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ASSESSMENT AS A REFLECTIVE PRACTICE

By Robert Farrell

Assessment of student learning has become an increasingly important part of the Leonard 
Lief Library’s culture of reflective practice. Faculty members in our department regularly re-
flect on their individual teaching practices (we have a site on CUNY’s Academic Commons 
to facilitate among ourselves discussions related to teaching and learning). But assessment 
helps us identify as a group areas for improvement in our instructional design and other 
places where we need to focus our time, energies, or resources to meet an identified need.

Over the 2011-2012 academic year, we were able reassess our information literacy work-
shop for English 110 students. During the previous year, our assessment work uncovered 
that the sequencing of topics during the workshop wasn’t leading to the learning outcomes 
we desired. While we thought we were being perfectly clear in our instruction, it turned out 
that students were having a hard time understanding how each part of the workshop fit to-
gether. Our assessment results challenged us to rethink how we were teaching the session. 

After planning for changes over the summer, we implemented a new instructional 
design and reassessed the workshop. This time we found that students were coming 
away with a coherent understanding of the workshop’s objectives and leaving with the 
knowledge we hoped to impart. 

Our assessment of these workshops helped us confront an issue in our instructional 
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ASSESSMENT IN A CHALLENGING HIGHER  
EDUCATION ENVIRONMENT
The combination of relentlessly rising college tuition that is pushing student debt steadily 
higher and creating entry barriers for qualified college entrants, a dramatic rise in federal 
and state government debt in the aftermath of a severe recession, a relative decline in U.S. 
educational attainment, and the job market challenges currently facing new graduates is 
increasing pressure for colleges and universities to demonstrate value-added.   

That pressure is not likely to abate anytime soon. First, even if the nation’s “fiscal cliff” 
is resolved in a timely fashion, the U.S. is confronted by substantial long-term fiscal imbal-
ances. Those imbalances extend to state and municipal governments. If not addressed 
over the medium-term, those structural imbalances could trigger a destructive competi-
tion for financial resources among government programs and services with implications 
for all levels of education. 
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 “Assessment information should 
be used as a basis for assessing 
the institution’s effectiveness in 
achieving its stated goals, for 
monitoring and improving the 
environment for student learning, 
and for enhancing  overall student 
success; to these ends, it should 
be linked to the institution’s 
ongoing planning and resource 
allocation processes. 

—Middle States Commission  
on Higher Education
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Over the next two to five decades, a number of headwinds could dampen U.S. innovation, 
translating in slower economic expansion, diminished job creation, and reduced tax revenue 
growth. An August 2012 National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper written by 
Northwestern University Economics Professor Dr. Robert J. Gordon revealed that demographic 
change, educational costs and performance, increasing inequality, globalization, issues relating 
to energy and the environment, and the nation’s elevated level of consumer and government debt 
could undermine U.S. innovation. 

Those headwinds create both threats and opportunities for the nation’s colleges and 
universities. An intensification of the nation’s fiscal pressures presents a prominent threat, 
particularly to public institutions. Higher Education’s ability to reverse the relative decline in 
educational attainment, which could strengthen innovation and increase the nation’s long-
term growth potential, offers an opportunity.

In this challenging environment, colleges and universities will need to examine all aspects 
of their value chain in pursuit of opportunities for innovation or improvement. Primary activities 
along this value chain include teaching, the development and delivery of course content, and 
faculty and student research. Supporting activities include the full range of administrative and 
student support services. 

In that context, planning, budgeting, and assessment provide critical foundations for pur-
suing excellence. As institutions of higher education pursue their missions, assessment will 
play an increasingly important role in helping them better define their purpose, measure their 
progress toward strategic goals, inform their planning and budgeting, and maintain their ac-
creditation in putting themselves in a strong competitive position. Assessment will also pro-
duce concrete evidence of value added for their stakeholders. Stakeholders include parents, 
students, accrediting agencies, and public officials. 

Since its last accreditation visit in 2009, Lehman College has made substantial progress in 
building a robust and sustained assessment process. Today, the majority of its academic and 
administrative units participate in its annual assessment cycle. As a result, Lehman’s focus has 
shifted from documenting a robust assessment process in its Monitoring Report to pursuing 
its strategic commitment to “foster a culture of continuous assessment focused on institutional 
effectiveness to improve overall performance.” Lehman’s success in achieving that strategic 
objective will help the College navigate the challenges and realize the opportunities of the envi-
ronment in which it operates. It will help ensure that Lehman College will continue to serve the 
Bronx and surrounding area as “an intellectual, economic, and cultural center.” n
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A user-friendly guide to 
assist departments  

in the use of TaskStream,  
the College’s new  

assessment management  
software, is available  

on the  
Office of Assessment 

and Planning  
website -  

www.lehman.edu/ 
research/assessment.  
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MIDDLE STATES PLANNING-ASSESSMENT CYCLE

1.  Defining clearly articulated institutional and unit-level goals

2.  Implementing strategies to achieve those goals

3.  Assessing achievement of those goals

4.  Using the results of those assessments to improve programs and services  
     and inform planning and resource allocation decisions

Source: Middle States Commission on Higher Education, Assessing Student Learning and 
Institutional Effectiveness: Understanding Middle States Expectations.
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The Office of Graduate Studies has turned its focus 
onto graduate student retention rates in accordance 
with the ten year Strategic Directions for Lehman Col-
lege. The primary goal of the study is to begin an an-
nual process of documenting and analyzing matricu-
lation numbers, retention rates, and graduation rates 
for graduate-level students. While data regarding 
graduate completion rates across senior colleges can 
be found in CUNY’s University Performance Manage-
ment, the information has its limitations and does not 
take into account individual graduate programs, the 
differences of the College’s policies from other CUNY 
schools, and student credit loads. 

Few studies at Lehman College have focused on 
graduate student progress and the emphasis it can 
have on attracting the best students to master’s degree 
programs. Ideally, the information can help the Office 
of Graduate Studies and the academic departments to 
recognize areas of weakness or needed improvement. 

The study can serve as a reference for initiatives that: 
create new graduate programs, increase matriculation 
rates while decreasing non-matriculation course loads, 
identify and assist students nearing the five-year limit of 
degree completion, encourage students on a leave of 
absence to return, and improve upon the probation and 
dismissal policy at the graduate level. 

The assessment process began in 2011 with 
reaching out to the Office of Assessment and Plan-
ning and the Information Technology Division to create 
reports that analyze: graduate degrees awarded, non-
degree students, incomplete degrees, average time 
required for completion, and non-degree to degree 
student success. Currently, the reports are being gen-
erated and analyzed at the academic department level. 
Moving forward, the information obtained from the re-
ports will be used to guide initiatives that implement 
policies and procedures aimed at improving service to 
our graduate students. n
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ASSESSMENT AT THE GRADUATE STUDIES OFFICE
by Ann Worth

By Althea Forde

Lehman’s Instructional Support Services Program 
(ISSP), on average, supports the academic develop-
ment of over 1000 students per semester.  We sup-
port students through various tutoring modalities and 
academic skills and pre-semester content specific 
workshops. Yet, the question remains, “What are stu-
dents learning and taking away from their experiences 
with ISSP?” Like many academic support centers 
across the nation we collect rich data on student us-
age that includes information such as how many stu-
dents attended tutoring; the courses for which they 

attended tutoring; the number of hours they worked 
with a tutor; and the grades that they received for the 
courses in which they were tutored. In colored charts 
and PowerPoint presentations, this data looks lovely.  
Unfortunately, usage data does not convey the whole 
picture, specifically, what students are learning when 
they enter our programs.  Anecdotally, our students 
tell us in conversations, surveys, and occasional letters 
and emails that our academic support services had an 
impact on their learning.  Some students go as far as 
saying they could not have graduated without tutoring 
support along the way.   While we in the field believe 

WHAT ARE STUDENTS LEARNING IN OUR CENTERS? 
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design we would otherwise have never seen. By meeting 
together as a group to deal with the assessment results, we 
not only resolved the immediate problem with respect to the 
session’s design, we also helped each other become much 
more reflective about a collective aspect of our instruction. 

While such improvements in teaching and instructional 
design are what the assessment of student learning is pri-
marily about, the secondary benefits of assessment can be 
just as valuable. For example, this past spring we noticed an 
uptick in business related research questions at the library’s 
reference desk. 

Since part of our instructional mission is to equip stu-
dents with the skills to undertake complex research ques-
tions in a variety of topics, we were concerned to see so 

many students unable to engage in advanced research re-
lated to finding corporate information. 

We determined the cause soon after analyzing the kinds 
of questions we were receiving and the amount of our time 
they required: as the business program has expanded, our 
department has not been able to add a dedicated business 
specialist to its faculty to provide the kind of information lit-
eracy training we provide for students in upper level courses 
in many programs and majors across the college.  Our as-
sessment results are evidence of this gap in service and we 
hope to address the problem by hiring a new faculty mem-
ber in this area as soon as we can. There’s a way in which 
assessment shines a light into areas of our practice we’re 
usually too busy to see. We plan on continuing to shine this 
light. And to reflect carefully on what we discover. n
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we impact on student academic success, we have been slow in generating scholarly studies to support 
what students are saying.  

The ISSP has made a commitment to respond to the question, “What are students learning?” by begin-
ning to engage in conducting qualitative and quantitative assessments that will better inform and improve our 
practices in the natural and social sciences, humanities and writing.  Our preliminary goal is to begin with small 
assessment projects that will, over time, provide a bigger picture of the impact our services have on students.  

In Fall 2011 Sarah Blazer, ISSP Writing and Literacy Coordinator, and Vincent Prohaska, Associate Pro-
fessor of Psychology, received IRB approval to conduct a study of the impact of writing tutoring on students’ 
planning and revision behaviors.  A 7-point Likert scale survey was administered at the beginning and ending 
of Fall 2011 to students seeking writing tutoring in the Academic Center for Excellence (ACE) and to a control 
group of students who did not seek out tutoring that semester.  The first administration of the voluntary survey 
collected students’ self-reported information regarding their planning and revision behavior prior to Fall 2011 
and the second administration collected self-reported information regarding their planning and revision behav-
ior after working with a writing tutoring during Fall 2011.   

Results indicate that within one semester there were statistically significant changes in students’ perception of 
their planning behaviors after working with an ACE writing tutor.  Additionally, students who had extensive prior ex-
posure to ACE writing tutors (six or more visits) indicate greater engagement in planning and revision behaviors than 
students who never received tutoring.  The study also indicates that there was a less dramatic shift in behaviors as-
sociated with revision than with those associated with planning. This year, Ms. Blazer will use the information gleaned 
from the Fall 2011 study to inform staff development of writing tutors.  Already, writing tutors have learned and begun 
to implement specific language that will make the practice of discussing revision more accessible to students.

This first project was just a start in hopefully confirming what we suspect, that working with a tutor provides 
students with additional learning experiences that contribute to their overall learning at the College and beyond.  
With long-term institutional support, in the future, we also plan to engage in a longitudinal study of our impact 
on student learning, retention and graduation. n
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