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Many campuses today are looking for ways to embed assessment in the on-going work of teaching
and learning where it is most likely to fuel improvements that matter for students. This approach has
shaped NILOA's work on the design of assignments that are intentionally aligned with institutional
learning outcomes [http://www.assignmentlibrary.org], and the Transparency in Learning and
Teaching (TILT Higher Ed) project [https://www.unlv.edu/provost/teachingand learning], which focuses
on the features that make assignments powerful catalysts for student learning. Drawing on both of
these initiatives, this workshop will explore the power of “transparency” -- for students and among
campus colleagues--about the purposes, tasks, and criteria for assessment that shape students'
learning experiences as they move through the curriculum.
We will begin with a focus on classroom assignments, and then move to the course, program and
institutional levels, looking at the meaning and importance of transparency in each of these contexts.
Participants will work through a series of steps aimed at connecting these levels, and strategize about
how adapting this multi-level approach to transparency for their own campus. We will also point to
resources from TILT and from NILOA's Assignment Library and toolkit that can support effective
assessment, learning, and teaching.
Today's (Transparent) Plan
Purpose:
–Reflect on the current context for assessment—challenges and opportunities
–Learn how transparent design can improve teaching and learning and assessment
–Develop a plan for implementing transparency principles on your campus
Tasks:
–Review common assessment challenges
–Discuss your assessment contexts/challenges
–Review TILT findings and evaluate examples
–Draft a plan for use at your institution
Criteria:
–Leave with a draft plan for using assignments and alignment as an approach to assessment
–Know where/how to use available resources
Hutchings@carnegiefoundation.org

jikinzie@indiana.edu

mary-ann.winkelmes@unlv.edu

HIGHER EDUCATION QUALITY: WHY DOCUMENTING LEARNING MATTERS
What follows here is an abridged version of a policy statement from the National Institute for
Learning Outcomes Assessment issued in 2016. You can find the full document at:
www.learningoutcomesassessment.org/NILOA_statement.html
Since 2008 the National Institute for Learning Outcomes
Assessment (NILOA) has been tracking what colleges and
universities are doing to document and improve student
performance and institutional effectiveness. Over this period three
trends are evident:
•
•
•

Institutions are clearer about what they expect their
students to know and be able to do, and they are more
willing to make these expectations public;
A wider range of assessment tools and approaches is
available; and
Most institutions are using multiple approaches to
evaluate student accomplishment.

In addition, many accrediting groups--especially program-specific
entities--are encouraging more nuanced, thoughtful ways to
assess student learning.
From our work in the field, NILOA has distilled five principles that if enacted in mission-relevant
ways can spread and accelerate assessment work worthy of the promises colleges and universities
make to their students, policy-makers, and the public.

1. Develop specific, actionable learning outcomes statements.

Clear, concrete statements about the proficiencies students are to achieve provide reference
points for individual courses and programs of study. They make it possible for faculty to align
curriculum and pedagogy with intended outcomes and also make it easier for students to
understand expectations for their performance.

2. Connect learning goals with actual student assignments and work.
Provosts report that the most meaningful, actionable evidence of student learning comes from the
assignments that faculty design and require in their courses. NILOA’s Assignment Library
(www.assignmentlibrary.org) is one of a number of current initiatives to support faculty in the
intellectual work of assignment design. An essential feature of the Assignment Library and
AAC&Us “signature work” approaches is a systematic examination of artifacts of authentic student
learning. Undertaken collaboratively, such work can be a powerful route to more intentional
pathways for students as they move through the curriculum.

3. Collaborate with relevant stakeholders, beginning with the faculty.
Assessment cannot improve student learning without engagement by faculty and others--for
instance student affairs professionals and advisers--who work directly with students. This kind of
engagement requires a sustained institutional commitment to professional development for all
educators in order to move assessment from an “add-on” to a process that is integral to teaching
and learning. That shift is critical to fostering a sense of collective responsibility for learning

among all those who have a role in the educational process and to establishing systematic
assessment as a shared professional norm.

4. Design assessment approaches that generate actionable evidence about
student learning that key stakeholders can
“Many of the reservations about
understand and use to improve student and
the value of student learning
institutional performance.
outcomes assessment are
Colleges and universities have more information about
students and their learning than ever before. But often
that information is not translated into action. Assessment
is most likely to lead to improvements when 1) it begins
with questions educators genuinely want answered; 2)
stakeholders come together to make meaning of results;
and 3) information is presented in transparent,
understandable forms that can stimulate action.

because the findings do not
speak to issues that faculty and
staff find relevant for their work
with students or yield
information that they or others
can use to be more effective.”

5. Focus on improvement and compliance will take care of itself.

Assessment that comports with the four previous principles has the added, salutary effect of
obviating the compliance mentality that often blunts the prospects for effective assessment
efforts. Many schools trapped in this “culture of compliance” have either out-sourced the
assessment process or hired professional staff to respond to what are often ambiguous and
conflicting demands from accreditors and other external actors. Instead, assessment motivated by
genuine institutional needs and faculty priorities for improving teaching typically yields evidence
that is valued and more likely to be used. When college and universities do this right, assessment
becomes embedded in the regular daily work of the academy and external actors like regional
accreditors are more than satisfied.
Final Thoughts
Clarifying and documenting what students know and can
“NILOA’s five principles are clear,
practical, and useful. As to the
do and using this information to improve student and
fifth principle, ‘Focus on
institutional performance are essential because students
improvement and compliance
need a postsecondary education that will prepare them to
will take care of itself,’ this
meet the challenges of the 21st century. In addition,
accreditor says ‘Amen’!”
educators have work to do in building and maintaining
public trust and demonstrating institutional integrity. It is
~Mary Ellen Petrisko, President of
no longer beyond the capacity of a college or university to
WASC’s Senior College and
University Commission
articulate expectations for learning, to document student
progress toward these expectations, and to use the
resulting evidence to improve student success. Doing this job and doing it well is within our grasp.
Failing to do so shortchanges our students and the many others who have a major stake in the
quality of higher education.

www.learningoutcomesassessment.org
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Recent Findings: Transparency in Learning and Teaching in Higher Education
A 2015 study (Winkelmes, et al., (Peer Review, Winter 2016) identified transparent teaching about problem-centered learning
as an easily replicable teaching method that produces learning benefits already linked with students’ success. This simple,
replicable teaching intervention demonstrably enhanced the success of first-generation, low-income and underrepresented
college students in multiple ways at statistically significant levels, with a medium-to-large sized magnitude of effect. The results
offer implications for how faculty and educational developers can help their institutions to right the inequities in college
students’ educational experiences across the country by contributing to efforts to increase underserved students’ success,
especially in their first year of college (when the greatest numbers drop out).
In 2014-2015 a group of 7 Minority Serving Institutions launched a pilot project that included 1180 students and 35 faculty. Tia
McNair and Ashley Finley at the Association of American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) led the project in partnership with
Mary-Ann Winkelmes at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas’ Transparency in Learning and Teaching in Higher Education
Project (TILT Higher Ed), with funding from TG Philanthropy. The main research goal was to study how faculty transparency
about the design and problem-centered nature of student assignments would affect students’ learning experiences and the
quality of students’ work. Faculty received training on how to make two take-home assignments in a course more transparent
(accessible) and problem-centered (relevant) for students, and each instructor taught a control group and an intervention group
of the same course in the same term. Results were measured via online surveys about students’ learning experiences before
and after each course, and direct assessment of students’ work. Students who received more transparency reported gains in
three areas that are important predictors of students’ success: academic confidence, sense of belonging, and mastery of the
skills that employers value most when hiring. While the benefits for all students in the aggregate who received more
transparency were statistically significant, the benefits for first-generation, low-income and underrepresented students were
greater, with a medium-to-large sized magnitude of effect. Important studies have already connected academic confidence and
sense of belonging with students’ greater persistence and higher grades (Walton and Cohen 2011, Aronson et al 2002,
Paunesku et al 2015), and recent national surveys identify the skills that employers value most when hiring new employees
(Hart 2015 and 2013).
A simultaneous study of 1,143 University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV) students’ retention rates indicated that increases to
academic confidence, sense of belonging and perceived mastery of employer-valued skills were indeed followed by greater
persistence: 90.2% of UNLV undergraduates in more transparent introductory-level courses returned to complete the fall term
of the subsequent academic year, in contrast to the average retention rate of 74.1% for first-time, full-time, first-year students.
TILT Higher Ed and the AAC&U continue to promote transparency and problem-centered learning. TILT Higher Ed participants
include more than 25,000 students in hundreds of courses at 40 higher education institutions in the U.S. and five other
countries.

5-Point Scale

End of Term: Skills, Confidence, and Belonging - Less vs. More Transparent Courses, First Generation Students

Publications and information about the Transparency in Learning and Teaching Project are at: www.unlv.edu/provost/teachingandlearning
http://www.unlv.edu/provost/teachingandlearning
mary-ann.winkelmes@unlv.edu
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EXAMPLES: Less Transparent
Sample A

Sample B

http://www.unlv.edu/provost/teachingandlearning
mary-ann.winkelmes@unlv.edu

© 2014 Mary-Ann Winkelmes, Principal Investigator

7

UNIVERSITY OF NEVADA, LAS VEGAS

EXAMPLES: More Transparent

Used by permission of Alison Sloat.

University of Nevada, Las Vegas
COLA1 E, Interview Assignment
Used by permission of Katharine ohnson
Due dates:
- Sept 3 - Draft interview questions
- October 15 - Transcript of interviews
- November 1 - Report
Purpose: The purpose of this assignment is to help you make an informed
decision about the major/career you are considering.

8

Skills: This assignment will help you practice the following skills
that are essential to your success in school and professional life:
- Accessing and collecting information from appropriate primary
and secondary sources
- Synthesizing information to develop informed views
- Composing a well-organized, clear, concise report to expand
your knowledge on a subject in your major.
nowledge: This assignment will also help you to become familiar
with the following important content knowledge in this discipline:
- Issues facing professionals in a field
- Scholarly research formats for documenting sources and creating
reference pages (i.e., bibliographies).
Task: To complete this assignment you should:
1.Select two professionals in your prospective academic discipline
and/or career field who are considered experts in an area in which
you are interested.
2.Secure an interview with the professionals for a date and time that is
convenient for both of you.
3.Prepare -1 questions to ask the professionals about their expertise
in a particular academic discipline/career field. The questions must
be based on a review of the field using 5 credible sources as
defined by the librarian in our research module. Sources should be
cited using APA formatting.
4.Conduct a 2 -3 -minute, face-to-face interview with each
professional to gather knowledge that will help you make an
informed decision about the major/career you are considering. ou
will want to audio/video record the interview with the interviewee s
permission.
5.Prepare a typed transcript of the interviews.
.Compare and contrast the information provided by both
professionals in an -page (1.5 spaced, 12 point Times New
Roman font, 1 inch margins) report that documents the
advantages and disadvantages of a career in the selected field.
Criteria for success: Please see the attached rubric.

© 2014 Mary-Ann Winkelmes, Principal Investigator
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Sample D
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DRAFT Checklist for Designing a Transparent Assignment

Thank you for helping to test this DRAFT checklist. Please send your suggestions and feedback to mary-ann.winkelmes@unlv.edu

PURPOSE:
Skills
o Does your purpose statement specify content knowledge that students will gain from doing this assignment?
o Does your purpose statement link that particular knowledge to the larger context of:
▪ recent topics of class sessions?
▪ this part of the course?
▪ the whole course?
▪ the major?
▪ the discipline?
▪ your institution's main learning outcomes?
o Does your purpose statement indicate the relevance and/or usefulness of this knowledge to the students'
lives:
▪ beyond the course? beyond the major? beyond college?
Knowledge
o Does your purpose statement specify a skill or skill set that students will practice while doing the
assignment?
o Does your purpose statement link that particular skill/skill set to examples/contexts where this skill was
important in the context of:
▪ recent class sessions?
▪ this part of the course?
▪ the whole course?
▪ the major?
the discipline? your institution's main learning outcomes?
o Does your statement indicate the relevance and/or usefulness of this knowledge to the students' lives:
▪ beyond the course? beyond the major? beyond college
▪ Would this assignment benefit from segmenting it into several assignments, each one focused on a discrete set of
skills that should be mastered to insure students’ successful completion of the next assignment in the sequence?
TASK:
o Does your description of the task:
▪ Identify the very first thing students should do when they begin working on the assignment?
▪ The very next thing they should do?
▪ The next, etc.
o Does your description of the task help students to avoid wasting their time on unnecessary steps,
unproductive time expenditure?
o Does your description help students to focus their time efficiently on producing the highest quality work
possible in the time given?
o Would students benefit from some practice exercises (in the form of a pre-task) in class to prepare them to
perform the task outside of class on the graded assignment?
CRITERIA:
o Can students use the criteria while they are working on the assignment to determine whether they are
completing the assignment efficiently and effectively?
o Do the criteria take the form of a checklist students can use to evaluate the quality of their efforts while they
are working on the assignment?
o Does the checklist specify characteristics of high quality work for this assignment?
o Can you help students apply the checklist to evaluating some sample work in class, so they understand how
each criterion would look in practice?
o With your guidance, can the students collaboratively annotate several examples of work to indicate
where/how the work satisfies the criteria? (These annotated examples may then be shared as a reference for
students to use while they work on their own assignments.)
o Would a rubric (AAC&U VALUE examples) be helpful to students for this assignment?
o Does the rubric provide an amount of information that helps students at this phase in their learning?
o Does the rubric provide an overwhelming or counterproductive amount of information for students at this
phase in their learning?
o Did you provide examples of good work, annotated to identify exactly where and how this work satisfies your
criteria?
o Can you provide students with examples in class so they and you can test outyour criteria checklist or rubric to be
sure students know how to apply the criteria to multiple examples of work, and eventually their own work?
http://www.unlv.edu/provost/teachingandlearning
mary-ann.winkelmes@unlv.edu
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The Unwritten Rules:

Decode Your Assignments and
Decipher What's Expected of You
Did you know?
•
UNLV researchers demonstrated in a national study that transparency around academic assignments enhances
students’ success -- especially that of first-generation, low-income and underrepresented college students -- at
statistically significant levels (with a medium-to-large sized magnitude of effect for underserved students). [Winkelmes
et al., Peer Review 2016]
•
When faculty make the purpose, tasks and criteria of an academic assignment clear before students begin to work on it,
students are more likely to experience greater academic success with that assignment, developing the knowledge,
disposition, and skills necessary to succeed both at school and in life (in comparison to when students experience less
clarity around purpose, tasks and criteria for their academic work). [Winkelmes et al., Peer Review 2016]
•
For UNLV students, benefits also included a significantly higher rate of returning to college the following year.
[Gianoutsos and Winkelmes, PADE Proceedings 2016].
•
An inclusive learning environment benefits all students and offers more equitable learning opportunities for underserved
students. Research on student learning links college students’ academic confidence and sense of belonging with higher
GPAs, persistence and retention rates [Walton and Cohen, Science, 18 March, 2011].
•
College students increased their test scores when supported by a system that advocated the belief that intelligence is
not fixed but rather malleable. A year later, these students were 80% less likely to drop out of college [Aronson et al,
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 38, 2 (2002)].

WHAT STUDENTS CAN DO:
Before you begin working on an assignment or class activity, ask the instructor
to help you understand the following. (Bring this document to help frame the
conversation.)

Purpose
•
•
•

Skills you’ll practice by doing this assignment
Content knowledge you’ll gain from doing this assignment
How you can use these in your life beyond the context of this course, in and beyond college

Task
•
•

What to do
How to do it (Are there recommended steps? What roadblocks/mistakes should you avoid?)

Criteria
•
•

Checklist (Are you on the right track? How to know you’re doing what’s expected?)
Annotated examples of successful work
(What’s good about these examples? Use the checklist to identify the successful parts.)

Aronson, J., Fried, C., & Good, C. “Reducing the effects of stereotype threat on African American college students by shaping theories of intelligence.” Journal of
Experimental Social Psychology 38 (2002): 113–125.
Gianoutsos, Daniel and Mary-Ann Winkelmes. ”Navigating with Transparency.” Proceedings of the Pennsylvania Association of Developmental Educators (Spring, 2016).
Walton, G. M., & Cohen, G. L.. “A brief social-belonging intervention improves academic and health outcomes among minority students.” Science 331 (2011): 1447–51.
Winkelmes, Mary-Ann, Matthew Bernacki, Jeffrey Butler, Michelle Zochowski, Jennifer Golanics, Kati Harriss Weavil. “A Teaching Intervention that Increases Underserved
College Students’ Success.” Peer Review (Winter/Spring 2016).

http://www.unlv.edu/provost/teachingandlearning
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The Assignment Design Initiative
Building Capacity for Authentic Assessment of Student Learning
In its work tracking campus engagement with the Degree Qualifications Profile (DQP), the National
Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment (NILOA) observed growing interest in the design and use
of assignments as central for assessing student learning. Unlike the popular model of assessment as a
sampling of average student performance, the DQP calls for every graduate to meet all of the described
proficiencies. The most natural and efficient contexts for achieving this are the projects, papers, and
tasks that faculty regularly assign in the courses they teach. In short, the DQP puts assignments at the
center of assessment (Ewell, 2013). With this in mind, NILOA has been working to foster the
development and use of intentionally designed assignments.
Why Assignments?
Attention to assignments as a context for assessment brings several benefits. A focus on assignments can
engage faculty more fully in assessment and therefore increase the likelihood that results will be valued
and used for improvement (Jankowski & Griffin, 2016). Assignments provide authentic evidence of
student accomplishment, mitigating issues about student motivation to do their best work in assessment
settings. Most important, intentionally designed assignments─transparent about purpose, task, and
criteria for evaluation─lead to greater student success, especially for those who are underserved
(Winkelmes et al., 2016).
The Assignment Library
One product of NILOA’s work is the Assignment Library, an online, searchable collection of highquality, peer-reviewed assignments linked to critical student learning outcomes. Faculty are invited to
submit their assignments to the library through the online process available on the site. The work with
assignments and the site are designed to:
• Develop resources that aid in the design of more intentional, effective assignments─including
examples, templates, guidelines, and collections of existing research.
• Advance the practice of student learning outcomes assessment as integral to the regular, ongoing
work of teaching and learning, where improvements must happen.
• Build leadership for ongoing work to improve student learning.
Support for Campuses and Related Initiatives
Many campuses are organizing events that bring faculty together to work collaboratively on assignment
design. These are powerful occasions for conversation about goals for student learning, curricular
design, and teaching. To support these efforts, NILOA has created a toolkit of materials and resources
for campuses to adapt and use. These materials draw on (and help to support) efforts by other groups as
well, including the Association of American Colleges and Universities’ VALUE (Valid Assessment of
Learning in Undergraduate Education) work, the Multi-State Collaborative, the Transparency in
Learning and Teaching (TiLT) project, and ongoing work with the DQP and Tuning.
For additional information, please contact NILOA via e-mail at niloa@education.illinois.edu or by
phone at 217-244-2155.

University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, College of Education
1310 S. Sixth St. | Room 360 | MC-708
Champaign, IL | 61820
www.learningoutcomesassessment.org
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Materials and resources (online)
• NILOA Assignment Library http://www.assignmentlibrary.org/
• NILOA Toolkit http://www.degreeprofile/org/assignment-designwork
• TILT project and sIgnup
http://www.unlv.edu/provost/teachingandlearning
• TILT Examples/Resources
https://www.unlv.edu/provost/transparency/tilt-higher-edexamples-and-resources

Research and publication opportunities:
– TILT: email request to mary-ann.winkelmes@unlv.edu
– NILOA Assignment Library submission:
http://www.assignmentlibrary.org/submitAssignment

