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Central Washington University  

General Education Goals Assessment Framework 

Background: CWU general education requirements were deemed by the NWCCU in its 2009 comprehensive evaluation 

committee report to “conform to accreditation standards and was noted as being thoughtfully designed.”  The breadth 

requirements in the CWU general education program were believed to be “robust, logically structured, and cohesive and 

allowing student options for a meaningful level of personalization of general education choices.”   

Although the scope of the CWU general education program was thought “attractive in the framework of liberal arts 

training,” general education assessment processes were believed to be “unsatisfactory” in the comprehensive evaluation 

committee report.  Specifically, CWU general education assessment procedures were believed to have not “produced 

comprehensive results that could lead to meaningful improvements in the program.” Intentions to rectify the general 

education assessment problem have existed for more than ten years and “date to the previous accreditation cycle.” Given 

the history and repeated findings in this area, a systematic, efficient, and effective assessment process is necessary to 

guide CWU general education skills development.  This need is time sensitive as the university is required to demonstrate 

significant progress in this area by fall, 2011 (as part of a focused report to the NWCCU).  Areas related to implementing 

such a process include:  

 Goal/Measurement Areas (What to Assess) 

 Assessment Measures (How to Assess) 

 Timing of Assessment (When to Assess) 

 Individuals (Who Responsible) 

 Timeline of Assessment Process Implementation 

In defining the areas above, the following guiding principles are important to consider in the context of CWU: 

1. There are many approaches that address assessment, particularly regarding general education.   An important and 

necessary consideration for CWU is to use methods that encourage departmental and disciplinary ownership of 

general education goal areas, their assessment, and continuous improvement based on measureable results.  

 

2. CWU must know whether general education goals are being met by its graduates. This is complicated as more 

than fifty percent of CWU graduates transfer in with all or part of their general education requirements completed 

at other institutions.  Also, it is unclear whether or where some CWU general education goal areas (i.e., oral 

communication; stewardship of the earth) are specifically developed.  These issues make it incumbent on CWU to 

provide assurance that students are meeting general education goals and whether that obtainment occurs within 

the general education program itself and equally between native and transfer students before graduation.   

 

3. CWU must be efficient in assessing general education goals. Focusing on embedded course assessments will 

allow assessment to be layered, fostering greater ownership and encouraging responsibility for improving general 

education goal areas in individual course and departments. A centralized approach of aggregating departmental 

and college level data will aid in institutional level goal obtainment decisions and campus-wide continuous 

improvement initiatives.  

 

4. CWU should minimize administrative and organizational overhead where possible. Using currently existing 

reporting structures and processes (i.e., yearly assessment report) to assess general education goals will encourage 

process efficiency. 
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5. CWU does not have to assess every goal every year. Assessing a limited number of general education goal areas 

each year will help encourage focus and attention to those specific areas and not overwhelm departments with 

substantially significant additional work.   

Goal/Measurement Areas (What to Assess) 

The CWU general education program is intended to provide students with a liberal arts education that promotes effective 

reasoning, broad and deep learning, and the inclination to inquire.  Effective reasoning includes fluency in reading, 

writing, critical thinking, information technology, and oral communication, as well as mastery of the basic principles of 

logical, mathematical, and scientific reasoning.  Broad and deep learning includes integrative and applied learning.  The 

inclination to inquire includes a commitment to seek out and acquire important information. Other goal areas include 

responsible societal membership, stewardship of the earth, respect of diversity and valuing different perspectives.  All of 

these goal areas contribute elements to CWU general education that form a foundational basis for more advanced study in 

undergraduate degree programs. The following reflects CWU’s general education goals: 

 Students will become thoughtful and responsible members of society and stewards of the Earth.  

 Students will respect diversity of background, experience and belief, and will value the different 

perspectives that this diversity brings.  

 Students will achieve fluency in:  

o Reading 

o Writing 

o Oral communication 

o Information technology 

 Students will master the basic principles of:  

o Logical reasoning 

o Mathematical reasoning 

o Scientific reasoning 

 Students will develop an appreciation of the breadth and depth of: 

o Scientific knowledge 

o Humanistic knowledge 

 Students will develop a sense of the interconnectedness of knowledge.  

 Students will integrate knowledge from diverse fields of study in order to solve real-world problems.  

 Students will become aware of the manifold ways that knowledge evolves.  

 Students will develop a disposition to ask incisive and insightful questions.  

Assessment Measures (How to Assess) 

Effective assessment should measure learning outcomes and the activities that support those outcomes. Assessment 

measures should include direct (i.e., course embedded tests, essays, projects, assignments, etc.) and indirect (i.e., surveys, 

focus groups, interviews) approaches to provide as complete a picture as possible as to whether students develop targeted 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions. It should be noted that some outcomes lend themselves to more direct measurement 

than others. Dispositions are particularly difficult to assess directly and are typically measured indirectly through surveys, 

focus groups, and self-reflection.   This is relevant to CWU as several general education goals are dispositional in nature 

(goal 1; goal 2; goal 5; goal 6; goal 8; goal 9).  

 Historically, CWU has assessed general education goals with indirect measures (surveys) of first year students, at 

graduation, and with alumni.  First year students, graduating seniors, and alumni will continue to be assessed by the 

various indirect measures (surveys) that have characterized past assessment practice.  However, more direct forms of 
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assessments embedded within courses are necessary to assess actual student performance.  This is especially relevant for 

those general education goals that lend themselves to such measurement (goal 3; goal 4; goal 7).  Embedding assessments 

within general education coursework and major coursework will help illuminate program strengths and weaknesses and 

allow for targeted pedagogical and curriculum improvements to be made where they will do the most good for students – 

at the course and department level.  Aggregating this information at the college and university levels will also allow for 

more broad based support and institutional level initiatives for improvement. 

Programs may currently be using internally developed embedded measures for some general education goals.  In addition, 

some departments may also be using standardized tests and those measures developed through national associations to 

shed light on student performance.   The agreement on rubrics, particularly in relation to goal elements and mastery levels, 

is important in standardizing the process, interpreting assessment results, and making course, departmental, and 

institutional level improvements.   Aggregating results across campus is necessary to provide an analysis of the general 

education program and specific goal areas. 

Timing of Assessment (When to Assess) 

When general education related skills, knowledge, and values attainment is assessed is critical to CWU’s academic 

student learning improvement efforts.  The timing of general education assessment is complicated at CWU for the 

following reasons: 

 students do not always complete general education requirements prior to their entry to the major 

 over fifty percent of CWU graduates transfer in with all or part of their general education requirements 

completed at other institutions 

 it is unclear where and whether some goal areas (i.e., oral communication; stewardship of the earth) are 

specifically developed (within general education courses , during the major, during extracurricular 

activities) 

   

These issues make it incumbent on CWU to provide assurance of general education related goal attainment during general 

education related coursework, within discipline/major specific coursework, and/or during extracurricular activities prior to 

graduation.  Native and transfer students should be assessed and compared to determine equivalency in experience and 

relative achievement. Assessment should occur at multiple points over time.  Ideally, this includes entry to CWU, within 

the general education program, prior to graduation (within the major), graduation, and after-graduation. It is recommended 

that first year students, graduating seniors, and alumni continue to be assessed by the various indirect measures (surveys) 

that have characterized past assessment practice.  However, specific course embedded assessments within majors and 

within specific general education courses will be initiated in the 2010-1011 academic year (see Diagram 1) in order to 

provide data and examples of change by the next NWCCU focused report (Fall, 2011).  All general education goal areas 

would be assessed within a seven-year schedule. Table 1 provides a draft timeline for that initiative. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

4 9/22/2011 

Diagram 1. General Education Related Skills Assessment Framework 

 

Table 1. General Education Goal Area Assessment Calendar  

 2010-2011 2011-2012 2012-2013 2013-2014 2014-2015 2015-2016 2016-2017 

Goal Areas 

Assessed 

Through  

Course 

Embedded 

Measures 

Written 
Communication 
(Goal 3) 
 
 

Reading   
(Goal 3) 
 

Information 
Technology  
(Goal 3) 
 

Oral 
Communication 
(Goal 3) 
 

Logical, 
Mathematical &  
Scientific 
Reasoning  
(Goal 4) 
 
 

Integrative 
& Applied 
Learning 
(Goal 6&7) 
 

Inquiry & 
Analysis  
(Goal 9) 
 

Goal Areas 

Assessed 

Through 

Institutional 

Surveys 

Goals 1 – 9   

 

Individuals (Who is Responsible) 

Systematic evaluation of general education related knowledge, skills, and values is challenging when the ownership and 

delivery of general education spans a variety of courses and departments across campus.  In addition, many skills can be 

developed and assessed in general education courses, discipline/major specific courses, and/or even co-curricular 

activities.  Thus, the responsibility for assessing general education at CWU spans several institutional levels: individual 

faculty, departments, centers, colleges, the Office of Undergraduate Studies, and institutional committees (Academic 

Assessment; General Education).   

Faculty teaching specific general education courses would be responsible for administering course-embedded assessments 

and collecting student learning data while departments would analyze, synthesize, and report results and implement 

improvements within those courses.  Colleges would assist in providing logistical support for aggregating results and 

implementing changes and program improvements based on assessment findings.  The Office of Undergraduate Studies 

would be responsible for creating and maintaining an organizational hub and clearinghouse for cross-college data 

collection, analysis, and information dissemination.  The Office of Undergraduate Studies would also be responsible for 

organizing and providing assessment assistance and professional development through the Center for the Teacher Scholar. 

The CWU General Education and Academic Assessment committees would review assessment results and recommend 

policy, curricular and/or pedagogical improvements and changes as needed.    
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Explanation and Timeline of Assessment Process Implementation 

Creating a general education assessment process that is systematic, efficient, and that effectively improves student 

learning will take considerable effort and time.  However, the development of this process is time sensitive as the 

university is required to demonstrate significant progress by fall, 2011 (as part of a focused report to the NWCCU). The 

following steps are necessary to implement the general education assessment process: 

1. Determine which general education goals are intended to be developed and met from each specific class within 

the general education program – Spring, 2010 

 

2. Determine/Define common assessment rubrics (elements and mastery levels) for selected general education 

skills/knowledge/attitudes: 1st year = Writing – Spring, 2010; 2nd year = Reading – Spring, 2011; 3rd year = 

Information Technology – Spring, 2012; 4th year = Oral Communication – Spring, 2013; 5th year = Logical, 

Mathematical &  Scientific Reasoning – Spring, 2014; 6th year = Integrative & Applied Learning – Spring, 2015; 

7th year = Inquiry & Analysis – Spring, 2016 

 

3. Identify specific general education (as applicable) and major courses for assessment implementation   

 

4. Provide professional development/training to departments for rubric use and implementation - Spring & Fall of 

corresponding general education goal and year (Example: Fall, 2011 = Reading) 

 

5. Use common rubrics to assess discipline/major specific coursework as well as general education related 

coursework   

 

6. Identify department results and proposed changes in yearly “student learning assessment report”  

 

7. Re-evaluate goal areas and change effects.   

 


