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Proposal:  A Dummies Guide to Outcomes Assessment 

or 

De-mystifying Outcomes Assessment   
By David J. Agron, Ph.D. 

 
 Why haven’t they published A Dummies Guide to Outcomes Assessment?  Is it 
that the topic is too complex and esoteric?  Is it that such Gnostic mysteries must be 
supernaturally transmitted to only the properly initiated?  Is it that they haven’t yet found 
a big enough dummy to write it?  Just in case the latter is the correct answer, I thought I 
would write this book proposal.  Let me first establish my credentials to write such an 
article.  In surveying our faculty as to whether I am a big enough dummy to write such a 
book . . . well, maybe I will skip the results of that survey.  My other qualification is that 
I have just completed a study of this topic culminating in a revised plan for outcomes 
assessment at our school.  This weighty document (over a hundred pages) should scare 
away any accreditation evaluation team member who might ask about the subject.  I have 
more to say than he or she would want to hear.  Just in case I am not asked, here is what I 
have learned: 

Defining Outcomes Assessment  

An outcome is a final consequence or result of an event or activity.   “A student 
outcome is most often defined as any change or consequence occurring as a result of 
enrollment in a particular educational institution and involvement in its programs” (Ewell 
1983:11 - emphasis mine).  Assessment involves a determination of the effectiveness or 
impact of an activity.  A broader definition of assessment might include consideration of 
the importance or value of that activity.  After all, it is possible to be very effective in 
doing something that is not really worth the time or effort.  Outcomes assessment is both 
a way to measure institutional effectiveness as well as a basis for determining what 
changes and improvements need to be made.  It is supposed to measure of the value 
added to students as a result of what happens to them at our schools. 

Outcomes Assessment and Accreditation 

In its formative stages, the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) 
proposed that in order to be recognized by CHEA, an accrediting agency must provide 
“evidence that it has. . . processes in place that encourage higher education institutions to 
build quality indicators and assessment of those indicators into ongoing planning and 
self-analysis,” (Recognition Proposal 2/24/98, page 6).  It is further stated that “the 
accrediting organization provides evidence that, in its accreditation process, it has: 1. 
policies and procedures that stress self-examination and self-analysis of higher education 
institutions and programs;  2. policies and procedures that stress planning for change and 
scrutiny for improvement in the context of institutional and program mission” 
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(Recognition Proposal 2/24/98, page 8). Thus schools examine themselves to determine 
their quality and how effectively they fulfill their own mission.  They must also use the 
insight gained in their institutional planning.  Such policies already existed in well-
established accrediting agencies. 

The Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) requires assessment 
in  Standard 2.C. “The institution has developed the means for evaluating how well, and 
in what ways, it is accomplishing its purposes as the basis for broad-based continuous 
planning and evaluation” (Achieving Institutional Effectiveness Through Assessment: A 
Resource Manual to Support WASC Institutions 1992:1).   The resource manual goes on 
to explain that this standard is placed in the section dealing with purpose, planning and 
effectiveness because schools should continually be examining their effectiveness in all 
areas, and because of “the Commission’s concern that the collection of data be seen as a 
means, and improved institutional planning and functioning as the end” (1992:1-2 – 
emphasis mine).    

The Accrediting Association of Bible Colleges Manual states in Criteria A.4.1 
that, “A college must provide outcomes data that will show it to be achieving the 
objectives specific to each program, major, concentration, and emphasis offered at the 
college....  A college must demonstrate its implementation of a full assessment plan, 
which outlines all aspects of outcomes assessment and annual evaluations of institutional 
effectiveness in achieving its mission, goals, and program effectiveness.  It must 
demonstrate how the results of its assessment plan impact its institutional planning 
routines” (1998:17-18). 

Accrediting Agency Requirements 

 
 

Thus, accrediting agencies are able to use the outcomes assessment process to 
fulfill their duel functions related to accountability and improvement.  They hold us 
responsible to inspect ourselves (and they check the reliability and validity of that 
inspection) as well as holding us responsible to use our findings for our own 
improvement. 

 A practical question is, “What will our accrediting agency accept as a good plan 
of outcomes assessment?”  The first part of the answer is that the accrediting agency will 
not be impressed with a research plan that is merely paperwork to impress them.  They 
want us to develop our own method of study that meets our own needs and that we use in 
our own planning.  However, it is likely that any accrediting agency would expect some 
research on achievement of mission and goals, program learning objectives (i.e. learning 
objectives for each major or concentration), completion and retention statistics, 
placement and scholastic achievement after graduation (i.e. performance in graduate 

 Develop our own plan to study our student outcomes (gather data and analyze it) 
 Evaluate outcomes in terms of our own mission, goals and program objectives (how 

well are these being achieved and what areas need improvement?) 
 Demonstrate how assessment is linked to strategic planning (i.e. decisions made, 

budgets set, changes made). 
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schools).  Outcomes assessment for AABC schools should also take into account AABC 
distinctives.  Since the curriculum of all AABC schools should include at least 36 credits 
in General Education,  30 credits in Bible , instruction in evangelism, missions and 
church development, Christian Service and possibly a second major with at least 24 
credits, it is advisable for AABC schools to study outcomes in relation to these areas.  
My own personal conviction is that proclamation should also be included.  Students of 
Bible Colleges should graduate with a demonstrated ability to teach or preach the Bible.  
As Christian institutions, AABC schools should also address values in their outcomes 
assessment plan.  Thus, the following chart shows the beginnings of what would probably 
be viewed as a good plan for outcomes assessment at an AABC school.  I recommend 
that a school find at least one way to measure outcomes in each of the following areas.  
However, validity is greatly  increased by using two or more ways of addressing each 
area. 

 

Appropriate Components of Outcomes Assessment at AABC Schools 
 Mission & Goals 

 Program Learning Objectives 

 General Education 

 Bible (First Major) 

 Second Major (Professional Area, Pre-Seminary Program, etc.) 

 Ministry (Christian Service, Evangelism, Missions, Church Development, 
Proclamation) 

 Values/Behaviors 

 Retention/Completion 

 Placement 

 Further Scholastic & Professional Achievement 

What Are They Serving in the Cafeteria Today? 

No, this subtitle is not a suggested topic for your school’s institutional research.  
However, like a cafeteria, your outcomes assessment plan should have some healthy 
variety.  Outcomes assessment in academic institutions should include measurements of 
knowledge learned, skills achieved and attitudes developed.  Evidence of achievement of 
learning objectives and identification of weak areas is especially appropriate.  Outcomes 
assessment can also include achievement of objectives such as earning a degree, passing 
an ordination exam or obtaining a job in one’s field of study. 

A crucial area of outcomes assessment and institutional research pertains to 
achievement of institutional mission.  To research this issue, my school has divided our 
mission and goals statements into twenty-four phrases.  Respondents are asked to 
evaluate how well we meet these using a Likert Scale (5=Excellent, 4=Good, 3=OK, 
2=Fair, 1=Poor).  These questionnaires are given to seniors, alumni, faculty, staff, 
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administrators and ordination examiners. It might also be possible to interview various 
groups concerning how well a school’s mission is being carried out, or to measure more 
quantifiable indicators such as percentage of graduates in ministry, percentage of 
graduates volunteering in their churches (i.e. teaching Sunday school). 

We use a similar self-reporting technique to study achievement of program 
objectives.  We carefully developed learning objectives for each program with the input 
from practicing professionals that is required by our accrediting agency.  The program 
objectives were distributed among classes in the programs (thus making these required 
courses).  In the Senior Seminar, students use a Likert Scale to express how well they 
think we helped them develop each objective.  We are attempting to add reliability to this 
data by also passing out short surveys with the forms students use to evaluate faculty at 
the end of each semester.  Students will use the same Likert scale to rate the degree to 
which each program objective in that course was imparted.  (This should also help 
remind professors of the importance of meeting class objectives.)  A further improvement 
will be to eventually develop measurable performance objectives for each of the program 
objectives. 

 Commercial tests are a common method used for assessing knowledge, higher 
cognitive skills, attitudes and values.  These are especially used for studying the general 
education component of a school’s curriculum.  However, we should keep in mind that 
some tests yield an unfairly inaccurate picture of ethnic or minority students because 
these tests tend to assume a great deal of American cultural literacy.  Commercial tests 
for studying Bible knowledge are available from the AABC (and other sources).  This 
allows us to compare the scores our students achieve with average scores achieved by 
students at other AABC schools.  Since the AABC has produced six different tests, we 
can give one test to freshmen and another to seniors.  This not only allows us to see the 
degree of learning that occurs between the Freshmen and Senior years (a measurable 
outcome), but also whether this amount of learning is more or less than average for other 
AABC schools. 

 More complex methods of evaluating knowledge might include comprehensive 
exams or a senior thesis.  There are also many complex methods of evaluating skills.  
Freshmen and senior writing assignments might be used to compare progress in 
communication, writing and critical thinking skills.  If we may not yet be ready to take on 
such difficult skill assessment tasks for the general education division, it may be possible 
to evaluate some sort of ministry project.  A music division regularly has senior recitals 
as a graduation requirement.  In the same way, it may be possible to develop a skill 
assessments in evangelism, preaching or other types of ministry as part of the Christian 
Service program. This could be done by demonstrating competence as a senior, or by 
developing a portfolio (i.e. of a sermon, an original evangelistic tract or essay, a plan for 
a church evangelistic program, a persuasive essay or sermon on the priority of missions). 

 Assessment of a school’s impact through their second majors (i.e. professional 
studies programs, pre-seminary programs) can be evaluated by scores on professional 
tests (i.e. ordination exams, teacher credentials), or further professional and scholastic 
achievement.  Alumni surveys may be useful for this type of study. 
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 Other areas of institutional research that are sometimes less closely related to 
outcomes should also be considered.  Benchmarking involves comparing our school to 
various other schools.  If we were to compare our library size to five similar schools, we 
would be benchmarking. The AABC requires us to fill out an annual report that includes 
data pertaining to enrollment, staff qualifications, library data, financial data and limited 
aspects of outcomes (GPA, retention and completion, Christian Service participation).  
From this they send us an annual statistical report for all AABC accredited colleges.  This 
is extremely helpful for benchmarking because the data is broken down into categories 
based on size of the college.  We can regularly fill in data on our school next to the data 
on schools our size in order to compare.   

 Surveys can also be used for similar areas of research.  Our annual student survey 
has recently been revised to yield an annual student satisfaction rating of eighteen areas 
of our school (i.e. registration, office staff, facilities, academic counseling, faculty mentor 
program, student council, various type classes).  After rating each area, the student is 
asked how that area should be changed or improved.  Sometimes schools make extensive 
use of employer or alumni surveys to rate various aspects of their program. 

 If we identify a particular problem that we need to study (i.e. why students 
indicate dissatisfaction with a particular area, why students tend not to complete a 
particular program, the value of the Christian Service Program) a good place to start can 
be focus group interviews.  Groups of students can be gathered for discussion on the 
topic or alumni might be contacted via telephone interviews. 

Although this was nothing like a comprehensive review of tools available for 
outcomes assessment, we have demonstrated that there are quite a variety of possible 
ways to do outcomes assessment and  institutional research.  Using a variety of sources 
and types of research to study a particular question increases the validity of conclusions 
drawn.  It is common for schools to study knowledge attained, employment in field of 
study and acceptance of their graduates into programs of higher education.  However we 
are expected to do more than simply see what seminaries accept our graduates and make 
a comparison of our test scores and those of other AABC schools.  We can study 
complex issues such as how attending our school impacts a student’s values, attitudes and 
beliefs over time, or we might study how out graduates’ behavior or career development 
is impacted by their studies here.  (Studies of behavior can be a way to consider a 
school’s success in development of character.)  It is possible to purchase quite elaborate 
(and expensive) commercial tests or to develop simpler surveys.  A larger and more 
developed school may develop a highly complex plan.  However, even a small, 
developing school could develop a plan like the following:
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Appropriate Components of Outcomes 
Assessment at AABC Schools 

An “Un-intimidating” Sample Plan of 
Assessment Methods for a Small 
School 

Mission & Goals 
 

 Self-Reporting Opinion Surveys 

Program Learning Objectives 
 

 Self-Reporting Opinion Surveys 
 Analysis of Performance Objectives 

General Education 
 

 Commercial Test 
 Graduate School Performance 

Bible (First Major) 
 

 AABC Bible Knowledge Test 

Second Major 
 

 Professional Testing (i.e. ordination 
examinations, teacher credentials) 

 Report on Placement 
 Report on Further Scholastic & 

Professional Achievement 
Ministry (Christian Service, Evangelism, 
Missions, Church Development, 
Proclamation) 

 Christian Service Ministry Skill 
Assessment or Portfolio 

Values/Behaviors 
 

 Self-Reporting Opinion Surveys 
 Commercial Test 

Retention/Completion 
 

 Registrar Report 

Placement 
 

 Alumni Surveys 

Further Scholastic & Professional 
Achievement 

 Alumni Surveys 

 

Outcomes assessment can be a useful to tool for determining the value of our 
training program.  Many schools are tempted to believe that success is merely having 
enough students to pay the faculty.  Perhaps others think that if they just keep growing 
bigger and bigger, they must be successful.  Buildings and other trappings that suggest 
status may be indicators of success.  Gaining accreditation might be viewed as gaining 
success.  Such accomplishments may serve the Kingdom of God, or may merely be 
building with the wood, hay and straw that will be burned up on the Day that fire will test 
the quality of each man’s work.  Consider the path of many great Christian institutions 
that are now great secular universities. We hardly consider them successful – in spite of 
their great “success”.  We have to ask ourselves, “What is our  school for -- besides 
keeping itself in business or gaining a reputation?”  Our school is for effectively serving 
God. Inward definitions of success (i.e. size, buildings, accreditation) can give us a 
tendency to see our school’s internal interests as our goals instead of seeing our school as 
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a tool for achieving greater goals.  Let us define our success in terms of the impact our 
students have on the Church and the world because of the impact we have had on them.  
So how do we study this kind of success?  This relates to outcomes.  Outcomes are the 
results of going through our educational programs.  We assess the outcomes of our 
educational services in order to direct ourselves towards decisions that will result in a 
greater impact on and through our students.  Let us design outcomes assessment plans 
that help direct our institutions – not just toward fame, wealth or size, but toward 
greatness. 
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