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Introduction: Outcomes Assessment at NMHU 

Assessment of student learning outcomes at NMHU involves three distinct but inter-related tasks, each 
with different timelines and different entities responsible for oversight. These three processes are: 1) 
assessment of our common core (General Education Assessment), consistent with state guidelines; 2) 
assessment of academic programs (Annual Outcomes Assessment, Program Review, and Program 
Specific Accreditation); and 3) Co-Curricular Program Assessment. Support for all assessment activities 
is provided by the Office of Institutional Research and Effectiveness (OIER). See Table 1 for a summary 
of these tasks. Underlying all levels of assessment at NMHU are the four university-wide traits, 
discussed in more detail below.  

Consistent with state requirements and the expectations of the Higher Learning Commission (HLC), 
assessment of the General Education program at NMHU focuses on the attainment of three Essential 
Skills for each General Education course, as well as the mastery of appropriate course content. See 
Appendix E for an outline of how the Essential Skills are mapped on to each of the content areas 
covered by the General Education curriculum.  

Table 1: Summary of Assessment Tasks at NMHU 

Assessment Task Timeline Overseeing Entity 

General Education Assessment Annual reporting cycle? Academic Program Faculty 

Academic 
Program 
Assessment 

Outcomes 
Assessment 

Two-year reporting cycle? Academic Program Faculty 

Program 
Review 

Every 5 years Graduate programs: Office of 
Graduate Studies; 
Undergraduate programs: 
Academic Affairs Committee 

Program 
Specific 
Accreditation 

Varies by program Academic Program Faculty 

Co-Curricular Assessment Two-year reporting cycle Dean of Students, CCOA 
Committee, Co-Curricular 
Program Coordinators 

 

Overview of Outcomes Assessment Process 

There are three basic steps that underlie each aspect of assessment: 
 

1) Defining student learning objectives (outcomes) 
2) Evaluating student success in achieving those objectives (assessment) 
3) Using the results to implement improvements in programs (closing the loop) 

 
A well-designed outcomes assessment program is based upon assessment activities at the course level, 
supplemented by program-level data. These data can then be aggregated to provide information 
regarding specific courses, major programs, the core curriculum, or the university as a whole. 

 
All instructors are expected to have clear learning objectives for their classes, which are assessed at the 
assignment and course levels. These course-level learning objectives should be aligned with the 
objectives of the major program. Each program has an outcomes assessment plan in place that specifies 
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how this is accomplished. In addition, instructors of core curriculum courses are expected to align their 
learning objectives with the New Mexico state-mandated Essential Skills for their discipline. Finally, all 
programs should have learning objectives that are aligned with clear, university-wide expectations 
regarding outcomes for university graduates. 

 

Assessment procedures at NMHU are based upon the following assumptions: 
 

 All levels of assessment should inform and build upon the others. 

 All faculty should be actively involved. 

 Assessment should be embedded within regular course or program activities whenever possible. 

 Assessment is an ongoing process. 
 Assessment is concerned with evaluating the effectiveness of programs, courses, and services, 

not individuals. 

 The specifics of outcomes assessment procedures should be flexible to accommodate the varied 
needs of the academic programs. 

 The results of assessment activities should be clearly linked to program improvements. 

 The results of assessment activities should be publicly available. 
 
All outcomes assessment data are collected by the academic departments. Assessment reports will then 
be generated by the department and/or course faculty for such uses as: 

 Assessment of NMHU students’ achievement of the university-wide traits 

 Assessment of the General Education core curriculum 

 Academic program outcomes assessment 

 Accreditation reports 

 Data regarding the equivalency of online and face-to-face programs 

 Data regarding the equivalency of main campus and center programs 

 Comparative data regarding the achievement of student learning outcomes and university traits 

for underclassmen and upperclassmen 

 Longitudinal data regarding student achievement of learning outcomes and university-wide 

traits over time 

 
The Four University-Wide Traits 
The purpose of defining and measuring the four university-wide traits is to determine to what extent we, 
as a university, are imparting the knowledge, traits, and skills we value into all of our baccalaureate and 
graduate degree recipients. 
 

After surveying faculty and staff, the following four traits were adopted as our expectations for our 
graduates: 

1. Mastery of content knowledge and skills 
2. Effective communication skills 
3. Critical and reflective thinking skills 
4. Effective use of technology 

 
These traits are reflected, as appropriate, on course syllabi and in the outcomes assessment plans of the 
academic programs, as well as in the assessment process for the General Education curriculum.  
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General Education Assessment at NMHU 
 
As a liberal arts institution, assessment of our core curriculum is essential to the NMHU mission. 
Responsibility for oversight of the assessment of the general education program at NMHU resides with 
the Outcomes Assessment Committee of the Faculty Senate. Currently this process serves two distinct 
purposes: 1) to assess the extent to which our students demonstrate the traits identified by the NMHU 
faculty as defining an NMHU graduate; and 2) to assess the extent to which our students have attained 
the Essential Skills identified by the State Higher Education Department (HED).  
 
Levels of General Education Oversight 
Because of its critical importance in laying a solid academic foundation for student success, the general 
education curriculum is subject to oversight at multiple levels. These include the institutional level, the 
state level, and the accreditation level as mandated by the Higher Learning Commission (HLC).  
 
At the institutional level, assessment activities focus on 1) attainment of content knowledge appropriate 
to the course, and 2) attainment of the four university-wide traits discussed above. It is expected that 
students who complete the core curriculum at NMHU will have achieved a broad range of knowledge as 
well as critical intellectual and personal characteristics that will enable them to be successful in their 
chosen field of inquiry.  
 
At the state level, it is mandated that each course in the General Education curriculum focus on three 
Essential Skills as defined by HED. Assessment activities for these courses must demonstrate that 
students have achieved mastery in these Essential Skill areas, as defined with reference to assessment 
rubrics developed by HED for each Essential Skill. Additionally, the state mandates that assessment 
activities for General Education courses demonstrate that students have attained content mastery 
appropriate to each course. The following table shows the correspondence between the six content areas 
identified by the state for the General Education curriculum, and the three Essential Skills specified by the 
state for each content area. 
 

 
 
The Higher Learning Commission, which is the accrediting body for NMHU, also mandates that careful 
assessment of the General Education curriculum be conducted. While the HLC is not prescriptive with 
reference to the specific type of assessment program developed, the Commission has stressed the 
importance of demonstrating achievement of the four university-wide traits.  
 
The Essential Skills identified by HED map closely onto the four university-wide traits, as demonstrated in 
the following chart:  
 

General Education Content Area Essential Skill 1 Essential Skill 2 Essential Skill 3

Communications Communication Critical Thinking Information & Digital Literacy

Mathematics Communication Critical Thinking Quantitative Reasoning

Science Personal & Social Responsibility Critical Thinking Quantitative Reasoning

Social & Behavioral Sciences Communication Critical Thinking Personal & Social Responsibility

Humanities Information & Digital Literacy Critical Thinking Personal & Social Responsibility

Creative and Fine Arts Communication Critical Thinking Personal & Social Responsibility

Essential Skills associated with each content area
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The close relationships that exist between the Essential Skills and the four-university wide traits helps to 
ensure that our assessment activities will meet the expectations of both the HED and the HLC, as well as 
meeting institutional expectations. 
 
Summary of Overall Process for General Education Assessment 
Oversight of the General Education assessment process will be managed by the Outcomes Assessment 
Committee, individual department chairs, and the appropriate deans. The Office of Institutional 
Effectiveness and Research (OIER) will be responsible for coordinating and supporting the mechanics of 
the process and for managing document and data submissions. 
 
General Education Outcomes Assessment begins with the development of an Assessment Plan, which 
should be revised on an annual basis. A well-developed plan is the key to collecting useful and valid data. 
Specifics on what should be included in the plans and guidelines for developing them are discussed in the 
next section. Once the faculty responsible for each General Education course have developed their plans, 
they are sent to the appropriate dean for approval, and then sent to the OIER, which has responsibility for 
organizing and maintaining the plans. The OIER will examine reports to ensure all HED criteria have been 
met. 
 
All instructors of courses in the General Education curriculum are asked to submit assessment data at the 
end of each semester. Instructors are asked to identify an assessment method (e.g. an assignment, exam, 
term paper, class project, etc.) which they would use to assess each student’s mastery of each of the 
three Essential Skills applicable to their course, as defined by the state.  The instructors will rate each 
student on a scale of 1 to 3, reflecting the students level of master of each Essential Skill. (The state has 
provided a rubric for determining mastery of each Essential Skill; see Appendix D for a copy of these 
rubrics.) Additionally, the Assessment Plan should indicate which of the four NMHU traits are addressed 
by the assessment methods selected. 

Assessment data are entered via an Excel sheet prepared by the Office of Institutional Effectiveness 
and Research (OIER). An example of the Excel template is provided in Appendix B. 
 
After the data are collected, faculty for each General Education course will prepare an Assessment 
Report to determine the extent to which the Essential Skills and other assessment goals for that course 
have been attained. Reports include a section on the interpretation of the data and another section 
specifying how the data will be utilized for program improvement.  
 
Currently Highlands utilizes a system of peer review to provide feedback to faculty regarding the 
Assessment Reports. Each fall, after the previous year’s outcomes assessment report is completed, a 
faculty member from another discipline will be asked to review each report. The review is guided by the 
feedback form in Appendix C. After discussion of the feedback, course faculty submit the final version of 
their report to their dean and to the Office of Institutional Effectiveness and Research. Completed 
reports will be posted on the OIER web site where they are available to the university community and to 
prospective students and their parents. 

Essential Skill

Trait 1: Mastery of content 

knowledge and skills

Trait 2: Effective 

communication skills

Trait 3: Critical and 

reflective thinking skills

Trait 4: Effective use 

of technology

Critical Thinking Indirect Direct

Communication Indirect Direct Indirect

Information & Digital Literacy Indirect Direct

Quantitative Reasoning Indirect Indirect Indirect

Personal & Social Responsibility Indirect Indirect

Relationship between HED Essential Skills and NMHU traits
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As a final step, the Outcomes Assessment Committee and the OIER will prepare a summary report of the 
General Education assessment results, summarizing areas of strength and weakness in the General 
Education curriculum as a whole.  

 

The General Education Assessment Plan 
In accordance with the NMHU philosophy of keeping outcomes assessment activities flexible, there is no 
specific format for the General Education Assessment Plan. However, there are general requirements. 
Each plan must include the following elements: 

 
1) The mission statement of the academic program within which the General Education course is 

located. 
2) A clear specification of the three Essential Skills mandated by the state for that course, and 

identification of which of the four University-wide traits are addressed in the course. 
3) A description of the assessment methods to be used to demonstrate each Essential Skill and 

University-wide trait. Programs are welcome to have more than one method for each Essential 
Skill or trait, but care should be taken not to make data collection too cumbersome. A significant 
portion of the data should be reasonably objective in nature, and specific to the Essential Skill or 
trait, not just whether or not the students passed a particular class. Programs should consider 
whether it is appropriate to use standardized test scores of some kind.  

4) Clear criteria for judging whether each Essential Skill or trait has been attained. The state 
has provided rubrics for measuring students’ level of mastery of each of the Essential Skills 
(see Appendix D). If the data indicate that an outcome has not been met that might 
indicate the need for revisions in some aspect of the course. 

 
Appendix A provides an outline of a General Education Assessment Plan and instructions for constructing 
the plan. 
 
Deciding how to assess student learning outcomes is the most difficult part of designing an assessment 
plan. The following sections provide some guidelines for consideration while designing assessment 
methods. 

 
Embedded or Add-on Assessments 
Assessments can already be embedded in courses or other program activities, or they can be add-on 
assessments that are specifically conducted for the General Education assessment process. Assessments 
that are already embedded in courses (assignment grades, practicum evaluations, etc.) can provide 
excellent assessment data because these types of assessments are likely to be direct rather than indirect 
measures of student learning. Embedded assessments can possess excellent validity since they are 
designed directly by faculty to assess students. In addition, since faculty members are collecting these 
data already, the assessment data can be collected without creating additional work for faculty members. 

 

Direct or Indirect Assessments 
Assessment measures should be as closely linked to Essential Skills and university-wide traits as 
possible. Whenever feasible they should be direct measures of student learning. Examples of direct 
measures of student learning include: 

 
• Writing samples 
• Comparisons between pre and post-test scores (this does not have to be the exact same test as long 

as you are testing the same area of knowledge or skills) 
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• Class assignments or tests 
• Case studies 
• Individual and/or group projects and presentations 
• Service-learning projects 
• Student performance on standardized tests 

 
Indirect measures may provide important information, but they are not directly linked to student 
learning. For example, course grades are an indirect measure because they are assessment of a 
student’s performance in the class as a whole, including such things as attendance and class 
participation, rather than assessment of his or her learning of some particular knowledge or skill. While 
faculty may choose to include some of these indirect measures in their assessment plan, they should 
also work to ensure the inclusion of direct measures of the Essential Skills and university-wide traits as 
described above. Examples of indirect measures of student learning include: 

 
• Course grades 
• Student reported data on learning outcomes 

 
Use of specific assignments and student grades 
While course assignments can be excellent direct measures of student learning, there are potential 
problems with using student assignment grades, including their global nature (they are often not clearly 
related to a specific skill or knowledge set), their perceived subjectivity, and the fact that grading 
standards for the same assignment can vary widely between instructors. Grades work best when the 
assignment is a direct and specific measure of the Essential Skills and university-wide traits. 

 
Use of scoring rubrics 
Often the most important student learning outcomes are the ones most difficult to assess with any 
recognized level of objectivity. These outcomes include areas such as communication skills or critical 
thinking skills. Programs often have little choice but to use course assignments as a means of assessing 
these outcomes. In these cases, the use of a scoring rubric can bring clarity and a measure of objectivity 
to the assessment process. For each of the Essential Skills, the state has provided a rubric to help guide 
assessment of a student’s level of master of that skill (see Appendix D). Additionally, faculty are 
encouraged to develop rubrics to facilitate the assessment of other learning outcomes.  

 
Additional material for the Outcomes Assessment Report 
After designing the plan and collecting the data, the individuals responsible for assessment of each 
General Education course will produce an assessment report. The course faculty will then need to discuss 
the data with reference to the original plan, interpret what the data mean, and explain how the results 
will be used to improve the course and develop a revised plan for the next assessment cycle. The 
documentation that assessment results have been used to design and implement course improvements is 
often referred to as “closing the loop”. This step is critically important and is mandated by the Higher 
Learning Commission as part of any assessment process.  
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Appendix A: General Education Assessment Plan and Report Template 
 
 
 

  

(General Education course)  

Assessment cycle  

[Insert assessment cycle here, e.g. AY2017-18] 

MISSION AND GOALS 

Program Mission 
 

[Insert course program mission here] 

Essential Skill 1 

[You will have 3 Essential Skills as specified by the state common core] 
 

NMHU Traits Specifically Linked to Essential Skill 1 
 

[Identify the NMHU traits that link to this Essential Skill]  

First Means of Assessment for Essential Skill 1 

[Describe how the first Essential Skill will be assessed] 
 

Second Means of Assessment for Essential Skill 1 
 

[Include if you have more than one means of assessing the first Essential Skill. We do not recommend 

having more than two means of assessment for each Essential Skill] 

Essential Skill 2 
 

NMHU Traits Specifically Linked to Essential Skill 2 
 

First Means of Assessment for Essential Skill 2 
 

Second Means of Assessment for Essential Skill 2 
 
 
 

[Repeat the headings as appropriate for your plan] 
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Instructions for Preparing a General Education Assessment Plan 

 

Essential Skills 
 

For each General Education disciplinary area, the state has identified three Essential Skills that all 
students who complete the General Education curriculum are expected to attain. The state has 
provided a rubric for each Essential Skill to facilitate the assessment of students’ mastery of those 
skills. 

 
NMHU Traits Specifically Linked to Essential Skills 

 

If the Essential Skills identified by the state link to one or more of the NMHU Traits indicate that 
here. The Essential Skills do not have to link to one of the traits, but the chances are good that they 
will. 

 
The traits are: 

 Mastery of Content Knowledge and Skills 

 Effective Communication Skills 

 Critical and Reflective Thinking Skills 
 Effective Use of Technology 

 
Means of Assessment for Essential Skills 

 

Under this heading you describe how each Essential Skill will be measured. Only one means of 
assessment is required, but more than one may be included (we do not recommend more than two 
means of assessment for each Essential Skill). 

 
Descriptions of the means of assessment should include the criterion for success, for example “80% 
of students will score 85% or better on the final paper”. Whenever possible, base the criterion on 
the percentage of students the program expects to meet a specific threshold (as in the example just 
given).  
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Appendix B: General Education Assessment Template and Instructions 
 

 

Instructions for Using the General Education Assessment Template 
 

1) In row 3 enter the appropriate academic year. 
2) In row 4, enter the course rubric and name.  
3) In rows 6, 9, and 12, enter the three learning outcomes assigned by the state for this 

course.  
4) In row 7, enter the assessment method for Learning Outcome 1. If appropriate, use row 

8 to enter a second method of assessment. Do the same for the other learning 
outcomes.  

5) In rows 17 through 20, indicate which NMHU traits are addressed by each learning 
outcome. 

6) In rows 23 on, enter the ID for each student in the course, then indicate the level of 
proficiency for that student on each of the three learning outcomes. Enter 1, 2, or 3 in 
accordance with the criteria specified in the rubric provided the state for that learning 
outcome.  
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NEW MEXICO HIGHLANDS UNIVERSITY 

Appendix C: Peer Review Feedback Form for General Education Assessment Plans and Reports 
 
 
 
 

Peer Review Feedback Form 
 

 
PROGRAM: FEEDBACK 

FORM FOR GENERAL EDUCATION ASSESSMENT PLANS AND REPORTS 

Please rate the Level of Performance for each measure as "Exceeds" "Meets" or 
"Needs Improvement" . 

  

MISSION: (Assessment Plan) Level of Performance Comments 

Department mission is identified   

Department mission statement is student-focused   

LEARNING OUTCOMES: (Assessment Plan) Level of Performance Comments 

Learning outcomes are identified for the department (not for individual class or 
course) 

  

Learning outcomes are clear   

Learning outcomes are measurable   

Learning outcomes span multiple learning domains (i.e., cognitive, behavioral, 
psychomotor) 

  

Learning outcomes are student-focused   

Learning outcomes clearly link to the department’s mission statement   

ASSESSMENT METHODS: (Assessment Plan) Level of Performance Comments 

Multiple assessment measures are identified   

Assessment measures are aligned to learning outcomes   

Direct measures of student learning are emphasized   

Assessment measures allow student performance to be gauged over time   

Assessment design includes a timeline for implementation and administration   

If the program is present at the Centers, are they included in the data collection and 
report? 
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REPORTING AND USE OF RESULTS: (Assessment Report) Level of Performance Comments 

Assessment results are reported   

Assessment results are clear   

Information from the assessment results is shared with multiple constituents   

The assessment results are reviewed and discussed by department faculty   

Assessment results indicate the extent to which priority learning outcome(s) have 
been achieved 

  

Assessment results are used to improve student learning (e.g., change/revise 
learning outcomes, 

  

change/revise courses or curriculum)   

Assessment results are used to identify how the assessment process should be 
modified 

  

Is this report ready to be posted publically on the web?   
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Appendix D: HED Rubrics for General Education Learning Outcomes 
 
Essential Skill: Critical Thinking 
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Essential Skill: Communication 
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Essential Skill: Information and Digital Literacy 
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Essential Skill: Quantitative Reasoning 
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Essential Skill: Personal and Social Responsibility 
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Appendix E: Crosswalks for HED Essential Skills which must be assessed in the General Education curriculum 
 

Essential Skills associated with each state-defined content area 
 

Essential Skills associated with each content area 

General Education Content Area Essential Skill 1 Essential Skill 2 Essential Skill 3 

Communications Communication Critical Thinking Information & Digital Literacy 

Mathematics Communication Critical Thinking Quantitative Reasoning 

Science Personal & Social Responsibility Critical Thinking Quantitative Reasoning 

Social & Behavioral Sciences Communication Critical Thinking Personal & Social Responsibility 

Humanities Information & Digital Literacy Critical Thinking Personal & Social Responsibility 

Creative and Fine Arts Communication Critical Thinking Personal & Social Responsibility 

 
 
Relationship between HED Essential Skills and NMHU Traits 

 
Relationship between HED Essential Skills and NMHU traits 

Essential Skill 
Trait 1: Mastery of content 
knowledge and skills* 

Trait 2: Effective 
communication skills 

Trait 3: Critical and 
reflective thinking skills 

Trait 4: Effective use 
of technology 

Critical Thinking Indirect   Direct   

Communication Indirect Direct   Indirect 

Information & Digital Literacy   Indirect   Direct 

Quantitative Reasoning Indirect   Indirect Indirect 

Personal & Social Responsibility   Indirect Indirect   

 
*HED guidelines for General Education assessment include the requirement that courses-specific content mastery also be evaluated 
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