized the importance of communication in order to develop faculty and ad-
ministrative support for institutional effectiveness activities. We have like-
wise found communication critical to the success of our evaluation projects.
For example, when it is time to share the results of an evaluation with the
client, we hold a face-to-face meeting with the key stakeholders where we
review key findings, answer questions, and offer suggestions for responding
to the findings if requested. Another recommended practice is to share and
get feedback on preliminary results where appropriate or useful. For exam-
ple, following the SGID sessions, we met with each individual instructor
to review our findings and discuss how we would incorporate the findings
into the final report.

In producing the written report, we create an executive summary and
include descriptive figures, table labels, and data visualizations such as icon
arrays, dot plots, slope graphs, and quotes to highlight the key findings
from the evaluation (Evergreen 2014, 2017). Figures 2.1 and 2.2 are two
examples of how we used visuals to communicate main findings from our
evaluation.

Results of Our Partnering Approach

By taking a collaborative approach to assessment that utilizes the best prac-
tices for enhancing administrative and faculty support, CRLT has been
able to carry out assessment projects that generate evidence that programs
can and do use to inform decisions about teaching, curriculum, and stu-
dent learning. For example, based on the findings from CRLT’s evaluation
of the Stamps social engagement requirement, the school’s administrators
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Figure 2.1. The use of icons and different colors for the alumni and
seniors illustrate their perceptions of how well the social engagement

requirement addresses each of the desired program outcomes

Figure 2.2. Dot plots communicate the impact of the social
engagement courses on the skills and knowledge students need to

work collaboratively in diverse communities

concluded that students need a better understanding of the goals of the re-
quirement and how those goals fit into the overall curriculum of the school.
The school is therefore in the process of restructuring one of the program’s
foundational courses to include more content that will prepare students for
their social engagement experiences. The evaluation results also pointed to-
ward a need to offer a wider variety of course topics across art and design,
a wider variety of approaches to social engagement (for instance, work-
ing with a partner organization or community vs. working in a more in-
terventionist way), and a wider variety of partners. School administrators
are also considering different options for the on-going evaluation of the
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requirement, such as using targeted questions on end-of-course evaluations,
or implementing some form of pre-test/post-test assessment.
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