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ABSTRACT/KEYWORDS

The purpose of this paper is to present a follow up of a case study of an online education assessment
program. The paper will summarize how current theories of transformative assessment, coupled with
research on online education, were implemented over the last year to develop and sustain a scalable and
quality online education program at UMass Lowell. Finally, the study will attempt to outline future
challenges and opportunities for transformative assessment and online education.

INTRODUCTION

The public’s demand for accountability of online education continued to grow during the past year as
competition increased from various sectors of higher education. While best practices in assessment
strategies continue to evolve UMass Lowell took its assessment project to a new level in an initiative
named the Assessment for Excellence Project. While the project has enabled the Division of Continuing
Studies & Corporate Education (CSCE) to bring about continuous improvement or transformation of all
its programs, this paper will focus on how the assessment project affected the online education program.
In this paper we will describe:

o How the theoretical framework presented at the ’03 Research Workshop of transformative
assessment, was put into action in ‘04;

e The impact of the Transformative Assessment Project on the University’s Online Education
program;

o Identify future challenges and opportunities with transformative assessment and online education.

Background

Transformative Assessment refers to an assessment process which organizes the collection, analysis and
application of data and findings along a continuum which represents developmental stages characterizing
how an institution changes or grows as a result of this process. The Transformative Assessment Project
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(TAP), an initiative of the National Learning Infrastructure Initiative (NLII), AAHE, the Flashlight
Project and the Coalition for Networked Information, has developed a useful rubric for examining the
purpose of the assessment, the type and method of data collection, application of assessment results, and
dissemination activities along a continuum from Administrative, to Progressive, to Transformative
outcomes (NLII, 2003). The TAP continuum parallels the efforts of other organizations (e.g., NCA’s
Levels of Implementation, AAHE Assessment Forum) which provide a method for ranking assessment
efforts while emphasizing the need for assessment to contribute to the continuous improvement of student
learning and programmatic and institutional growth.

Our analysis of the efforts of TAP, NCA, AAHE and others reveals five principles underlying
transformative assessment that can help institutions realize the potential of online education to improve
student learning and transform their institutions. These include:

1. Assessment is an iterative process that leads to continuous improvement of teaching and learning.

2. Assessment should be guided by a purpose that reflects institutional mission, goals and
objectives.

3. Assessment engages an expanding circle of participants, including faculty, students,
administrators and community members.

4. Assessment collects, analyzes, and applies data in a manner that contributes to improvements in
student learning.

5. Assessment of online education presents unique challenges and unique opportunities that offer a
powerful potential to transform student learning, programs and institutions.

The opportunity to pair transformative assessment with online education is significant and increasingly
critical as student participation in this learning environment continues to outpace growth in all other
sectors of higher education. Sloan-C, a consortium of over 200 colleges and universities and the leading
online education organization, has developed a framework for assessing the quality of online education
programs based on access, learning effectiveness, cost effectiveness, faculty satisfaction and student
satisfaction. (Mayadas, Bourne & Moore, 2002). By integrating a transformative assessment framework
with the Sloan-C pillars, programs may realize the full potential for online education to transform their
institutions.
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Review of the Frameworks

Figure 1 depicts our vision of how the principles outlined above may be operationalized within a
transformative assessment framework.

Figure 1: The Transformative Assessment Process
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Most institutions or programs begin the assessment process at the Administrative Stage (center of Fig. 1)
where a limited data set is collected and studied by a limited number of stakeholders. In the
transformative assessment process, findings are applied to make improvements in the program and
adjustments in the assessment process itself so that the institution can evolve to the Progressive Stage. At
the Progressive Stage, the purpose and process are informed by a much broader constituency which helps
to lead to a deeper questioning of the assessment of quality and of teaching and learning. Application of
the findings leads to improvements in access, learning effectiveness and cost effectiveness and, when
shared with an even broader community, helps evolve the institution to the Transformative Assessment
Stage. At the Transformative Stage, assessment is integrated into the culture of the institution where all
goals and objectives are uniformly assessed and the results are applied to achieve continuous
improvement (Moloney and Tello, 2004). It’s important to keep in mind that we are presenting a model or
framework and in practice, an institution’s progression through these stages may be inconsistent, moving
toward transformation in some areas or programs, while other departments remain in an administrative
cycle.
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DEVELOPMENTS ON THE APPLICATION OF THE
TRANSFORMATIVE ASSESSMENT MODEL

In the case study presented last year, the authors described the evolution of UMass Lowell’s CSCE
assessment program through the administrative, progressive and emerging, transformative stages. UMass
Lowell’s online education program offers 7 full degree programs and approximately 7500 enrollments per
year, is one of the largest in New England and is a major contributor to UMassOnline (UMOL), UMass’
system-wide portal for online education. The UMass Lowell online program is entirely self-supporting
and returns significant revenues to the campus and UMOL to seed continuous growth (for an in-depth
review see Moloney & Tello, 2003). At the time of last year’s research paper, the campus was just
entering the Transformative Phase of assessment.

Transformative Assessment Stage: Continuous Improvement

As was stated in last year’s report, this stage of assessment is quite challenging as it requires institution-
wide involvement and commitment to continuous improvement around student learning. To set the stage
for the transformative stage, the CSCE leadership team met with groups of faculty, departments and deans
to identify strategic opportunities for implementing a new Assessment for Excellence Project. Using the
framework outlined above, we created a shared vision for the Assessment for Excellence Project, invited
broader participation in our data collection, deepened the kinds of questions asked during the data
analysis and identified opportunities for applying the data to make continuous improvement possible in
the program.

1. Defining the Purpose of the Assessment for Excellence Project

This year, the faculty and campus administrators developed a shared vision for the purpose of the
Assessment for Excellence project which was to bring about continuous improvement in student learning.
In addition, we determined that the Project would help guide CSCE in achieving its vision of becoming a
leader in online education. Finally, we sought new directions in fiscal management to sustain positive
trends in the return on investment of the online education program.

2. Data Collection

Data collection in the transformative stage should reflect the multiple goals and objectives which support
transformation and improvement within an organization or greater community. This requires that different
types of data be collected from multiple sources. Quantitative data can be used to identify levels of
student and faculty satisfaction, enrollment trends, retention rates and costs. Qualitative data can be used
to identify emerging concepts, trends and perspectives. In the transformative stage, it is important to mine
multiple sources of data in order to both confirm findings and to identify new trends and opportunities.
For our purposes, we collect and examine both quantitative data (student course evaluations, faculty
satisfaction surveys, enrollment rate, retention rates, budget sheets) and qualitative data (open-ended
guestions on surveys and evaluations, student exit interviews, faculty meetings). Several examples of the
CSCE data collection process

In order ensure that data collected would support the goals of the Assessment for Excellence Project and
CSCE, a faculty committee was established to review and revise existing course evaluation tools for both
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online and on-campus students. Several different course evaluation tools and data collection
methodologies existed so this group was charged with strengthening the data collection process and
improving the consistency of data collected across CSCE and across the campus.

This committee first developed a goals statement which was consistent with three of the five Sloan-C
Pillars (i.e., Learning Effectiveness, Student Satisfaction, Access). The goals statement is:

To make CSCE a program of choice by offering students a relevant curriculum and a high quality of
instruction in a comfortable and supportive learning environment.

The committee then developed groups of evaluation questions which examined different dimensions of
each of these three areas (i.e., relevant curriculum, high quality instruction, supportive learning
environment). A sample of questions and their respective dimensions is included in Table 1.

Table 1. Sample questions from revised Student Course Evaluation

Question Dimension
The course strengthened my ability to understand and analyze problems. Curriculum
The course improved my oral and/or written communication skills. Curriculum
The instructor provided helpful feedback to exams, quizzes and assignments. Instruction
I made use of the library (campus and/or electronic) to obtain information related Supportive
to class assignments. Environment
Advising services were available to me when | needed them. Supportive
Environment

Student responses to these and other questions, which are completed either online or on a paper survey
format, provide a benchmark measure for examining student perspectives to different dimension of their
online and on-campus learning experience. The data is then tabulated at the end of each semester and
presented to instructors in a summary format that allows instructors to compare course scores to overall
program and discipline specific scores across questions. Student comments on open-ended questions are
also included for review.

To strengthen our ability to assess student learning, we began to collect data on the content of course
syllabi to determine what percent conform to Division standards for statements of course goals, learning
outcomes, course requirements and detailed grading criteria. This effort is integrated with a faculty
development effort to encourage more faculty to incorporate formative assessment strategies into their
courses to reinforce our commitment to developing students through assessment. An expanded faculty
survey now enables us to collect data on the progress the division has made in these areas as well as to
assess the carry over of effective online teaching strategies to face to face courses. The survey continues
to query faculty on satisfaction with course migration, training and other development services and needs.
Data on faculty satisfaction is also collected through interviews, at open meetings and other important
qualitative venues.

To expand student participation in the assessment process, a recommendation by NCA and TAP, the
student graduation interview process, previously designed for face to face students, is being redesigned to
collect more pertinent and qualitative data from our online students. Data regarding community and
corporate educational needs is now routinely collected as part of our program development process and
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includes needs assessment of students at companies and educational organizations.

In addition to reviewing student perspectives regarding their online and on-campus course experiences,
we also examine also examine enrollment, retention and cost data. From our perspective as a revenue-
generating resource for the campus, it is important to measure the relative cost and expense of each online
program. While initial cost accounting efforts focused on the costs of individual course and faculty
development (Progressive Stage activity), a new template to assess cost effectiveness at the program level
has been implemented. This data along with enrollment trends, is factored into Division and University
budgetary data to determine revenue, expense and net ratio targets in the 5 year strategic plan.

3. Process for Data Analysis

Our process for analyzing data has evolved from a closed, limited review in the Administrative Stage to
an open, inclusive process in this Transformative Stage. Faculty actively engaged in setting the
assessment agenda, conducting studies and influencing the development of the online program. The
process for engaging the faculty and other professionals has been encouraged in two ways. First, by
enabling the faculty to conduct scholarly research related to the assessment process, several of the faculty
have published their findings in professional publications and enhanced their professional portfolios while
contributing to the developing literature on this topic. Second, we have provided additional compensation
to several faculty to expand and formalize both data collection, analysis and dissemination. This has
helped to institutionalize assessment by cultivating a pipeline of assessment experts who are able to
continuously advance our assessment program.

In regard to the actual data analysis process, data is collected and grouped in several different levels. As
discussed above, course level surveys are tabulated at the end of each semester and presented to
instructors in a summary format that allows instructors to compare course scores to overall program and
discipline specific scores across questions. These course and program summaries are also shared with
department chairs (as permitted by labor contracts) to assist in identifying program strengths and
weaknesses and to improve programming or delivery in areas we low scores persist. An excerpt from a
survey feedback sheet is included in Figure 2.

Figure 2
Sample Online Program
Evaluation Feedback Form
ABC Master’s Degree
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While individual course evaluations are shared privately with instructors, we typically schedule a larger
open faculty meeting that promotes a discussion of the broader program level findings. Recent discussion
topics have included strategies for improving the use of the University’s library by online students, a
review and update of all CSC academic program learning objectives and strategies for improving student
information literacy skills.

4. Findings and Application of the Findings

As indicated in the model, transformative assessment is successful only when the process and the
findings bring about improvements in student learning. As was done last year, we analyzed our
success around improvements in our online education program along the Sloan-C Pillars of
access, student satisfaction, learning effectiveness, faculty satisfaction and cost effectivness.

a. Improvements in Access

In AY ’04 our focus on improvements in communications and online services to students continued.
Technical services were expanded to include 24/7 support — an increase from 14/7 in the past. Students
and faculty reported high levels of satisfaction with this new support. To strengthen student services, the
campus is undergoing a migration from the current legacy system to Peoplesoft which will enable
students to conduct self-service online within AY05.

The accelerated semesters described in last year’s paper were piloted as a result of student demand and 10
online courses were redesigned in a 10 week accelerated format. A comparison between online 14 week
and online 10 week course persistence rates found not significant difference in course persistence rates,
while a comparison of student satisfaction and performance data indicated that students performed as well
as students enrolled in 14 week online courses.

Based on student demand, the Division has also launched several new certificates and Graduate degree
programs. Early enrollments and assessment of student satisfaction are being monitored and fed back to
faculty for continuous improvement in these new initiatives.

b. Improvements in Learning Effectiveness
As was mentioned in the previous section, based on feedback from our faculty and students, our course
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evaluation process was redesigned through the new Assessment for Excellence Project. A team of 10
faculty and online education professionals worked for the past year to redesign the course evaluation tool
which is now focused on curriculum, instruction and learning environments. Since the form is being
piloted this summer it is too early to discuss the results.

The Online Teaching Institute

The UMass Lowell Online Teaching Institute continues to expand its role in the improvement of learning
effectiveness in our online program by applying feedback from faculty and students. To address faculty
needs for a learning community, the Institute launched an Online Book Club in which 25% of the online
faculty actively participated this summer. This encouraging participation rate suggests the need to expand
this activity.

Additionally, application of faculty feedback about the continuing pressure for scholarship, the Institute
assisted faculty in finding their way to the Sloan-C Effective Practices Website resulting in the posting of
8 Effective Practices from UML.

Table 1 Impact of Online Teaching Institute

AY 2001 AY 2002 AY 2003 AY 2004
Faculty Trained 101 126 108 114
New Courses Developed 37 44 34 36
Total Online Courses 210 264 293 338
Total Online Enrollments 4371 5428 6374 7330

Though the Institute was launched to migrate online courses for CCDE, demand from traditional face to
face faculty grew as word of the Institute’s successes spread among faculty. To respond to this demand,
the Institute, in collaboration with the UML Faculty Teaching Center, now provides on-going seminars
open to all UMass Lowell faculty. As a result, approximately 150 web-enhanced courses in the
undergraduate and graduate day programs have been developed at little cost to the institution. Perhaps
more importantly, 84% of faculty participating in Institute training activities in AY 2003 indicate their
face-to-face teaching was enhanced by this training. These joint training programs helped move Institute
offerings beyond technical discussions of chat tools and course management systems to workshops which
explore deeper issues regarding the development of online course objectives, student assessment across
disciplines and the facilitation of deep learning with online communication tools.

The Institute opened their faculty development services to colleges and universities across New England
and with help from a grant from the Sloan Foundation, the Institute was expanded to include online
development courses. The Online Teaching Institute has introduced over 400 faculty from across New
England to online teaching and course development and has provided training and development services
to all five UMass campuses as well as faculty and staff from the region’s community, state and private
colleges.

In 2003, 93% of faculty participating in the training program indicated the program provided them with
the skills and understanding needed to develop and teach online. Over 90% of the UMass Lowell faculty
who participated in the Institute training program went on to develop and teach at least one online course,
97% of these faculty also indicated they will develop and teach another online course at UMass Lowell. A
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review of online course teaching assignments confirms that 95% of online faculty continue to teach in
subsequent semesters.

Cost effectiveness

UML’s system for monitoring and assessing our capacity to generate new income for the campus has
gained widespread attention and is being adopted by institutions across the country. The system will now
be incorporated by a broader effort across the UMass system to estimate return on investment
calculations.

SUMMARY

As can be seen UMass Lowell’s online program has greatly benefited by moving its assessment efforts to
the Transformative Assessment Stage. Those practices which have been established as best practices in
online education after several years of assessment are now being mainstreamed into our institution and
higher education in general. If this trend continues, all students may benefit from the rigorous assessment
initially focused on online education.

We continue to apply the framework presented and test its applicability and capacity to cause continuous
improvement and have been encouraged by the results. As outlined above, we have initiated several
projects this year that will move this agenda forward for the online education program, and our capacity
to mainstream these efforts have yielded positive results.

We feel strongly that the concept of iterative development of assessment of online education will yield the
greatest resulty when it fosters engagement by the entire academic community. We maintain that
Angelo’s suggestion that assessment should foster a shared trust, shared motivation, shared language and
shared guidelines have the optimum conditions for moving into transformative assessment. We hope that
this case study motivates other academics to take a new look at assessment as an opportunity to build a
learning community characterized by trust and a capacity to continuously improve the way in which
faculty teach and students learn.
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