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Abstract
Postsecondary assessment of student learning has evolved significantly over the last 15-20 years. Acceptance of assessment as first and foremost a tool for improvement, a focus on student learning, the development of alternative methods, and a determination to act on findings – all have made assessment increasingly useful for traditional instruction and potentially for on-line instruction, as well. Accreditation, meanwhile, has provided ongoing motivation for campuses to engage in assessment. 


However challenges remain. The goal of meaningful improvement requires cultivating the art as well as the science of assessment. We need to acknowledge both the complexity of education and the limitations of current instrumentation, and seek to do no harm while providing the maximum good. Finally, in the face of external pressures, higher education must develop more adequate ways of defining accountability. 
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I. Introduction

The higher education assessment movement is a young and rapidly evolving phenomenon. It looks quite different today from the way it did 15 or 20 years ago, and that has led to considerable confusion as assumptions about purpose, conceptual frameworks, instrumentation, notions of good practice, and even the definitions of basic vocabulary have shifted over time. The purpose of this paper is first to provide a reading on where the movement is today, and secondarily to place that reading in the context of assessment’s past – that is, to contrast where we are now with the assumptions that marked the movement’s beginnings. There are also references to the implications of these issues for online learning. The paper ends with a list of challenges the assessment movement faces, if it is to remain true to its purpose of improving student learning in the face of conflicting pressures. (For an earlier sizing up of assessment’s past, present, and future based on articles that appeared in Change Magazine from 1969 through 1999, see Wright, 2000. The classic overviews of the early movement are Ewell, 1991; and Hutchings and Marchese, 1991. A more recent review by Ewell, 2002, focuses on the contradictions of the movement.)

At the outset, here is my definition of assessment. It is a process of 1) setting goals or asking questions about student learning and development; 2) gathering evidence that will show whether these goals are being met; 3) interpreting the evidence to see what can be discovered about students’ strengths and weaknesses; and then 4) actually using those discoveries to change the learning environment so that student performance will be improved. Then the cycle begins again: interventions are checked to see whether they worked, and/or new questions about learning are addressed. In workshops over the last 12 years that have reached hundreds and possibly thousands of administrators and faculty, I have represented this series of steps as a cycle or loop:

	                               The Assessment Loop


  4. Use                                                      1.  Setting goals,

                                                                       asking questions


3. Interpretation



In other words, assessment does not equal testing or measurement, normed scores, traditional evaluation, or program review, although it may include or overlap with those activities. Assessment done right is a thoughtful, ongoing process; it does not end with administration of a survey or reporting of results. This is a simple and robust definition, one that makes intuitive sense and has found wide acceptance. Variations on this definition can be found in most current publications on the subject (see for example Maki, 2002, and Palomba and Banta, 1999), and it has been widely adopted in campus documents. The Angelo definition, though more elaborate (quoted in Picciano, this volume, 2003), is anchored by these basic elements.
II. Where Is the Assessment Movement Today and How Did We Get There?

Given that definition, what are the most important characteristics of the movement today? First and foremost, there is broad consensus in the higher education community about the reason why we are doing this: to improve student learning and thus strengthen programs and institutions. Second, there is consensus that the key issue is student learning; other information may be useful, but remains subordinate. Third, experience has shown the limitations of traditional surveys and testing, and demonstrated the benefits of more local, more authentic alternative methods. Fourth, process is as important as product if assessment is to transform the academy into a “culture of evidence.” Finally, accreditation has made assessment a priority. While these characteristics have emerged out of traditional teaching/learning practice, they are equally relevant to assessment of e-learning. 
First, there is the focus on improvement. This may seem utterly self-evident today. But when the assessment movement gathered momentum in the mid-80s, the dominant assumption on campuses and in statehouses was that assessment would serve evaluation and accountability. At the earliest assessment conferences organized by the American Association for Higher Education in 1985, ‘87, and ‘88, the air was thick with anxiety and the conviction that the purpose of state mandates was punitive. Nor was this a far-fetched idea, given widespread criticism of the quality of higher education from both inside the academy and beyond. High-profile reports such as A Nation at Risk, Integrity in the College Curriculum and Involvement in Learning all made headlines. Bennett’s To Reclaim a Legacy and Hirsch’s Cultural Legacy were widely discussed in the media and fanned popular discontent. At the same time, more and more states issued assessment mandates; by 1990, according to the Campus Trends Survey (El-Khawas) there were some 40 of them, followed shortly by the National Governors’ Association demand for “results” (1991). 
Below the surface of that demand for accountability, the deeper desire was to improve the quality of student learning. But insistence on accountability worked at cross purposes with the desire for improvement. It has taken nearly 20 years to reach agreement among accreditors, state departments of higher education, and the postsecondary community that improvement is priority #1; however, this is still not widely accepted among legislators, and not always believed on campus. It is a nuance lost on most of the public. 
An adage that accompanied early work was that assessment methods could serve either improvement or accountability, but not both; forced to choose, most institutions did assessment for accountability because of the stakes involved, then never got around to assessment for improvement. In this way, a false dichotomy was set up that has died hard. But there is a deeper dynamic at work undermining assessment when it is done for evaluation purposes.
What is the problem, exactly, in conflating assessment with evaluation, or viewing assessment as a tool that primarily serves accountability? “Evaluation” is about making value judgments and about consequences, often negative. Evaluators most often come from outside, although “outside” is a relative term; as Ewell explains (2002), “external” can mean any two steps up the administrative hierarchy. The fact that evaluators have no personal stake in the program or institution is supposed to make them “objective.” In a short visit evaluators are expected to detect strengths and especially weaknesses, write a report, and make recommendations; beyond that, they have no continuing responsibility to the program or institution. Few programs want to risk the consequences of negative findings – e.g., loss of lines, budget cuts, or even termination – so they strive to appear as strong as possible, and problems are concealed rather than confronted. Thus the process encourages damage control rather than improvement. After the visit, it is easy to dismiss evaluators’ recommendations as uninformed or unrealistic, and business-as-usual continues because there is no one with real ownership of the recommendations to push for implementation. Since evaluations are episodic, they are easy to forget until the next one looms in 5 or 10 years.
“Assessment,” in contrast, is a value-free process that simply looks, describes what it sees, and provides feedback on how to improve (cf. Wiggins, 2001). In this way assessment echoes a basic tenet of TQM: in the vast majority of cases systems, not people, are the problem. The feedback may be offered to students with the goal of improving their individual performance, or it may provide insight for a faculty on the strengths and weaknesses of a program as a whole. Assessment is carried out by insiders who care deeply about their discipline, their students, and their program. The process does not stop with reporting of data midway through the cycle – that is, after step 2 – but continues through the difficult interpretive conversations to arrive at implementation. Instead of gaming the evaluation process, educators engaged in assessment are candid about the problems that demand attention, attend to them with integrity, and make a difference. This assumes a prevailing climate not of fear and coercion but of trust and support, one in which candor and risk-taking are rewarded, not punished.
Of course, the distinction between evaluation and assessment is not as stark as I have just drawn it. In a program review or a self-study for accreditation, assessment may be one element within a larger process of evaluation. In practice, evaluation and assessment have borrowed one another’s methods: evaluators, for example, have involved “insiders” to help construct the meaning of the evaluation; and assessment practitioners may invite external examiners – employers, internship supervisors, neighboring faculty – to help in the assessment of student work. There is also some overlap of purpose: evaluation and assessment alike care about both quality assurance and quality improvement; the difference lies in the relative emphasis. And finally, as noted, the notion of who is “internal” or “external” is elastic. Still, there is a crucial difference between assessment and evaluation, and the common practice of using the two words interchangeably is most unfortunate. Particularly when there is strong faculty resistance to assessment, maintaining the distinction can help allay fears and make the point to faculty that they are being asked to do this for themselves and their students, not to satisfy some distant bureaucracy. 
Even today, programs and institutions frequently assume that assessment is for purposes of quality assurance, i.e., to satisfy external audiences or some external standard of quality, rather than for their own quality improvement; in the online learning community, this is particularly evident in the quest to establish “no significant difference.” Higher education should certainly strive to meet high standards, and accountability demands are legitimate. But accountability can be served while keeping improvement as the main focus, whereas an exclusive focus on accountability is to sabotage improvement. Currently, most accountability demands are satisfied by a report at the halfway mark through the loop, when data are collected and submitted. To achieve improvement, however – that is, to not only ask questions about learning and get some data but also to create information out of data and use it – it is essential to trace the entire loop and actually close it, not just with feedback but with action. An institution that closes the loop also has an impressive story to tell, for purposes of accountability, about progress and improvement, a story that emerges naturally as a by-product of improvement efforts. Will this approach satisfy the audiences demanding accountability? Higher education cannot ignore the issue of audience expectations, and just as traditional educators need to educate those holding them accountable, so too will programs of e-learning.   
Another achievement of the last 15 years has been the realization that to improve learning, the focus needs to be on learning. This, too, seems utterly self-evident. Yet the descriptive data that institutions traditionally have collected for assessment purposes have to do primarily with resources or reputation, inputs and outputs: SAT scores, numbers of valedictorians, availability of study abroad or writing across the curriculum, retention and graduation rates, time to completion, GRE scores, salaries of graduates, and so on. Such information can be useful, but it does not achieve the salience of the questions: Just what do our students know? What can they do? At what level of skill? How much do they grow from entry to exit? Is this good enough? How can we improve? Today these surrogates are still collected, but they are viewed more skeptically: as necessary, perhaps, but not sufficient. Online learning programs, too, need to ask themselves what kind of data they are collecting, and how salient it is to student learning. 
Besides making us more wary of the value of descriptive data, the sharper focus on learning has led to another important distinction, that between direct and indirect evidence of learning. Indirect evidence comes from surveys, interviews, questionnaires, focus groups, and the like. The responses reveal what students think they learned, or how employers perceive their recent hires’ training, but they cannot show directly what students know and are able to do. That can only be revealed through examination of direct evidence, that is, actual samples of student work and performances. 
Traditionally, testing and grading have been cited as direct evidence, but assessment has moved beyond both. Alternative methods that provide more complex insight into students’ learning are gaining favor, and the usefulness of passing grades has been questioned: apart from the national phenomenon of grade inflation, for example, grades are often awarded for reasons other than amount and quality of learning, there is great variability from instructor to instructor, and grades are too global to provide the detailed feedback on strengths and weaknesses that is required for improvement at either the individual or program level. Particularly in this area, online programs need to re-examine their current practice. A brief review of assessment literature citations on the “No Significant Difference” web site over the past 5 years reveals overwhelming reliance on grades and satisfaction surveys, both of which have serious drawbacks.
The analysis of learning based on high-quality, direct evidence has forced the development of new methods. Fifteen years ago, when postsecondary administrators heard the word assessment, they assumed they should buy a standardized test from ETS or ACT and report the normed scores; some still respond this way. However, since the dawn of the movement there has been a steady stream of criticism of standardized testing, its formats, underlying assumptions, and effects. Critics have included eminent educators such as Astin (1988), Darling-Hammond (1988), Heffernan et al (1988), Mentkowski et al. (1992), and Wiggins (1993) among others. With its Assessment Standards for School Mathematics (1995) the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics provided both a powerful critique and alternatives – in a discipline where standardized testing always seemed particularly unproblematic. The limitations of the standardized test format, lack of content validity, and failure of generic tests to generate information useful for local improvement, caused many institutions to abandon such efforts after a few years; others, like Truman State University, continue to use them but have adopted a policy of multiple methods and triangulation of results. 
The other automatic reflex institutions had when told to assess was to cite survey results. Surveys and related approaches can be helpful in two ways. First, they can offer insight into what lies “behind outcomes“(Hutchings, 1989). Useful information may be generated if the questionnaire is constructed to ask not just what students think they learned, but what helped or hindered them in learning it. Second, if survey results consistently show that students are dissatisfied with some aspect of their learning – development of writing skills, say, or ability to work with diverse individuals – then that is a clear signal that direct evidence in those areas needs to be examined. 
As reliance on traditional methods such as surveys and standardized tests has been abandoned or scaled back, approaches more adequate to assessing complex outcomes have been developed. Early on, many faculty expressed a fear, not unfounded, that assessment would lead to reductive, behaviorist notions of learning and trivialize the mission of higher education. But what exactly is “higher education,” and why are traditional methods such as commercial tests unequal to the task? There are many ways to define higher learning. They include Benjamin Bloom’s well-known taxonomy of cognitive processes, which begins with “knowledge” and “comprehension,” then moves up to more demanding intellectual activities such as “application,” “analysis,” “synthesis,” and “evaluation” (1956). More recently, Bloom’s taxonomy has been revised (Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001) so that analysis no longer appears as a lower-level cognitive process in relation to synthesis and evaluation. Constructivist approaches to learning suggest that students will zigzag up and down the hierarchy, rather than progressing up it in linear fashion. 
Another approach is Entwhistle’s distinction between “surface” and “deep” learning (2001). For Entwistle, surface learning remains at the level of unrelated bits of knowledge mastered through memorization and rote application of formulas, whereas deep learning involves seeing relationships and patterns, recognizing the logic behind the organization of material, and achieving a sense of understanding. There is the Perry Scheme of Intellectual Development (1970), which maps students’ progress from a dualistic right/wrong view of learning through multiplicity and relativism to commitment based on a fully developed and internalized value structure. Most provocative in my view, however, is Lauren Resnick’s list of the characteristics of “higher order thinking” (Figure 2). Her list reflects the complexity and open-endedness, the contingency, of real-world dilemmas, whether in the workplace, civic or private life. The list also makes considerable demands on individuals, who must not only exercise their knowledge and skills but also qualities such as self-discipline, initiative, and an ability to tolerate ambiguity. All educators, I believe, whether in traditional or online environments, want their students to develop abilities such as these. 
Higher order thinking . . . 
* is nonalgorithmic. That is, the path of action is not fully specified in advance.

* is complex, i.e., the total path is not “visible” from any single vantage point.

* often yields multiple solutions, each with costs and benefits.

* requires nuanced judgment and interpretation.

* involves application of multiple criteria, which may conflict with one another.

* often involves uncertainly; not everything about the task is known or can be.

* requires self-regulation; someone else is not giving directions.

* involves making meaning, discerning patterns in apparent disorder.

* is effortful: the elaborations and judgments required entail considerable mental work and are likely to take time.

(adapted from L. Resnick, Education and Learning to Think, 1987)

When we compare Bloom or Entwistle, Perry or particularly Resnick with the demands placed on students by a typical multiple-choice or true-false test, the shortcomings of such tests become obvious. The format is highly structured, and the items provide bits of information with no context. Students make a forced choice among possible answers, one of which is correct, and the tests essentially reward speed, recall, and test-taking savvy. Such tests do not tap students’ problem-solving or thinking skills or ability to discriminate among “good” and “better” answers. They give students no opportunity to construct their own answers or demonstrate important traits such as persistence, creativity, or open-mindedness. Indeed, such qualities may actually impair performance if they cause students to think too long about a single item or see multiple sides of what is supposed to be a straightforward question. 
In her discussion of what she calls “epistemic development,” Marra (2002) argues that online educators need to become much more sensitive to the limitations as well as the potential of online learning environments to support sophisticated cognitive growth. Working from the Perry model, Marra asserts that “current online learning environments simply replicate the worst of face-to-face methodology” (18) when they follow traditional “teach-and-test” practices and reward students for employing “naïve beliefs” (19). Marra criticizes heavy reliance on quizzes and tests supplied by software makers that reinforce dualistic belief structures (i.e., answers are either right or wrong), and discussions lacking evaluative support from the instructor. Her alternative is to create assignments that involve modeling, designing, decision making, problem solving, and other open-ended tasks that require high-level, integrative thinking and meaning making; she also recommends structured discussions that develop students’ metacognitive awareness of argument, including such elements as hypothesis, data, conclusions, and counter-indications. Finally, Marra calls for more instructor awareness both of cognitive development and the activities that can be used to promote or assess it, along with more sophisticated online assessment tools and course management packages. In a similar vein, Dees argues that technology may afford even better opportunities than the traditional classroom for students to develop knowledge-construction skills or appreciation for the arts, but this is not automatic; it must be planned. (See also Merisotis’ call for more attention to critical thinking.)
Marra’s views are entirely consonant with the approaches to assessment emerging in the conventional classroom. These alternatives include capstone projects, portfolios, performances, and a wide variety of tasks embedded in everyday classroom procedure. The products that become evidence of learning may range from computer programs, research papers, business plans, actuarial projections, and engineering designs to a brochure written during an internship, or a diary of cultural observations kept during study abroad. Evidence can also include performances, live or recorded, e.g., responding to an in-box exercise, carrying out a laboratory procedure, giving a recital, teaching a class, critiquing a piece of art, or taking a medical history. Such products and performances may be generated in response to special “assessment” assignments, but it is more efficient and elicits a more representative level of student effort to simply embed them in the normal business of a course, as Alverno and Kings College have done (Farmer, 1999).  (See Appendix 1 for a more detailed look at the advantages and disadvantages of alternative methods as well as locally developed and commercial tests.). 
To make sense of student work and performance, it is necessary to develop criteria for what we are looking for. That is, general goal statements must be broken down into subgoals that specify various facets of the overarching goal, and rubrics must be created that describe skill levels for the criteria. The use of criteria and rubrics has exploded in the last five years, and many examples are now available on the web, at assessment conferences, or on request. With criteria and rubrics it becomes possible, for example, to look at the masses of material in a portfolio, and in a focused, efficient way find the characteristics that answer specific questions about students’ achievement of learning goals. “The Rubric Processor” (Marra) is a particularly promising tool for creating rubrics, managing the information generated, and sharing it with students in both face-to-face and online courses..
Simply having evidence, however, is not the same as knowing what to do with it. In addition to the evidence, a process for interpreting and using it is needed. Interpretation, the third step on the assessment loop, is critical if tangible change is to come out of the previous two steps, yet it has frequently been minimized or left out altogether. The interpretive conversation needs to include the full range of voices that can provide insight into what the data may mean: faculty, of course, but also students, professional staff, perhaps graduates or employers or faculty from neighboring institutions. Through inclusive dialogue, a campus can achieve a consensus; create campus-wide buy-in; facilitate communication about assessment; and educate faculty and staff. The interpretation step can also provide the bridge from assessment findings to academic planning and budgeting – a connection that must be made if assessment is to have any structural or systemic basis. The transformation of campus culture is impossible without interpretation. 
Thus the “Nine Principles of Good Practice for Assessing Student Learning” (AAHE, 1992) refer to the importance of broad representation at the assessment table in order to cross traditional boundaries (e.g., those between administrators and faculty, or individual departments and programs, or academic and student affairs, internal and external communities, or staff and students) and take a holistic look at student learning. In this respect the online environment offers both opportunities and challenges. Clearly electronic communication should make it easier to link and create virtual communities of interpretation. However, online learning and particularly ALN has an atomistic quality – isolated individuals, students and instructors alike, attending primarily to a single course with a unique community of learners who may never see each other – that may work at cross purposes with collective interpretation. Merisotis (1999) in fact identifies the lack of studies of academic programs in toto as a major gap in research on e-learning.
Accreditation, finally, has played a key role in supporting assessment. In 1988, as the momentum for assessment was building, the US Department of Education promulgated new criteria for the recognition of all accrediting bodies. Commissions were to focus on “educational effectiveness” and determine whether institutions or programs could document students’ educational achievement. In other words, a review of inputs and processes would no longer suffice. Accreditors responded by embracing these new expectations, which offered a means for accreditation to prove itself in the face of widespread criticism (see Wright, 2002). In the last 12 years, all 6 regional and most professional agencies (including AACSB and ABET) have revised their standards, sometimes radically, to emphasize student learning outcomes as the core of institutional review. Most institutions care deeply about accreditation, so linking assessment with accreditation meant a huge gain in status for assessment. Campuses invested in training for faculty and staff, assessment offices were created, coordinators hired, and mini-grants offered for assessment projects. The synergy between assessment and accreditation has thus contributed enormously to the development of human capital and structures to sustain assessment. 
As assessment approaches its 20th birthday, it is a movement of considerable vitality. It has defined itself in a way that makes intuitive sense to educators, offers a powerful tool for improvement, and has helped in the task of reorienting campuses from teaching to learning, from teacher-centeredness to student-centeredness, as Barr and Tagg called upon the profession to do nearly a decade ago (1995; also Tagg, 2003). Attendance at the last 3 AAHE assessment conferences has ranged between 1500 and 1800, and demand for other development opportunities such as the annual assessment institute at IUPUI, the workshops at Alverno College, and those offered by regional accreditors remains very strong. Disciplinary societies have begun to offer sessions and publish materials on assessment in their fields. There are countless pockets of good work, supported by countless faculty and staff. A web search for assessment plans, instruments, and the like will result in thousands of references. It is almost impossible to find an institution in the US today that has not been touched by the assessment movement in some way.

III. What Are the Challenges to Good Assessment?


Despite its longevity and success, the assessment movement faces serious challenges. This section reviews some of the most important ones, beginning with practical problems and ending with more theoretical concerns.

First, despite nearly 2 decades of effort, we are still struggling to make assessment truly influential on campus, something more than isolated pockets of activity, more than a phenomenon a mile wide and one molecule deep. Of course there are exceptions, but consistent use of assessment findings – at classroom and program levels but even more at the level of planning, budgeting, and decision making – remains elusive. Accreditors (e.g., López, 1999) and national surveys as well as anecdotal evidence suggest that while virtually every institution is doing assessment in some form, it has had relatively little effect, particularly in the realm of higher order intellectual skills. The National Center for Postsecondary Improvement’s survey of postsecondary institutions (1999), for example, revealed that while the overwhelming majority reported collecting assessment data, only about one third assess higher-order learning or complex outcomes, and such data reportedly are seldom used for program improvement or decision making. In other words, there is compliance for accountability purposes, but little more. More recently, Ewell (2002) has acknowledged with some chagrin that when pressed to cite studies of the difference assessment has made, he and other leaders in the field have little to point to beyond a handful of model institutions.

Another phenomenon, possibly related to the problem of modest impact, also  bears watching. For years, a bimodal distribution of participants has characterized the attendance at assessment conferences: some attendees who know a great deal about assessment, many more who come as novices and know little or nothing. The perennial problem for conference organizers has been how to serve both audiences and get them talking to each other. Now that pattern may be replicating itself on campus. The vast majority of faculty and administrators were not trained in assessment, they know little about it, many are suspicious, and even when intrigued, they generally believe they are too busy to take the time to learn. This is probably as true for online instructors as for those in the conventional classroom. The assessment movement thus faces a monumental re-education project. Meanwhile, a cadre of sophisticated assessment professionals is emerging, with a tendency to focus on the technical aspects (as opposed to the human process) of collecting data, generating reports, developing new software, managing information, etc. While technical expertise is essential and very welcome, the movement cannot afford to become fixated on it. We need to keep the art in assessment and remember that ultimately it is human judgment, not science. 
As a corollary of this caution, it is essential to keep focused on the real prize: understanding and improving student learning. Conference presentations and publications must focus not merely on how the assessment committee was chosen or why electronic portfolios were introduced, but on tangible findings: what, exactly, have campuses discovered about their students’ quantitative skills or information literacy, about learning styles or ethical development? What are the more fine-grained differences between face-to-face and online learning, and what steps have led to improved outcomes? Only in this way can local discoveries have wider impact and support the scholarship of teaching and learning in specific disciplines.

Related to that small-bore focus on technical issues is the danger that we may lose sight of the bigger picture. In the early years of the movement, external pressures and non-academic actors were much in evidence, reminding us that higher education exists to serve the larger society. This reminder wasn’t always welcome, but it was bracing and salutary, helping academics out of a dangerous isolation and false sense of autonomy. Of course, we may soon be forcibly reminded of that larger context. Indications are growing (see Burd, 2002, 2003; López 2002; Morgan, 2002) that postsecondary education can expect sharper scrutiny at federal and state levels, most likely in a second Bush administration and possibly even earlier, as a campaign issue. We can anticipate a renewed emphasis on accountability with punitive overtones, and a renewed focus on standardized testing. The operative assumptions seem to be, first, that standardized testing is an effective model; and second, that higher education should have its equivalent of the No Child Left Behind Act. While online instruction may be cut a little more slack because of its innovativeness, such steps are likely to damage the improvement agenda and result in neglect of higher-order thinking, authenticity, and curricular or pedagogical reform for all programs, e-based or conventional. The challenge for educators will be to form a united front and deal responsibly with calls for accountability while protecting higher education

The next challenge is to maintain our honesty and humility. Whether online or in the classroom, we need to formulate goals that capture our most complex, demanding ambitions for students; we need to assess what matters, not just what is readily measurable. But at the same time, we need to be honest about the limitations of our current assessment technology. The fact is that at present, our technology is petty primitive. We are just beginning to explore what can be done with alternative, non-traditional methods such as portfolios, capstones or performances. We have barely begun to tap the potential of course management programs. We do not have a good single assessment method for complex outcomes today, and we may never have one. The point is that we need to raise our assessment technology to match the level of our educational ambitions for students. What we should not do, under any circumstances, is lower our educational ambitions for students to the level of current assessment technology. 
Given those limitations, we must do no harm. We need to be conservative in drawing conclusions or taking actions that could have disastrous consequences. Of course it is legitimate to raise standards. But then it is essential to also provide the support and the setting in which it is possible to take risks, investigate real concerns, and exercise honesty, humility, self-reflection, and improvement. We cannot afford an environment in which these qualities are suicidal for individuals or institutions. Otherwise, there will be gamesmanship in the interests of raising the score, but no improvement in real learning. And we cannot afford to be silent about these concerns when the debate goes public.

The greatest challenge of all is to our courage in the face of a needed paradigm shift. Higher education and policymakers alike need to entertain a new notion of accountability, one able to capture complexity and ambiguity instead of dealing in 2-digit data points and deceptive clarity. We need a new notion of accountability, one that does not rely exclusively on quantitative data or comparisons among institutions but rather is also qualitative, descriptive, seeks understanding of the issues and improvement, respects institutional differences and acknowledges, as Albert Einstein phrased it, that not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted. 
Within the assessment community and especially beyond it, we need a notion of accountability that serves improvement instead of undermining it. The contemporary notion of accountability relies heavily on the positivistic assumptions of quantitative research, with its reliance on a natural science worldview, its biases in favor of “objective,” “outsider” measurements, its attempts to control variables and capture “the truth,” its ambition to achieve generalizability. A qualitative approach to accountability will be more phenomenological and descriptive, it will value the “insider” perspective, and it will be as interested in process, discovery, and explanation as it is in outcomes or confirmation of predictions. It will have a place for what is unique or of limited generalizability, and seek “truthfulness” in a given context rather than “the truth.” We need a kind of accountability that includes measurement, but also makes use of demonstrations, documentation, evidence of all kinds, and relies in the end on human judgment to make meaning. 
This is a daunting list of challenges, but with persistence, intelligence, and “pragmatic idealism,” in Peter Senge’s words, we can succeed. 
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