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Using General Education Assessment Rubrics to
Document Basic Skills and Content Knowledge

Regional and professional accreditation standards challenge faculty in the liberal

- arts and teacher education to assess the achievement of undergraduate students. Faculty
have always determined what students have learned. Faculty have graded tests, evaluated
papers, and reviewed presentations. The results were given to the student and the most
effective faculty made notes for revisions the next time the course was taught. The
assessment initiative changes this process by asking faculty to share course assessments
for reviews of student achievement in academic majors. Faculty now must aggregate
data for review; from a larger perspective colleges and universities are examining
learming directed to the liberal arts outcomes. Assessment has made visible and public
the intentional improvement process. Now improvements in programming are celebrated
in styles previously reserved for the opening of a new building.

Assessment of learning is an integral part of instruction, yet many faculty believe
it is an added responsibility apart from the teaching process. Public institutions report
their findings to a larger audience than private institutions (Allen and Bresciani, 2003).
Given the high demands on faculty time, assessment strategies should serve multiple
audiences whenever possible. Several times over, we ask ourselves and our colleagues
this question: What are successful structures and approaches for schools, colleges, and
departments of education? The use of general education assessment data to provide
information about teacher-candidate accomplishment of basic skills and content
knowledge is a new solution to this question. Collaboration among faculty is efficient
use of both human and fiscal resources.

Assessment: An Integral Part of Teaching-Learning

Assessment is an essential process today. Informally or formally, we assess in all
arenas of business, education, and recreation. Educators face national agendas for
student learning and centralized testing during a time of increased classroom challenges
and more needs for individualized student support. Teacher educators and their liberal
arts colleagues recognize that these agendas apply to tertiary education as well as
elementary and secondary programs. They can collaborate to gather and jointly analyze
data to benefit student achievement. This collaboration results in effective and efficient
assessment strategies. L -

Maki (2002) restates several points about assessment which ring true to faculty
understanding about assessment. Maki begins by noting that faculty view assessment as
an externally-mandated process that is separate and distinct from their teaching and
scholarship. She continues that viewing assessment as scholarship about learning in the



faculty member’s content area of expertise and interest motivates faculty to participate
more fully in the assessment process. She concludes that institutions should foster
faculty inquiry about student learning through revisions in academic structures.

Collaboration through assessment

One revision in academic structures is more collaboration between teacher educators
and faculty in the liberal arts. Although there are many collaborative structures, one
emergent strategy 1s to host joint accreditation visits by two or more accreditation
agencies. Erickson and Penney (2002) describe an accreditation team that combined
members from the Middle States Association (MSA), the American Assembly of
Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB), and ABET, the specialized accreditor for
engineering. Planning started two years before the actual on-site visit. Early planning of
the self-study format and team composition are important, as is regular communication
among the team chair and co-chairs prior to the visit. ~

At a local institutional level, collaborative efforts to support assessment can be
implemented through development of rubrics for student performance of liberal learning
outcomes. These outcomes integrate the knowledge, skills, and dispositions expected of .
graduates. For teacher educators, assessment of teacher candidate performance with
general education rubrics offers another strategy to document candidate basic skills and
content knowledge. Rubrics offer students/teacher candidates clear expectations and
allow self-assessment and faculty evaluation of accomplishment of the learning
indicators. Careful development of rubrics minimizes institutionalized bias and sets the
expectation of integrated learning to avoid learning of isolated facts. Additionally,
general education rubrics document student accomplishment of the broad liberal learning
outcomes valued by higher education.

Assessment philosophy statements

At this college, several belief statements represent our philosophy about assessment.
These statements include:

e Assessment data should be aggregated and disaggregated for uses in a variety of
ways.

Assessment data should be provided by direct and indirect measures.
Self-assessment should be connected to public goals and individual student learning.
Assessment is based on two central purposes: accountability and improvement.

An assessment program is strengthened by multiple strategies.

Assessment strategies should serve multiple audiences whenever possible.

In addition to building collaboration between teacher education and liberal arts
faculty, general education rubrics enable faculty and students/candidates to aggregate and
disaggregate data, serve as a direct measure of student performance, contribute to self-
assessment, serve both the accountability and program improvement functions of
assessment programs, provide meaningful information to multiple audiences, and



contribute one piece of a total picture about candidate learning. Indeed, general
education rubrics implement the philosophical statements.

One Case Example

This paper describes the new collaborative approach of using general education
rubrics as an additional assessment strategy to AACTE members who are revising and
sustaining their institutional and teacher education assessment programs. Because there
is a strong federal initiative to use a single standardized test score for measuring
candidate content knowledge, teacher educators should increase efforts to use multiple
measures for basic skills, general education outcomes, professional dispositions, and
content area expertise. The Nebraska Department of Education requires candidates for
licensure to meet established minimum scores on the Pre-Professional Skills Test (PPST)
in reading, writing, and mathematics. Nebraska currently does not require a state-wide
content area examination.

Faculty members from this rural, comprehensive private college have developed and
are using several rubrics. This collection of ten rubrics is impressive. The general
education rubrics are: 1) Writing; 2) Critical Thinking, 3) Heritage Studies; 4) Cultural
Perspectives; 5) Mathematics Reasoning; 6) Communication; 7) Community and
Leadership; 8) Health and Well-Being; 9) Liberal Learning; and 10) Natural Sciences.
Although this set of rubrics will not transfer directly to another campus, the rubrics serve
as models to faculty of other institutions who may develop rubrics unique and specific to
their college’s mission and general education outcomes.

Ways to Use Rubrics

Faculty and students use the rubrics in several ways; each use supports higher
academic achievement. While planning instruction, faculty articulate precise statements
of learner outcomes and share these outcomes through the rubric among other formats.
Planning student outcomes ensures that instruction leads to student achievement. Student
course outcomes can be aligned to outcomes for the academic major or general education:
Faculty members also identify prerequisite skills and knowledge, and review student
needs.

During instruction, faculty use rubrics to confirm that each learning experience is tied
to the learning outcomes. Rubrics may include content knowledge factors, skills, and
attitudes to be displayed by students. Faculty should encourage students to use the
rubrics as a guide to difference performance level. While instruction is in process,
faculty members examine student responses and projects to demonstrate content skills
and knowledge according to indicators on the rubric. This formative use of rubrics leads
to minor adjustments and fine-tuning of instruction to the specific individuals in the class
community.

Faculty may decide to apply rubrics as a scoring guide during summative evaluation
of student products. If professors have one copy of the rubric for each assignment,
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faculty may simply circle or check the indicators that are present. By making notes to
ourselves about revisions for improvement of student learning, we capture the ideas for
revisions in the rubric or in the learning experiences while we remember them. It is also
helpful to make copies of student work at different levels of performance to share as
examples with future students.

Students should be accountable for using the rubrics during instruction and
assignment completion. Rubrics provide the framework for students to self-assess their
own work and provide the structure for peer review. Peers can review assignments prior
to formal submission as one step in the process of developing a completed piece of work.
Often, an assignment may be improved by using critical critique from peers. With clear
expectation, students can ask questions based on elements or indicators they do not
understand. Rubrics with levels of performance can help students set goals for the level
of their own performance. Additionally, students may use rubrics to identify growth areas
in their own learning. Students and faculty may work together to develop rubrics for
selected assignments. This gives students ownership of their learning and is another way
to help them set their own learning goals.

The Process for Rubric Development

Faculty are involved at every level of rubric development. Two faculty are selected to
prepare the first draft which emphasizes the important concepts in the student outcome.
One of the faculty members is a member of the Assessment Committee and another
teaches in the liberal arts category of the proposed rubric. After they are satisfied with
the key processes, the assessment committee chair and the committee member may revise
with the approval of the second liberal arts category faculty member. These revisions
ensure there are five performance levels, typically applying Bloom’s taxonomy of
cognitive domain. Then, the Assessment Committee as a whole reviews the draft rubric
and may request revisions. If the Assessment Committee members are in agreement that
they support the rubric as presented, the Assessment Committee facilitates a
Conversations with Colleagues. These are a noon forum open to all campus faculty with
cafeteria lunches paid by the Academic Affairs Office. Using focus group techniques,
the Assessment Committee chair seeks to understand the ways attending faculty support
or suggest revisions in the proposed rubric. Next the revisions from campus faculty are
proposed to the Assessment Committee. The two original writers may be consulted if the -
revisions seem significant. Finally, the Assessment Committee approves the final draft
and distributes it to faculty for use in courses.

Most of the rubrics have been developed in the summer with stipends to recognize the
scholarly work they are contributing to the effort.

Rubric development criteria

Doane’s Assessment Committee has used five criteria for rubric development. We
have challenged ourselves to limit the rubrics to one page. We have one two-page rubric,
but faculty were unable to delete content or ideas in the revision stages. They have
accepted the exception. Because the rubric is shared with students and sometimes other



audiences, we limit use of professional jargon. We promote the use of critical thinking in
all levels by using five performance levels based on Bloom’s Taxonomy of the Cognitive
Domain. Finally, we confirm that the rubric reflects the Doane Plan category outcome.

Strategies to build faculty commitment

Building faculty commitment is a challenge for any assessment task. Faculty
involvement and recognition for assessment work is one strategy. Recognition includes
the stipend for summer work, light-hearted rewards at the August faculty meeting,
announcing the open meetings of the Assessment Committee, strong administration
support expressed publicly at the monthly faculty meetings, and other venues. Individual
meetings between the Assessment Committee chair and departmental faculty provide
feedback on assessment strategies and increase commitment.

Collaboration between general education and teacher education

Opportunities for collaboration exist when assessing both basic skills and content
knowledge. These opportunities ensure the use of multiple measures and provide
prescriptive diagnosis of areas for program improvement or individual development
prior to taking costly standardized tests.

Basic skills competence

Doane’s general education outcomes expect students to demonstrate competence
in reading, writing, listening, speaking, and mathematical reasoning. These competencies
are common to Praxis I or other state required exam of basic skills. When faculty
complete rubrics in Writing, Communication, and Mathematical Reasoning, students
receive task specific feedback on their performance. Faculty can provide experiences to
promote learning needs; this allows students to have a realistic authentic assessment of
their achievement. In this way, liberal arts faculty members are assessing teacher
education candidate’s performance. This information is shared with teacher education
departments through candidate portfolios, and surveys completed by general education
faculty. These data are available to document learning for both regional and professional
accreditation.

Nebraska’s Department of Education has written the six traits into its K-12
standards. Teacher candidates in elementary, middle, and special education learn to
assess writing by those standards. Although the six traits are embedded in Doane’s all
college writing rubric, some education faculty use the Six Trait rubric to assess teacher
candidate work. In some courses, candidates decide to use either the all college rubric or
the Six Trait rubric.

Because Doane’s general education includes some use of standardized tests, sub-
group data on education students is available. Although the all-college test does not meet
the state requirements, teacher candidates with high test anxiety have a low stress testing
time to build their confidence. The general education tests also serve as a signal to



faculty and students about individual candidate’s readiness to sit for the state exam.
Additionally, subgroup data on performance of education students are available.

Content knowledge

General education rubrics reflect the foundation of specific disciplines. This
foundation serves as the structural scaffold to enable on-going learning. When candidate
competence is evaluated on the breadth of content, candidates begin to understand the
depth they must develop. Regional accreditation associations expect faculty to provide
evidence of student learning in the academic major. The annual assessment reports serve
as one measure for teacher candidate competence. '

~ Although Doane exists in a state without a standardized test for documenting
content knowledge, education candidate data from faculty surveys can be used to
describe candidate achievement in content areas. For candidates seeking licensure in
secondary education, the rubric related to the major serves as a foundation to the
additional assessments completed for the academic major. These faculty surveys, like the
rubrics, are based on general education outcomes. Selected faculty teaching courses in
the liberal arts categories and all faculty teaching capstone courses complete the surveys.
A hardware and software package enables us to select students by courses for results. At
least one unit with professional accreditation uses data from these surveys in its annual
reports.

Conclusion

Use of general education rubrics to document teacher candidate accomplishment
of basic skills and content knowledge is collaborative, efficient, and effective. The
process to gather assessment data, complete data analysis, and use of the findings to
improve programs is both intensive and extensive Collaborative efforts prevent
duplication among faculty and administrators who must revise and sustain assessment
programs in both specialized accreditation council and regional commissions. The
extensive set of general education rubrics developed by faculty of this college offer
AACTE membership a model for a new approach by revising the rubrics for use at their
own institutions.
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Doane College
Crete, NE
General Education Outcomes
Through the completion of the Doane Plan, Doane students demonstrate the following:

1. An understanding of the origins, development, values, and distinctive qualities of
Western heritage

2. An understanding of the nature and effects of economic, political, psychological, and
social forces

3. An understanding of the values, traditions, behaviors, and philosophical foundations
of diverse national and international cultures

4. An understanding of the basic phenomena of the natural world, methodologies
governing the sciences, and the relationship of both to the world community

5. An understanding of the fundamental processes of mathematics and the ability to use
mathematical modeling in solving practical problems

6. The ability to read, write, speak, listen, and interpret meanings effectively
7. The ability to understand, appreciate, and engage in creative expression
8. An understanding of health and lifetime fitness

9. An understanding of constructive leadership and ethical decision making

10. The ability to appreciate and explore new areas of learning.
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MATHEMATICAL REASONING RUBRIC FOR DOANE PLAN

Level of
Achievement

MECHANICS
The student demonstrates-an understanding

.of the fundamental processes of mathematics..

PROBLEM'SOLVING =
The student demonstrates the ability touse -
‘mathematical modeling in solving problems. :

1
Exemplary

Work is always clear, easy to follow, and

virtually free of mechanical errors

(always uses acceptable notation, is always able to
perform algebraic operations on expressions
containing exponents or radicals, can factor and
simplify complex algebraic expressions, can solve
virtually any type of equation or inequality in one and
two variables)

Easily makes connections to other
disciplines and can apply mathematics to a

broad spectrum of problems

(correctly expresses mathematical ideas, is
consistently able to set up and solve multi-stage
problems, consistently discerns relevant patterns and
determines significance of information, is able to
generalize results, correctly interprets numerical,
graphical, and algebraic information)

Very Good

Work is well presented, but occasionally

contains flaws

(occasionally has difficulty with syntax or order of
operations, exponents, radicals and factoring, on
occasion gets lost in simplification of more complex
algebraic expressions, can solve most equations and
inequalities on one and two variables)

Is usually able to make connections between
mathematics and other disciplines and can
apply mathematics to many practical
problems

(usually recognizes and correctly expresses
mathematical ideas, is usually able to set up and solve
multi-stage problems, usually discerns relevant
patterns and significance of information, is usually
able to correctly interpret various types of information)

3
Minimally
Proficient

Demonstrates a minimally adequate
understanding of the fundamental processes
of mathematics

(work is not always well organized, sometimes has
difficulties with syntax, order of operations,
exponents, radicals and factoring, is sometimes unable
to simplify algebraic expressions, has difficulty
solving some equations and inequalities)

Knows concepts, but sometimes has
difficulty applying them to practical
problems

(sometimes doesn't make connections or has
difficulty formulating problems mathematically,
sometimes gets lost in the solution of larger problems,
sometimes does not correctly interpret information)

4
Substandard

Frequently commits major mechanical
errors

(often unable to correctly apply the fundamental
processes of algebra, notation is often flawed, makes
frequent errors in order of operations, exponents, and
radicals, often has difficulty with factorization,
simplification of algebraic expressions, and solution of
equations and inequalities)

Is often unable to apply concepts to

practical problems

(frequently does not make necessary connections, has
a great deal of difficulty formulating problems
mathematically, often has difficulty determining
relevance of information, often gets lost in the solution
of larger problems)

5
Unacceptable

There are serious and persistent mechanical

errors

(typically uses faulty notation and has major
difficulties with the fundamental processes of algebra;
except for straight forward cases, has frequent
difficulty dealing with exponents, radicals, factoring,
simplifying algebraic expressions, and solving
equations and inequalities)

Has frequent and persistent difficulty with
application of mathematics to practical
problems

(has difficulty expressing mathematical ideas,
frequently uses the wrong mathematical tool, usually
fails to see connections, has many difficulties with
problem solving, is usually unable to determine the
significance of information)

Dr. Chri Stophér Masters, Professor of Mathematics, developed this rubric. The mathematics faculty and
Assessment Committee approved it. May 2002
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Health and Well-Being Rubric
The student will demonstrate an understanding of health and lifetime fitness.

Student Health-related Fitness
1 Maintains, evaluates, and revises a plan for lifelong health that
Synthesizes and incorporates all five factors listed in level 4.
Evaluates :
2 Appraises his or her health and fitness based on the five factors
Analyzes listed in level 4.
3 ‘ Is able to apply the five principles listed below to establish a
Applies program to achieve and maintain life-long health and fitness
4 Understands the benefits of
Comprehends and ¢ Cardio-respiratory endurance,
Knows e Muscular strength and endurance,
e Flexibility,
¢ Body composition, and
¢  Nutrition
5 Knowledge of the five factors listed above is so limited that it
Has little or no- cannot be used in isolation or to establish lifelong health.
knowledge about the .
concepts

First draft, May 2002 by David Dunnigan, Assistant Professor of Physical Education.
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Liberal Learning Rubric

(Draft December 2002)

Students demonstrate an ability to appreciate and explore new areas of learning..

Liberal Fundamental | Discipline- Value of Applications of
Learning Concepts specific interdisciplinary | interdisciplinary
of the learning and and multi-
disciplines multi-disciplinary | disciplinary
approaches and approaches and
concepts concepts
1 Evaluates the Evaluates Appraises the value | Creatively compares
Synthesizes concepts and information of interdisciplinary and contrasts the uses
and evaluates scopes of the through the filter | and multi- and applications of
disciplines of discipline- disciplinary interdisciplinary and
specific learning | approaches and multi-disciplinary
concepts approaches and
concepts
2 Appraises the Understands the | Recognizes and Weighs the uses and
Analyzes concepts and meaning and use | interprets the value applications of
scopes of the of discipline- of interdisciplinary interdisciplinary and
disciplines specific learning | and multi- multi-disciplinary
disciplinary approaches and
approaches and concepts
concepts
3 Demonstrates Demonstrates Demonstrates Uses and applies
Applies -applications of applications of knowledge of the interdisciplinary and
the concepts and | discipline- value of multi-disciplinary
scopes of the specific learning | interdisciplinary and | approaches and
disciplines multi-disciplinary concepts
approaches and
concepts
4 Understands the | Displays and Understands the Displays moderate
Comprehends concepts and undgrsttands value of ability to apply
and knows scopes of the discipline- interdisciplinary and | interdisciplinary and
disciplines specific learning | multi-disciplinary multi-disciplinary
approaches and approaches and
concepts concepts
5 Has little or no Displays little or | Displays little or no | Has limited ability to
Has little or no | knowledge about | no knowledge knowledge of the apply
appreciation or the concepts and | related to value of interdisciplinary and
. scopes of the discipline- interdisciplinary and | multi-disciplinary
understanding discipline specific learning | multi-disciplinary approaches and
of new areas approaches and concepts
of learning concepts
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