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SUBJECT: Invitation to Participate in a Campus-wide Student Learning Outcomes Assessment Project 

 
Dear Instructor:  
 
We write to you as the instructor of an upper-division course this semester to invite you to participate in a pilot 
student learning assessment project this spring, the results of which can help inform your own course as well as 
contribute to campus-wide efforts to understand student learning and performance at UMass Amherst. 
 
Our records show that you are teaching the following course this Spring semester: _________________ 
 
The University is in its third year of participation in a national student learning outcomes assessment project 
sponsored in part by the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U). The campus is interested in 
participating in this project because, unlike other national assessment efforts that have relied on standardized 
tests to study student performance, this assessment project uses anonymized samples of actual student work to 
assess students' performance in a number of areas,  including Critical Thinking and Written Communication. This 
student work, collected in upper-division courses, is scored by a group of faculty members from colleges and 
universities across the country. These faculty members use the AAC&U's VALUE Rubrics for Critical Thinking and 
Written Communication to score this work (in the attached document, you will find an excerpt of both rubrics 
and a link to the extended version of the rubrics). 
 
Based on our experience in the first year and feedback from UMass faculty participants, we believe this 
approach to assessment has potential-not only for beginning to pinpoint students' skills but also for involving 
faculty in focused discussions of student learning. In the last two years 30 faculty contributed student work to 
our Critical Thinking assessment project, and 19 participated in the on-campus scoring of that work. Our 
collective experience with this project will help inform campus conversations about the feasibility and 
usefulness of systematically assessing student learning using samples of student work collected from across 
upper-level University courses. 
 
For our first two years of participation, UMass focused our assessment on Critical Thinking.  For this third year, 
we will also include an assessment of the same sample of papers for Written Communication as the student 
work submitted during the first two years has shown us that it is appropriate for assessment using this rubric as 
well. 
 
We hope you, as an instructor of an upper-division course, will be willing to contribute to this effort by providing 
copies of your students' written work from an assignment from your course this semester that you believe 
addresses some or all of the Critical Thinking and Written Communication criteria outlined in the attached 
document.  
 



 
 
 
Following from our experiences with the first year of the pilot, the following course and assignment 
characteristics are preferred: 
 

1. Work from a Capstone or advanced majors' course;  
2. Individual student work (not group work); 
3. Papers of at least 8 pages (but preferably no more than 20 pages); 
4. A final major paper for the course, preferably one where students have had the opportunity to 

revise prior to final submission;  
5. Use of primary or secondary sources; 
6. Work appropriate to assessment using the criteria identified in the rubrics (again, attached).  
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Submitted work will be stripped of any instructor, course, and student identifying information in the Office of 
Academic Planning and Assessment (OAPA) and, in this anonymized form, sent to the Multi-States Collaborative 
for scoring.   
 
While we will ask you to complete a short information sheet about your assignment (Page 3 of the attachment), 
we want to emphasize that this project is in no way an assessment of your course, your teaching, or an 
individual student's performance. The AAC&U assessment project uses upper-division course work to assess 
students' cumulative learning across their college curriculum in the area of Critical Thinking and Written 
Communication to help us understand our effectiveness in supporting undergraduate student learning. As 
indicated above, no identifying information about you, your course (beyond the description of the assignment 
you provide), or your students will be included as a part of the information that is sent to the AAC&U sponsored 
assessment, nor will any identifying information be disclosed in any reports or presentation of results.   
 
What participation will require of you:   
 
 Identify an assignment in your course that meets the characteristics identified above. We will want clean 
copies of your students' work with no feedback or markings (you can either ask students to hand in two copies 
of the assignment sending one along to OAPA, or if students submit the assignment electronically provide an 
electronic copy of the assignment to OAPA). OAPA is happy to work with you on a submission method that will 
be most convenient for you. 
 
 Complete the attached short form about the assignment students are asked to complete.   
 
In thanks for your help, we will share the results of this pilot with you.  
 
On our campus, we also invite a group of UMass Amherst faculty to score the same student work (for a small 
stipend) using similar rubrics, modified somewhat based on our UMass experience and values for undergraduate 
learning.  This on-campus assessment fosters inter-departmental discussion about student work and the 
assessment process itself. It also allows us to compare our faculty members' ratings of student performance 
with those of the national faculty scorers. Let us know if this is something you would be interested in as well.   
 
If you are willing to participate, or are willing to consider participating and need additional information, please 
contact Martha Stassen in the Office of Academic Planning & Assessment (OAPA) by simply replying to this 
email.  
 
Thank you for your assistance with this important work.   


