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This paper touches on how pressures to meet and maintain accreditation/recognition at institutional 
and program levels challenge the willingness of universities to be innovative in the demonstration of 
student learning. Taking the example from pre-service science teacher preparation, the authors 
examine how institutional accreditation criteria are balanced with program-based accreditation 
requirements and other existing professional standards. There is a discussion on “teacher work 
samples,” how the National Science Education Standards illustrate the need for performance-based 
assessment, and perform an internet research study on teacher work samples that predict the 
continuance of traditional testing in science courses.  

Introduction  

Learner outcomes and their assessment have become an important element in the accrediting 
process of universities and their programs in the United States. One of the underlying 
rationales is the belief that learner performance in the classroom is linked to institutional 
quality (Padró, 2005). In a sense, learner outcomes demonstrate a preference for 
accountability-based assessments rather than the traditional accreditation focus of quality 
assurance (Ewell, 2001). Both regional and programmatic level accreditation agencies and 
organizations set guidelines, or more prescriptive specific standards, by which programs and 
universities as a whole are measured for appropriateness and quality. Consequently, as Maki 
(2002) observes, these standards are viewed as externally mandated; as such, institutional 
interest ebbs and flows in relation to the timing of accreditation visits. More importantly, it 
seems that in order to meet the regulatory compliance element of accreditation, particularly at 
the programmatic level, institutions tend to focus on conservative assessment methodology. 
The effect is similar to the one noted by the American Productivity and Quality Center 
[APQC] (2004, p. 5):  

Too often, whether due to a lack of time and information, organizations 
find themselves picking measures that fit into a generic mold as opposed to 
identifying essential drivers of performance. 

Walvoord (2003) suggests that the traditional modes of productivity for student learning 
may not be enough. The Center for Psychology in Schools and Education (1997) recommends 
that effective learning should include multiple assessments for diagnostic, process, and 
outcome purposes. Yet, it seems that universities err on the side of caution and focus more on 
traditional testing methodology such as traditional examinations to document student learning 
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and meet accreditation criteria, even in disciplines/professions that recognize the need for 
different assessment techniques. Performance assessment instruments such as open-ended or 
extended response exercises, field-based projects, or portfolios are not used in measuring 
learner performance. This can be due to the costs in time and planning on the part of 
instructors and learners (US Department of Education, Office of Research, 1993), or to a 
reticence on the part of universities to accept the emerging realities of competency-based 
approaches to assessment (Voorhees, 2001).  

Brown (2004) wonders whether a university quality audit process, such as AUQA’s, can 
become like the ritual of ISO 9000 audits in business environments. The same concerns apply 
to accreditation processes in the USA. The purpose of this paper is to provide a discussion of 
how accountability pressures seem to exert a negative influence on metrics universities use to 
demonstrate results in compliance to standards and other expectations. The authors use the 
example of current practice in the USA to illustrate how one particular strategy developed to 
meet identified standards seems to elicit traditional assessment mechanisms rather than 
encourage innovative assessments that better reflect student learning (which in itself is a 
contradiction of a second, supporting set of professional standards).  

Learner Outcomes and Institutional Accreditation  

Table 1 below provides college- and university-based accreditation criteria language specific 
to learner outcomes. The Middle States Commission on Higher Education (1996, p. 7) says, 
“[t]he ultimate goal of outcomes assessment is to examine and assess an institutions 
effectiveness.” The process needs to be systematic. Middle States Commission on Higher 
Education (2002) believes measures chosen should be part of an assessment plan that 
provides students, faculty and others specific information about how and how much students 
learn. The assessment plan should begin with what universities already have in place and then 
generate new datasets based on multiple approaches that can be quantitative and/or qualitative 
in nature. The important part of this plan is that the assessments of learner outcomes should 
be available to planners and appropriate decision-makers. The Higher Learning Commission 
(2003) challenges institutions to create a culture of assessment with its accreditation criteria. 
Student learning for them provides a framework for evaluating learning experiences and their 
impact on students. The expectation is that the results “should have such credibility that they 
shape budgeting and planning priorities” (Higher Learning Commission, 2003, p. 3.2-9). 
Table 1 below provides the learner outcome criteria currently followed by these two regional 
accrediting agencies. 

Learner Outcomes and Program Accreditation 

For program-based accreditation, the emphasis still seems to be on learning goals rather than 
specific learner outcomes. For example, the American Assembly of Collegiate Schools of 
Business (2005) wants universities to set targets for their business programs that assure that 
learning progresses in specified directions that fit “with the goals of the degree programs, 
pedagogies in use, and the schools' circumstances.” (American Assembly of Collegiate 
Schools of Business [AACSB], 2005, p. 62) Stand-alone tests or a special assessment (e.g., 
senior thesis) are sufficient to demonstrate a specific performance. In the area of pre-service 
teacher preparation, the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education [NCATE] 
(2002), the assessment system required under its Standard 2 has to reflect state professional 
standards as well as the school’s or college’s conceptual framework. Decisions about 
candidate performance are based on multiple assessments throughout various stages of the 
learner’s experience ranging from admissions to transition points and program completion. 
Assessments in this case are used as predictors of learner (teacher candidate) success in the 
field. 
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Table 1. Identified accreditation criteria for expected evidence of learner outcome assessment data at 
the regional accreditation level 
Middle States Commission on Higher 
Education 

The Higher Learning Commission 

Fundamental elements in assessing student 
learning: 
• Articulated expectations of student learning at 

various levels (institution, degree, program, 
course) consonant with institution’s mission, 
the standards of higher education and relevant 
disciplines. 

• Plan describing student learning assessment 
activities undertaken by the institution, 
including the specific methods used to validate 
articulated student learning goals/objectives. 

• Evidence student learning assessment 
information is used to improve teaching and 
learning. 

• Documented use of student learning 
assessment information as part of institutional 
assessment. 

Optional analysis and evidence: 
• Assessments derived from the institution’s 

mission and which might incorporate 
outcomes like cumulative learning, analytical 
and information skills, specific competencies, 
knowledge and cognitive abilities, student 
attitude development and growth, life skills, 
student activity involvement, and physical 
skills and techniques. 

• Analysis of assessment results including 
(where applicable, basic skills development, 
subject area knowledge, development of 
general education and lifelong learning skills), 
attitudes and values relating to institutional 
mission and programs. 

• Analysis of direct and indirect indicators of 
student achievement like persistence, 
graduation rates, student satisfaction, and 
other evidence of student goal attainment, 
licensure examination results, alumni 
satisfaction and achievement, including parity 
of outcomes across different student groups. 

 

Examples of evidence: 
• Differentiated learning goals for 

undergraduate, graduate, and post-graduate 
programs identify the expected learning 
outcomes for each. 

• Assessment of student learning provides 
evidence at multiple levels: course, program, 
institutional. 

• Assessment of student learning includes 
multiple direct and indirect measures. 

• Results are available to appropriate 
constituencies, including students themselves. 

• Integration of student learning assessments 
processes and their data for purposes of 
external accountability. 

• Faculty members involved in defining 
expected student learning outcomes and 
creating strategies to determine the 
achievement of those outcomes. 

• Faculty and administrators routinely review 
university’s student learning program 
effectiveness.  

The Example of Teacher Work Samples (TWS) in Science Education as a Means of 
Pursuing NCATE Accreditation 

To demonstrate how accreditation pressures impact institutional assessment strategies, this 
section discusses how “teacher work samples” (TWS) used in the preparation of science 
teachers encourage traditional examination results rather than fostering multiple assessment 
techniques set forth by the National Science Education Standards established by the National 
Research Council in 1996. NCATE’s performance-based criteria for pre-service teacher 
preparation have as their goal for universities provide evidence of the teaching success of 
graduates and to refine university teaching techniques based upon the graduate’s success. 
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Many education programs are using TWS’s to expedite the required gathering of data for 
attaining and maintaining accreditation. 
 

The National Science Education Standards 

The creation of the National Science Education Standards (NRC, 1996) marked a national 
endeavor in the USA to standardize all teaching of science from the kindergarten through 12th 
(K-12) grade levels in an attempt to increase the levels of science literacy and science inquiry 
actively performed in schools. Science literacy implies the attainment of abilities to read, 
write, and discuss science with an understanding that can be applied across the natural world 
and to real world contextual questions, problems, and issues (e.g., Hurley, 1998). Science 
inquiry includes archival investigations, experimentation, and other active investigations and 
is assessed based upon the student’s demonstrated performance: 

The inquirer must be able to pose questions and hypotheses amenable to 
scientific investigation and experimentation, to criticize plans for scientific 
investigations and experiments, to write a report about an inquiry, and to 
identify reliable sources of scientific information. These abilities, in turn, 
require information and the mental capabilities to process that information: 
that is, to reason scientifically (Champagne, Kouba, & Hurley, 2000, p. 
454).  

The NSES standards contain standards for teaching, professional teacher development, 
science content, programs, and systems, as well as assessment. The assessment standards 
moved the emphasis away from traditional testing toward multifaceted assessments: 

If the principles in the assessment standards are followed, the information 
resulting from new modes of assessment applied locally can have common 
meaning and value in terms of the national standards, despite the use of 
different assessment procedures and instruments in different locales. This 
contrasts with the traditional view of educational measurement that allows 
for comparisons only when they are based on parallel forms of the same 
test (NRC, 1996, p. 78). 

Performance-based assessments are especially important components of science education 
at the K-12 levels due to the diversity of students who traditionally have difficulties with 
science and its assessment due to gender and/or ethnicity (e.g., National Science Foundation 
[NSF], 1996), and poor and/or lack of science instruction (e.g., Decker, 2002). Change is 
imperative because students from the USA performed below the international mean in science 
and statistically significantly lower than the international mean in problem-solving on the 
2003 PISA (Programme in International Student Assessment) test scores (Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2004). 

Ironically, national school reform is working to increase the challenge of using multiple 
assessments in science (and perhaps with other subjects, as well). The passage of the No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 requires high stakes testing in all subject areas at 
three grade levels (3-5, 6-9, 10-12) by the 2007-2008 school year (Decker, 2002). The format 
of these tests is left up to the states, but they have largely been using multiple-choice tests 
rather than the “rich assessments called for in the NSES” (Decker, 2002, p. 50).  

 

Using TWS’s to Pursue NCATE Accreditation 

The preference shown previously for traditional examinations in the name of ensuring that 
accrediting agencies feel comfortable with the documentation of learner outcomes is 
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highlighted when looking at a process called “teacher work sample” (TWS) for programs 
pursuing NCATE accreditation or reaffirmation. Beginning in 2001, the Washington, DC-
based National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) phased in 
“performance-based” standards that were fully in place by 2005 for all 600 NCATE-approved 
teacher education schools in the United States. The goal of these standards is for education 
schools to provide evidence of the teaching success of their graduates and to refine their 
techniques based upon their graduate’s success.  

The teacher work sample, developed by Schalock at Western Oregon University about 25 
years ago, is an extremely structured unit of curriculum written and taught by teacher 
candidates as a field practicum component of a degree program leading to a teaching 
certificate. A TWS provides data that reflects both the professional capabilities of the teacher 
candidate and the learning of students instructed by the teacher candidate. The TWS uses 
narrative explanations of the seven different parts of the unit (context, learning goals, 
assessment plan, design for instruction, instructional decision-making, analysis of student 
learning, and reflection with self-evaluation) to promote teacher candidate reflection and the 
use of sound pedagogies. Furthermore, the teacher work sample is thought to expedite the 
required gathering of data for attaining and maintaining accreditation (Olson, 2005). 

TWS’s are controversial because of the time demands on the teacher candidate, the 
cooperating teacher, and the supervising teacher. The priority seems to be on completing the 
TWS and meeting its expectation rather than on meeting classroom responsibilities fully 
(Olson, 2005). TWS’s are touted as a performance-based assessment of the teacher candidate 
(McConney, Schalock, & Schalock, 1998); yet, they seem encourage candidates to use 
traditional and low level assessments of their students with their pre- and post-test reporting 
requirements. Efforts to use the suggested gain scores as measures of the learning gains of 
students had a “negative impact on the significance of the learning goals and the quality and 
types of assessments candidates employed in their work samples” (Denner, Salzman, & 
Bangert, 2001, p. 304).  

 

An Internet Study of TWS 

The authors found at least 100 websites were found addressing some aspect of TWS. These 
were each searched for two types of information: (1) instructions for writing the “assessment 
plan” section of the TWS and (2) examples of TWS Assessment Plans for teaching science. 
Twenty-two web sites from various institutions contained enough instructions for writing the 
Assessment Plan portion of the unit (specifically the major pre- post assessment piece) for the 
authors to code the instructions with “T” for traditional (pre-/post-tests), “N” for 
noncommittal (traditional and non-traditional assessments), and “P” for performance-based 
assessment. Out of the 22 web sites, 10 were classified as “T” for traditional sets of 
instructions, 10 as “N” for recommending noncommittal sets of instructions, and 2 proposed 
performance-based sets of instructions. 

The authors found a total of 10 examples of TWS’s from various universities that were 
written and graded as “acceptable” for teaching science units. Table 2 provides the results of 
the analysis of the 10 teacher work samples. Note that only two out of the ten TWS’s utilized 
multiple assessment types, although one of these did include a traditional testing scheme. 
Seven out of the ten TWS’s utilized traditional multiple choice tests as the basis of their pre- 
and post-test assessment structure.  
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Table 2. Ten TWS science assessments showing type of assessments prepared and taught by teacher 
candidates during practicals. 
TWS Grade Level  Pre- and Post- Assessments Assessment Type 
Elementary, level 3 Multiple choice, matching, true-false Traditional paper & pencil 
Kindergarten Oral recall of knowledge Traditional oral 
* Elementary, level 2 Oral, written, & drawings Traditional paper & pencil with 

oral problem-solving 
Elementary, level 3 Multiple choice, fill-in, true-false Traditional paper & pencil 
Elementary, level 2 Multiple choice Traditional paper & pencil 
Elementary, level 1 Multiple choice Traditional paper & pencil 
Elementary, level 4 Multiple choice, true-false Traditional paper & pencil 
Secondary, level 9 Multiple choice, 3 knowledge essays Traditional paper & pencil 
* Kindergarten Oral Performance-based with rubric 
Secondary Multiple choice, matching Traditional paper & pencil 
* Two (20%) of ten teacher work samples examined used nontraditional or performance-based 
assessments. 
 
 

As previously stated, TWS uses narrative explanations of the seven different parts of the 
unit to promote teacher candidate reflection and use of sound pedagogies; however, the TWS 
structure suggests page limits be applied to each of the seven areas. The message is that they 
are to reflect, but not too deeply, with a maximum of 20-25 narrative pages for all seven parts 
seeming to be the suggested norm. Consequently, the products that are derived from the TWS 
materials are superficial and poorly written. The focus is to either “squeeze” the narrative into 
the page allocations or eliminate narrative in lieu of meeting the page requirements. TWS 
sample units studies that yield more complete data about learning outcomes are these where 
the teacher candidates ignored the institution’s page limitations and provided more complete 
research, reporting, analyses, and evaluation.  

Concluding Remarks 

In the USA, the role of external reviewers of higher education institutions is to clarify what 
university processes are doing and verify that the processes lead to reported results that meet 
accreditation criteria and related performance standards. Reviewers need to recognize that 
learning is taking place that is relevant with professional and vocational requirements, 
personal and social policy needs. While they look for compliance, examiners are not charged 
with stifling innovation, or being prescriptive about programming. What they do not want to 
see are processes and measures that are generic in nature, as APQC (2004) warns.  

Twigg (2005) recommends that continuous assessment/feedback and mastery learning 
become one aspect of redesigning courses to promote and ensure quality. It not only promotes 
student responsibility in learning but educational practice will likely improve when the learner 
becomes the primary focus (Center for Psychology in Schools and Education, 1997). Yet, the 
example of the TWS in the area of science education exemplifies how institutions tend to 
gravitate toward generic or traditional assessments mechanisms to make sure that they are 
able to demonstrate to external reviewers that their processes comply with externally derived 
or imposed criteria or standards (Table 2). 

This discussion has centered on “teacher work samples” in science education because what 
is found here is a combination of differing programmatic goals needing to be met. There is an 
NCATE Standard for program assessment and accountability that has to be met in order to 
achieve or maintain pre-service teacher program accreditation. There are discipline standards, 
the National Science Education Standards, that want to influence the preparation of future 
primary and secondary level science teachers. And there is an overt or embedded requirement 
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at the institutional level to demonstrate student learning through the use of learner outcomes. 
The question that universities with pre-service teacher preparation programs is not “are these 
three expectations compatible?” but “how can we do all three or at least ensure that 
accreditation/approval is maintained?” The compliance perspective pressures institutions to 
use methodology that has stood the test of time and will pass muster, at least at a de minimis 
level. 

It seems TWS’s support the “old” instructor-centered environment rather than the current 
view of the learner-centered environment (Padró, 2005) as exemplified by the preponderance 
of these traditional assessment types. Writing a multiple-choice test or using the textbook 
publisher’s multiple choice tests was for many years the non-thinking teacher’s favorite 
assessment. There is concern in the literature that TWS’s are perhaps unintentionally halting 
or reversing the progress that has been made in science assessment (e.g., Airasian, 1997; 
Darling-Hammond, 1998).  

This paper is by no means an exhaustive review of the literature on TWS’s, learner 
outcomes, or accreditation either within the USA or elsewhere. Instead, this is an illustration 
on the pressures that institutions have to ensure accreditation or other forms of recognition as 
well as compliance anywhere in this world. Innovation can be risky although desired. 
Universities, for a number of other reasons not discussed here, often feel that they cannot take 
risk that could challenge the maintenance of their accreditation because they do not have the 
time, resources, interest, or a clear understanding of what is required and expected of them. 
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