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While 10 one has officially dated the birth of the “assessment movement” in higher education, it is probably safe to propose
the First National Conference on Assessment in Higher Education held in Columbia, SC in the fall of 1985. Co sponsored
by the National Tnstitute of Education (NIE) and the American Association for ITigher Education (AATIE), the origins of
this conference vividly illustrate the conflicting political and intellectual traditions that have been with the field ever since. The
proximate stimulus for the conference was a sepost called Lurohenent in Learning (NIE, 1984). Theee main recommendations
formed its centerpiece, strongly informed by reseacch in the student learning tradition. In brief, they were that higher levels of
student achievement could be promoted by establishing high expectations for students, by involving them in active learning
environments, and by providing them with prompt and nsefl feedback. But the report also observed that colleges and
nniversities as instifutions could “learn” from feedback on their own performances and that appropriate research tools were
10w available for them to do so.

This obscrvation might have been overlooked wese it not consistent with other voices, One set came from within the academy
and focused on curiculum reform, especially in eneral education. Symbolized by other prominent reports in 1984-85 like
utegity in the College Caricuun (AAC, 1985) and To Reclain a Legay (Bennett, 1984), their centeal asgument was the need for
coherent cursicular expesiences which could best be shaped by ongoing monitoring ol student learning and development.
From the outset in these discussions, the assessment of learning w

presented as a form of “scholarship” Faculties ought

1o be willing (o engage in assessment as an integral part of’ their everyday work. A concomitant enlightened, but unexamined,
assumption was that the tools of social science and deployed iately, could be adapted by all

disciplines to further this process of ongoing inquiry and improvement.

Asecondset of y outside the academy, consisting lazgely of state based ealls for greater accouatability:
Tn past, these calls wese a byproduct of the far moze visible attention being paid to K-12 education, symbolized by the US.
Department of Education’s 1983 teport 4 Nation ai Risk (US. Department of Education, 1983). In part, it stemmed from
a renewed activism by governors and legislatuses, based on their growing recognition that postsecondary education was a
powerlul engine for economic and work(orce development. Both themes were apparent in yet another national report issued
by the National Governors Association in 1986, revealingly titled Time for Results (NGA, 1986). As it was being issued, states
like Colorado and South Carolina adopted mandates ic bli

colleges and ities to examine learning
outcomes and report what they found. By 1987 when the first stock-taking of this growing policy trend occurred abont a
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