California State University, Sacramento 

Student Affairs Assessment Plan 

Writing Good Student Learning Outcomes
Objectives are statements that describe the desired quality of key services within the administrative unit. They define what the service should promote. Objectives can also be stated in terms of student learning outcomes. 

SMART Objectives are important to the missions of the program, unit, division and University. Additionally, they are:

Specific
The objectives are distinctive to the unit they are assessing.  A student learning outcome specifies what the student will do, obtain, understand, etc. 

Measurable
Objectives should be stated in measurable terms. This means that it is feasible to collect accurate and reliable data.

Aggressive 
Objective should include reasonable stretch targets. (Where would you like the unit to 

but                      be?)

Attainable

Results-
A student learning outcome should focus on student behaviors or responses, not on 

Oriented
program processes. Other objectives may focus on program improvement. 

Timely
The objectives should indicate the time frame for achievement of the outcome (e.g., by graduation, at the end of the first year of the program). 

Critical Components of SMART Objectives 
Who: 


The population under consideration 
Where: 



The program or unit where the learning occurs

What: 



The specific learning that is desired

How much-Target: 

The desired result

When:



The timeframe for achievement

Examples:

85% (target-how much?) First-time freshmen (who?) participating in program X (where?) will demonstrate accurate understanding of policy A, B and C (what?) after completion of the program (when?).
Student employees (who?)  in the Y department (where?) will demonstrate a 10%  reduction (target-how much?) in A, B and C errors (what?) between initial training and the end of the semester (when?). 
Students participating (who) in program x (where) in Fall 2008 (when) will score significantly higher (target-how much) than the national norm on the National Program X Exam (what).
The portfolios of transfer students (who) who complete program Z (where) in 2010 (when) will demonstrate their knowledge of 1, 2, 3(what) increased at least 6 points (target—how much).
Direct vs. Indirect Outcomes
Direct Outcomes - Demonstrate the abilities, information, knowledge, attitudinal or behavioral changes students can demonstrate after participating in a program or utilizing a service.

Indirect Outcomes - Self-reported statements/comments that reveal a perceived increase in understanding or appreciation. The perception is not verified through any demonstration of knowledge acquisition or observed behavioral/attitudinal changes. 

Types of Direct Measurements

Embedded Questions are a group of questions designed to measure student learning related to program objectives. These can be included in tests administered in one or more courses comprising the program. These questions measure growth throughout the program or they can be administered one time to determine if objectives are met.

They are useful if the learning outcome occurs within a course you or a faculty partner provide. They can also be useful if you can embed questions in a colleague’s assessment. 
Locally developed tests are designed to measure student achievement of specific learning outcomes. Within the program assessment framework, one can use the outcomes for the purpose of identifying where improvement is needed within the program. These tests are useful if the learning outcome occurs within a program rather than a course.

Pre/post tests are locally developed tests that measure students’ incoming level of knowledge, skills, or behaviors and post program knowledge, skills or behaviors. These tests can be used to measure students’ gains.

They are useful to determine increases in knowledge or skill.

Direct Observations are a process where individuals can observe the students’ performance (e.g., speed, errors, understanding of process). These can be useful if the learning outcome involves attainment of an observable skill. Direct observations can also be used as a pre/post test methodology.
Portfolios are a collection of students’ work (e.g., writing, homework, etc.) over a period of time, that provides longitudinal information and an opportunity for student reflection. The work is scored by a portfolio committee for the purpose of identifying where improvements in the program are needed. Portfolios are useful if the students create a body of work over a period of time as a part of program participation. However, portfolios are more difficult to score.
Essays are designed to measure specific learning outcomes, (e.g. writing skills, understanding of key points, etc.) These essays are scored using rubrics established by a panel for the purpose of identifying where to improve the program. Essays are useful to elicit understanding from students, they also provide an opportunity to determine other learning that was not considered. However, these are more difficult to score. 

National/State Standardized Exams are available within the State or nation with standardized scores and sub-scores that can be used to determine where to improve the program. These exams are useful for comparative purposes within the State and nation. Few may be available for Student Affairs units. Note these are exams not surveys.

Ask important questions, difficult questions. Probe deeply—learn much. 

Quiz

1. Name three necessary components which comprise a student learning outcome
_______________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________

2. Name three direct measurement approaches

___________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________

3. What is missing from this objective?

Students participating in the “Have Fun Today” program will accurately list the 6 objectives of the “Have Fun Today” Program

____________________________
4. When you ask students about the degree to which they agree they have learned how to walk and chew gum through participation in your program you are using an indirect measurement method (circle one response).

 True  False

5. This quiz is a ___________measurement approach.

Information contained in this template has been created and compiled by Sacramento’s State’s Division of Student Affairs and Office of Institutional Research. Respective contacts from each of these offices include Lori E. Varlotta and Vickii Castillon. 

The source for the SMART Objectives is the University of Central Florida’s assessment manual. The contact person at the University of Central Florida is Paula S. Krist, Director of Operational Excellence and Assessment Support. 
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