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“Supposing is good, but finding out is better.” 

-Mark Twain 
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Key Drivers at Cornell 

Cornell University Strategic Plan 2010-2015 
• A culture of assessment based on  

1. multiple measures 
2. qualitative and quantitative metrics 
3. minimal administrative burden 

• Plans to be developed and implemented at the level of 
the academic unit 

Middle States Reaccreditation Effort, 2011 
• Standard 7: Institutional Assessment 
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Parlez Vous Assessment? 

Assessment has a language of its own: 
 

• Goals/Outcomes/Learning Outcomes/Learning 
Goals/Objectives/Competencies/Proficiencies 
What we want students to learn 

 

• Performance Indicators 
 How we measure our progress toward those goals 

 

• Assessment Plans 
 The document that pulls it all together:  what are goals are, how 

we measure progress, and how we plan to use knowledge gained 
to continually improve 
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You’re probably already fluent! 

Many graduate programs are already involved in a 
cycle of assessment. 
• Work  with your graduate programs to “make the implicit 

explicit.” 
• Translate current activities into the language of 

assessment. 
• Remember that you are assessing programs, not 

individual students. 
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Developing a Constructive Dialogue with Academic 
Departments 

• Reinforce: “As a successful program, you are 
already involved in a cycle of assessment.”  

• Eliminate jargon:   
Identify goals 
Define measurements 
Measure 
Adjust based on the information you’ve gathered 

• Be flexible:  one size does not fit all. Respect the 
culture of each program. 
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Cornell’s Approach 

1. Faculty committee created an overarching set of 
learning outcomes 

2. Overarching goals vetted by campus community 
3. Overarching goals shared with individual 

programs to create meaningful department 
plans 

4. Plans reviewed centrally 
5. Stated learning outcomes posted publicly 
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Campus Resources 

• Overarching Goals  
• Templates for Rubric and Structured Observation 

distributed to programs 
• Mandatory workshop for DGSs with national 

expert 
• Center for Teaching Excellence workshops 
• One-on-one consultations 
• Frequent communications from the dean 
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Programs Can See the Benefits 

“The exercise of producing these documents has 
been useful for our field and program, and sharing 
this information with our graduate students will 
undoubtedly provide common ground with respect 
to our collective goals, standards, and 
expectations.” 

Director of Graduate Studies 
Romance Studies 

 

9 



Programs Can Get Interested in the Data 

Graduate Student Cohorts 

2011 
1996-
2010 

2006-
2010 

1996-
2005 

Average Entering Class Size 28 22 20 24 
Percent transfers within Cornell   7% 8% 6% 
Took the Qualifier Exams   98% 99% 97% 
Passed the Qualifier Exams 
(both)   84% 90% 81% 
Conditional Pass Rate (given 
took Q)   86% 92% 83% 
Completed Ph.D.       72% 
Conditional Completion Rate 
(given passed Q)       89% 
Years to completion 
(matriculation to graduation)       5.58 
N 28 335 98 237 

“I have reconstructed 
the history of every 
matriculant into the 
Ph.D. since 1996 in order 
to get baseline data for 
this assessment. Bet you 
didn’t know this…” 

Director of Graduate Studies 
Social Science field 
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Outcomes 

• Assessment plans for 90+ graduate programs 
were delivered to the Graduate School by the 
deadline. 

• Learning outcomes for each graduate field and 
degree program publicly posted at 
http://www.gradschool.cornell.edu/academics/fi
elds-study/catalog 
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Overcoming Resistance 

 
 
“I learned long ago, never to wrestle with a  pig.  
You get dirty, and besides, the pig likes it.” 

George Bernard Shaw 

 

12 



Keep it Positive, but be Realistic 

• Assessment isn’t optional 
 Reaccreditation is necessary for federal 

funding 
• There are benefits to taking a leadership 

position 
 Programs can minimize administrative 

burden and maximize information 
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Moving Forward 
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• Increased data to fields 
 Metrics reports 
 Survey efforts 
 Career outcomes initiative 

 
• Reports due from fields every two years 
 An opportunity reflect and plan 
 A forum to share knowledge 

 
• Graduate School annual “best practices” report 

 



 
 

Sarah Wicker 
ssh2@cornell.edu 

607-255-5810 
www.gradschool.cornell.edu 
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Learning Proficiencies
Cornell University has expectations of Cornell graduates that may defy explicit
measurement scales. These aspirational goals (listed below) are intended to
encourage students' growth and development but do not necessarily lend
themselves to assessment as readily as the learning proficiencies. In some
fields of study, these aspiration goals may be measured, whereas in other
fields they may not have quantitative or qualitative assessment.

Serve as an ambassador for research and scholarship
Effectively engage in one's broader community through various forms of
outreach
Explore interconnections

Focus on plural contexts and cultures
Respect research in other areas
Understand and articulate the impact of research on society

Assessment Metrics (Excel)

Rubric and Structured Observation

(PDF)

Caldwell Hall
Cornell University

Ithaca, NY 14853-2602
 

Tel:  1-607-255-5820
Fax:  1-607-255-1816

 

Office hours:
Monday through Friday
8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.
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Doctoral Proficiencies
A candidate for a doctoral degree is expected to demonstrate mastery of
knowledge in the chosen discipline and to synthesize and create new
knowledge, making an original and substantial contribution to the discipline in
a timely fashion.

Proficiencies
Make an original and substantial contribution to the discipline

Think originally and independently to develop concepts and
methodologies
Identify new research opportunities within one's field

Demonstrate advanced research skills

Synthesize existing knowledge, identifying and accessing appropriate
resources and other sources of relevant information and critically
analyzing and evaluating one's own findings and those of others
Master application of existing research methodologies, techniques, and
technical skills
Communicate in a style appropriate to the discipline

Demonstrate commitment to advancing the values of scholarship

Keep abreast of current advances within one's field and related areas
Show commitment to personal professional development through –
engagement in professional societies, publication, and other
knowledge transfer modes
Show a commitment to creating an environment that supports learning
through teaching, collaborative inquiry, mentoring, or demonstration

Demonstrate professional skills

Adhere to ethical standards in the discipline
Listen, give, and receive feedback effectively

Rubric and Structured Observation

(PDF)

Assessment Metrics (Excel)

Caldwell Hall
Cornell University

Ithaca, NY 14853-2602
 

Tel:  1-607-255-5820
Fax:  1-607-255-1816

 

Office hours:
Monday through Friday
8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.
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Research Master's Proficiencies
A candidate for a research master's degree is expected to demonstrate
knowledge in the chosen discipline and to synthesize and create new
knowledge, making a contribution to the field in a timely fashion.

Proficiencies
Make a contribution to the scholarship of the field.
Learn advanced research skills

Synthesize existing knowledge, identifying and accessing appropriate
resources and other sources of relevant information and critically
analyzing and evaluating one's own findings and those of others
Apply existing research methodologies, techniques, and technical skills
Communicate in a style appropriate to the discipline

Demonstrate commitment to advancing the values of scholarship

Keep abreast of current advances within one's field and related areas
Show commitment to personal professional development through
engagement in professional societies and other knowledge transfer
modes
Show a commitment to creating an environment that supports learning
– through teaching, collaborative inquiry, mentoring, or demonstration

Demonstrate professional skills

Adhere to ethical standards in the discipline
Listen, give, and receive feedback effectively

Assessment Metrics (Excel)

Rubric and Structured Observation

(PDF)

Caldwell Hall
Cornell University

Ithaca, NY 14853-2602
 

Tel:  1-607-255-5820
Fax:  1-607-255-1816

 

Office hours:
Monday through Friday
8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.
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