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Introduction 

In February 2002, the Governor’s Blue Ribbon Commission on Higher Education recommended 
that the State Council of Higher Education in Virginia (SCHEV) coordinate efforts to measure 
student achievement in areas of general education.  Two years later SCHEV provided more 
specific guidelines by mandating that Virginia post-secondary institutions assess six core 
competencies on a rotating basis: 

• Critical Thinking 
• Information Literacy 
• Oral Communication 
• Quantitative Reasoning 
• Scientific Reasoning 
• Written Communication 

 
Based upon SCHEV’s guidelines, the Virginia Community College System (VCCS) determined 
a schedule for assessing core competencies. 

Table 1. Schedule for VCCS Assessments of Core Competencies 
 

Academic Year VCCS Core Competencies 

2002-2003 Written Communication 
Information Literacy (Pilot) 

2003-2004 Information Literacy 
2004-2005 Quantitative Reasoning/ Scientific Reasoning 
2005-2006 Critical Thinking (Pilot) 

2006-2007 Critical Thinking 
Oral Communication 

2008-2009 Quantitative Reasoning 
2009-2010 Written Communication 
2010-2011 Scientific Reasoning 
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In 2006, the VCCS Task Force on General Education proposed general education goals for the 
state-wide community college system.  The VCCS Task Force on General Education detailed 
the knowledge, skills, and/or attitudes that comprise each core competency. 

Oral Communication Core Competency 

VCCS has defined a competent communicator as one who can interact with others using all 
forms of communication, resulting in understanding and being understood. Degree graduates 
will demonstrate the ability to: 

a. understand and interpret complex materials; 
b. assimilate, organize, develop and present an idea formally and informally; 
c. use standard English; 
d. use appropriate verbal and non-verbal responses in interpersonal relations and group 

discussions; 
e. use listening skills; 
f. recognize the role of culture in communication. 

 
Oral Communication Assessment 

 
In order to assess student achievement in oral communication skills, VCCS used the Test of 
Oral Communication Skills (TOC) developed by James Madison University (JMU).  This test is 
computer-based and consists of a total of 60 items with audio and video clips, as well as 
traditional text-only items.  
 
The VCCS has determined that the minimum level of oral communication competency equaled 
a score at no less than one standard deviation below the mean of the 2006 pilot sample. Overall 
competency on the TOCS is demonstrated by a score of 48 or higher. NOVA also looked at the 
average total score for the sample. 
 
Comparison of NOVA’s 2006, 2007, and 2009 Scores 
NOVA participated in the two VCCS-mandated assessments of oral communication skills that 
took place in Spring 2006 (pilot) and Spring 2007. 
 
Based on a review of planning and evaluation processes at NOVA that took place in 2008-2009, 
the College determined that the data collection process for general education core 
competencies would yield more robust results if conducted more frequently. For its own 
purposes, NOVA has begun to assess the general education core competencies on a shorter 
cycle using those tools chosen by VCCS.  Data on oral communication were collected in Fall 
2010. Students in sections of HST (History) 121 took part in this activity.  This course was 
chosen because of its high enrollments and that students from many different degrees take this 
course.  A total of sixty-six students took part in this implementation of the TOCS. 
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In order to demonstrate overall competency, a score of 48 or higher must be achieved.  Table 2 
presents the percentage of students who either met or exceeded this standard. Results are 
shown for Fall 2010 and Spring 2007 (competency levels were not calculated for the 2006 pilot). 
 

Table 2. NOVA Percentage of Students who Met or Exceeded the Competency  
Standard for Oral Communication: Comparison of Spring 2007 and Fall 2010 

 

Term Met or Exceeded Standard 

Fall 2010 62.1% 
Spring 2007 61.5% 

 
For both implementations, at least 60% of NOVA students met or exceeded the standard for 
overall competency. 
 
Mean scores (the average total number of items correct) for NOVA for Spring 2006, Spring 
2007, and Fall 2009 are presented in Table 3, as are VCCS scores for the two earlier 
implementations. 
 

Table 3. NOVA and VCCS Scores for Oral Communication:  
Comparison of Spring 2006, Spring 2007, and Fall 2010 

 

Term 
Mean Scores 

NOVA VCCS 

Fall 2010 53.0% N/A 
Spring 2007 56.9% 60.9% 
Spring 2006 58.0% 60.9% 

 
The percentages for the total scores from 2006, 2007, and 2009 for NOVA are presented in 
Figure 1. 
 

Figure 1. Assessment of Oral Communication: 
NOVA Mean Total Scores for 2006, 2007, and 2010 
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Use of Results 
The results of this assessment activity are shared with several groups of NOVA faculty and 
staff: the Administrative Council; the Student Learning Outcomes Assessment Group; the 
General Education Council; the Instructional and Student Services Committee; the Achieving 
the Dream Committee; the Deans Working Group; and the appropriate non-discipline-specific 
degrees, for which the work groups are interdisciplinary. Feedback and input from various 
stakeholders are used to make changes in the assessment processes used to assess student 
learning. Such changes complement modifications made to improve the critical thinking skills of 
NOVA’s students. As part of the review process, the General Education Council is an active 
participant in making recommendations meant to enhance student learning at NOVA. 
 
 
Next Implementation 
VCCS will conduct its next assessment of oral communication skills in the academic year 2012-
2013. Table 4 presents the schedule for upcoming VCCS core competency assessments. 
 
 

Table 4. Schedule for Future VCCS Assessments of Core Competencies 
 

Academic Year VCCS Core Competencies 
2011-2012 Information Literacy 
2012-2013 Oral Communication 
2013-2014 Critical Thinking 
2014-2015 Quantitative Reasoning 
2015-2016 Written Communication 
2016-2017 Scientific Reasoning 

 
 
 
 


