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BACKGROUND:
In the late 1990s, a Blue Ribbon Commission, charged by the Governor with evaluating the needs and goals of higher education in Virginia for the 21st century, concluded that evidence of high quality outputs is essential in assuring stakeholders that the substantial investment made by the Commonwealth in higher education is producing results (Governor’s Blue Ribbon Commission on Higher Education, 2000). To provide the sort of assurance outlined by the Governor and Commission, the Commission identified six areas of core competency—areas of knowledge and skill that supersede majors, disciplines, and institutional missions—recommending that these areas be assessed regularly and the results of such assessments be shared with the public. The core competencies identified by the Commission included written communication, information literacy/technology, quantitative reasoning, scientific reasoning, critical thinking, and oral communication. These core competencies were adopted by the State Council of Higher Education for Virginia (SCHEV) and institutions were then required to report on two areas of competency every two years. 
In response to the requirements set forth by the Commission and SCHEV, the Chancellor established the VCCS Task Force on Assessing Core Competencies in 2002. The Task Force, consisting of faculty members, academic officers, assessment coordinators, and system office staff, met over the course of a year, consulting with community leaders, business leaders, SCHEV, the Advisory Council of Presidents, and the Advisory Committee of Deans and Provosts. The work of the Task Force culminated in the development of the report of VCCS Task Force on Assessing Core Competencies (July 2002) which included recommendations for a system-wide plan assessing each of the six core competency areas. The report was approved by the State Board for Community Colleges on July 18, 2002.
Based on the findings of the 2002 VCCS Task Force on Assessing Core Competencies and in accordance with the guidelines promulgated by SCHEV, faculty advisory groups were established in each of the six core competency areas to devise general methodologies for measuring each competency that matched the VCCS-specific definitions of competency and the standards for each competency. In compliance with a timeline approved by SCHEV, the VCCS reported results for written communication and information literacy/technology in the summer of 2003, scientific reasoning and quantitative reasoning in the summer of 2005, and oral communication and critical thinking in the summer of 2007.
Fed in part by the report of the 2002 VCCS Task Force on Assessing Core Competencies, a review of the VCCS General Education Goals was undertaken in 2005 and concluded in 2006 with partial congruity of VCCS General Education Goals and Student Learning Outcomes with the six areas of core competency assessment identified by the Governor’s Blue Ribbon Commission and affirmed by SCHEV.
In 2005, SCHEV began a process of reviewing assessment results and guidelines with an a priori interest in revising its own assessment guidelines such that institutions would be required to provide evidence of the “value-added” by the institution. The result of SCHEV’s review has been a report and set of guidelines from SCHEV’s 2007 Task Force on Assessment. The materials submitted by SCHEV’s 2007 Task Force on Assessment were accepted by the State Council at its October 2007 meeting.
The preface to the guidelines presented by SCHEV’s 2007 Task Force on Assessment included the following features:

· An affirmation of the six core competency areas previously identified by the Governor’s Blue Ribbon Commission and SCHEV;

· A definition of value-added as a measurement of “progress, or lack thereof, as a consequence of the student’s institutional experience”;
· An affirmation of institutions’ prerogative to establish outcomes and concomitant methods of assessment that are appropriate to their student bodies and programmatic missions; and
· Clarification that competency-based assessment and value-added assessment are different, but not mutually exclusive.
The Guidelines issued by SCHEV’s 2007 Task Force on Assessment and adopted by Council continue to identify that assessment should:

· Be congruent with the institution’s mission and goals;
· Provide the kind of data needed for informed decision-making about curricula and offers both policymakers and the general public useful information on student learning;
· Continue to fit, rather than drive, the institution;
· Be reasonable in its requirements for time, resources, and personnel; 
· Be integrated with the institution’s larger framework for continuous improvement and public accountability;
· Employ both valid and reliable measurements of educational experiences and student learning;
· Focus on the improvement of learning while providing meaningful demonstration of accountability; and 

· Employ the six core areas and explore options to address the Council’s preferred “value-added” approach that speaks to demonstrable changes as a result of a student’s collegiate experience.

Based on the requirements of the newly adopted Guidelines for Assessment of Student Learning, the VCCS must create and submit a plan for assessing student learning in Written Communication or Quantitative Reasoning by May 1, 2008
. In accordance with the timeline embedded in SCHEV’s 2007 Task Force on Assessment, the VCCS must begin its assessment of student learning in Written Communication or Quantitative Reasoning in the Fall of 2008 and conclude in the 2011-2012 academic year. 

Improving Core Competency Assessment
A VCCS Best Policy & Practice in Assessing Core Competencies Task Group, consisting of assessment coordinators from various colleges has engaged in the process of reviewing the assessment plans enacted by the 2002 VCCS Task Force on Core Competency Assessment. The VCCS Best Policy & Practice in Assessing Core Competencies Task Group has identified the need for improvement in sampling, test administration, integration of core competency assessments with a comprehensive assessment plan, and student participation and motivation as well as the continuation of faculty participation in the development of plans and the use of results. Based on the findings of the 2007 VCCS Best Policy & Practice in Assessing Core Competencies Task Group, any plan for assessing student learning in the context of core competency assessment should give consideration to improvements in these important areas.
A 2007 Core Competency Assessment Planning Task Group has been established to assist in the development of an assessment plan that meets the requirements imposed by SCHEV. Members of the task force include: Jackie Bourque (JSRCC), Michael Bryan (TCC), Bob Clary (PHCC), Anita Dubey (NVCC) Sharon Fisher (MECC), Cynthia Griffith (JTCC), Terri Moore (NRCC), and Warren Wise (BRCC). The Assessment Planning Task Group has reviewed the Guidelines for Assessment of Student Learning adopted by SCHEV and has discussed the recommendations made by the 2007 VCCS Best Policy & Practice in Assessing Core Competencies Task Group.  The following is a framework for an assessment plan in the context of SCHEV’s guidelines for assessment. 
Core Competency Assessment + a Value-Added Measure of Student Progress
To provide Virginia’s Community Colleges with meaningful data that may be used to improve student learning and meet the requirements imposed by accrediting bodies and the State Council of Higher Education for Virginia, a plan for assessing student learning will be formed that continues to use the plans devised by the 2002 VCCS Task Force on Assessment and associated faculty advisory groups to measure student competency in each of the six core competency areas and adds to this a discrete set of measures of student progress that demonstrate the value-added by the community college while recognizing the multiple forms of success demonstrated by community college students. 
The distinct process used to measure the value-added by Virginia’s Community Colleges will analyze data to measure improvements in student progress towards appropriate and meaningful milestones in student readiness, retention, and completion. Such a process can be achieved by using data to describe student progress towards these milestones, to identify and diagnose gaps in these important areas, and to devise methods for closing gaps
.  Once the points have been identified, through a comprehensive statistical analysis of entering student cohorts, baseline data can be established, goals may be set, and then follow-up measurements of progress may be taken to demonstrate the value-added by community colleges. Such a process will permit Virginia’s Community Colleges to improve student success while providing the multifarious definition of success that is appropriate to the students served. 

 

The procedures for assessing core competencies will seek to make improvements in sampling, test administration, integration of core competency assessments with a comprehensive assessment plan, and student participation and motivation while continuing to foster faculty participation in the development of plans and the use of results. The plan for assessing student competency submitted to SCHEV in May of 2008 will describe a process for assessing student competency in quantitative reasoning and scientific reasoning using a James Madison University authored test that has been previously administered by each of the community colleges.  In addition, the 2007 Core Competency Assessment Planning Task Group will to create a plan for assessing written communication that will be submitted to SCHEV in May of 2009. 
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� In 2009, the VCCS must submit plans to assess student learning in Written Communication or Quantitative Reasoning and Scientific Reasoning, followed by plans to assess student learning in Critical Thinking and Oral Communication in 2010 and plans to assess student learning in Information Literacy or an institution-specific emerging issue in 2011.


� A similar process has been developed by Achieving the Dream institutions in the state of Washington, where these milestones have been referred to as tipping points or momentum points to signify the import that the points have in propelling students towards the satisfaction of a goal, even if that goal is not necessarily graduation. Based on an analysis of entering cohorts, Washington state has used the completion of 12, 24, and 45 credits as momentum points. Other examples include the completion of gatekeeper courses, developmental education courses, or General Education requirements. 





