
NOVA’s FOcus ON 
studeNt LeArNiNg 

OutcOmes

OFFice OF iNstitutiONAL reseArch,  
PLANNiNg, ANd AssessmeNt

NOrtherN VirgiNiA cOmmuNity cOLLegeProduced by  | November 2009

703–323–3000 | www.nvcc.edu

increased Faculty Participation:
Although the SLO Lead Faculty oversee their program’s 
assessment activities, it is expected there will be 
widespread participation and support by all faculty (full-
time and part-time) across all disciplines. As part of the 

“continuous improvement” process, a program’s assessment 
plan is dynamic and can evolve as needed. The participation 
of faculty helps ensure that the program is assessing what 
it deems essential for its students to know and that the 
program uses results from assessment activities to improve 
student learning.

Assistance in Assessing sLOs:
While the focus is on student learning outcomes at the 
program-level, the teaching faculty are encouraged to make 
use of training sessions offered by OIRPA to learn more 
about not only assessment within the overall program, but 
also in instructors’ individual courses. If you would like 
to learn more about assessment and improving student 
learning, contact the Coordinator for Academic Assessment 
at jeroberts@nvcc.edu. You can also find resources at 
OIRPA’s assessment Web site:  
http://www.nvcc.edu/about-nova/directories--offices/
administrative-offices/assessment/index.html.
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NOVA’s Focus on student  
Learning Outcomes
In the last few years, accountability in higher education 
has become a major concern across the country. This topic 
is a priority for both the last and current administrations, 
Congress, accrediting agencies, and various other 
stakeholders. While supporting higher education, these 
stakeholders and others want to see evidence that students 
are learning.

Accountability movement:
This “accountability movement,” which has gained 
momentum in the past five years, has been embraced 
and adopted nationwide by all types of post-secondary 
institutions. Such support establishes student learning 
outcomes as an ongoing topic of importance within 
higher education. Furthermore, accrediting agencies are 
requiring the documentation of student learning as an 
important component of credentialing an institution of 
higher education. NOVA’s accrediting agency, the Southern 
Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS), has revised 
its expectations; its latest principles for accreditation place 
student learning at the heart of earning accreditation.

sLOs at NOVA:
At NOVA, the Office of Institutional Research, Planning, and 
Assessment (OIRPA) has been working with approximately 
50 faculty members to move forward with assessing student 
learning. A total of 57 degree-awarding programs and select 
certificates each chose one faculty member to be its SLO 
Lead Faculty; they are assisted by Coordinating Deans 
who facilitate the process. A list of SLO Lead Faculty and 
Coordinating Deans can be found in the booklet “Student 
Learning Outcomes Lead Faculty and Coordinating Deans.” 
NOVA’s SLO Lead Faculty have submitted student learning 
outcomes for their respective programs/certificates. These 
statements describing the knowledge, skills, and attitudes 
students should gain from their programs can be reviewed in 
the booklet “Student Learning Outcomes for NOVA’s Degree-
Awarding Programs and Select Certificates”  
(Report No. 27–09).

Assessment of sLOs:
Writing student learning outcomes for programs is only 
the first step in ensuring that student learning is taking 
place in a higher education institution. The second step is 
to demonstrate through direct evidence that students are 
actually learning the essential components of a program’s 
curriculum, as laid out in the student learning outcomes. 
This is demonstrated via embedded assessments in 
various courses within a program. You can see where these 
assessments are taking place in the report “Curriculum 
Maps for NOVA Degree-Awarding Programs and Select 
Certificates” (Report No. 28–09), which contains curriculum 
maps submitted by NOVA programs and certificates. In 
Fall 2009, the SLO Lead Faculty are in the process of 
conducting assessments and gathering evidence of student 
learning. They will report on these assessments in early 
Spring 2010.


