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Reconciling the purpose of student learning outcomes with the purpose of the official course outline’s measurable objectives has prompted much debate at community colleges around the state. The issue is important because it appears as part of two accreditation standards, and compliance with those standards will not only violate the assessment model the college has chosen, but it will also create an unusual burden on faculty in general and the Educational Design Committee in particular. If we approach this issue by considering the definitions of measurable objectives and student learning outcomes, it becomes clear that the college must opt for non-compliance on the two standards outlined below.

Consider this definition: 

Course objectives, those topics found on the official course outlines that have been approved by curriculum committees, describe the content that teachers will present in the class; they are teacher-centered statements that help us keep the content uniform, Student Learning Outcomes focus upon what the student will know, do, think, feel at the end of a given learning experience (qtd. in Scroggins 36).

Brenda Rogers in “Setting and Evaluating Intended Educational Outcomes,” elaborates on the above definition:  “As desired states of behavior, Student Learning Outcomes should focus on problem areas where improvements are needed and changes are expected, a continuation of current conditions, although important, is not appropriate in an outcomes statement” (qtd. in Nichols 157)

These definitions align themselves with the Nichols model adopted by Mt. SAC, which states that outcomes are not designed to appear on the official course outlines of record; they do not possess the static qualities of measurable objectives.  Outcomes are, by their very nature, fluid, and faculty must be encouraged to modify and replace them as often as needed. 

As mentioned earlier, if we are to remain consistent with the Nichols’ model, we will have difficulty with the following accreditation standards related to the official course outline:

IIA.2.h

“The institution awards credit based on student achievement of the course’s stated learning outcomes.”

IIA.6.a
“…In accepting transfer credit to fulfill degree requirements, the institution certifies that the expected learning outcomes for transferred courses are comparable to the learning outcomes of its own course.” 

It is clear that both of these factors are equally important.  Measurable objectives play their part as the standard bearers in curriculum; they insure instructional consistency and enable the college to form articulation agreements with other institutions. SLOs play their part as an assessment/improvement tool for faculty while they strive to improve student learning. They work well in concert and are not designed to replace each other. 

On a less philosophical note, asking faculty members to move through the course revision process yearly as they create or modify SLOs for the 1,200 + courses we offer would be a terrible burden on the Educational Design committee that already deals with an average of 350 classes per year.

At this point, our commitment to the model we’ve chosen and our consideration of our faculty and curriculum committee workload should prompt us to focus our energies and our talents on those things that have been clearly and consistently indicated in the rest of Accreditation Standard Two: developing SLOs for courses and programs at a reasonable pace and using the results to improve student learning.

As the Coordinator of the SLOs/AUOs Implementation Team, I would like to share the following recommendation with the Educational Design Committee. Please refer any departments or individuals with questions about this issue to me and I will be happy to send them copies of this document. It will be housed in the college’s Accreditation Self-Study Warehouse until the next accreditation cycle in 2010. 

Mt. San Antonio College is committed to using the Nichols model for establishing institutional effectiveness through the assessment of Student Learning Outcomes and Administrative Unit Objectives. The 2004 Visiting Team commended this commitment in its summary report.  According to that model, the flexible and ever-changing nature of Student Learning Outcomes does not make them suitable replacements for Measurable Objectives on the official course outline of record although accreditation standards IIa2h and IIA6a refer to them as such. The college believes it can maintain rigorous curriculum standards and protect its articulation agreements while insuring institutional effectiveness if it continues using these two distinct components in the way in which they were intended. 
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