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Introduction
terrel L. Rhodes

With the national spotlight focused on higher education and the development of public accountability reporting 
mechanisms, college and university campuses have been strongly encouraged or required to adopt some form 
of national testing as a measure of student learning. This push for accountability and transparency in higher 
education is driven by a sense that students in the United States are lagging behind students in other countries, and 
a resultant call for comparisons of student performance across campuses based on a score derived from one of a 
few national tests.

In 2007, as part of its Liberal Education and America’s Promise initiative, the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) embarked on a national project to determine whether there is an alternative 
to the prevailing push for a single score purported to represent learning for students and institutions. Is there a 
way for students to demonstrate their learning through the work they are asked to produce in the curriculum 
and cocurriculum, rather than through a snapshot test? Is it possible to capture liberal learning in all of its rich 
and varied dimensions? Is there a shared set of expectations for learning that individual faculty can use in the 
classroom, that can be aggregated for programmatic evaluation and sampled for institutional reporting? Can 
individual assignments and the resultant work be the means of demonstrating student learning throughout a 
student’s educational pathway across and among different institutions? Can the shared expectations for learning be 
articulated so that students can use them to understand and make judgments about their own learning strengths 
and weaknesses? Can we recognize and honor the diversity of institutions and students while establishing a 
nationally shared set of broad, nuanced expectations for learning regardless of type of institution, mission, or 
location? Can we assess student learning in ways that actually provide faculty and students with information 
helpful to improve pedagogy and the development of learning over time as well as provide programs and 
institutions with summative information for reporting? In short, can the direction and assumptions of the national 
conversation on accountability and the assessment of student learning be changed? 

Through the Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education (VALUE) project, AAC&U has 
maintained that what students and faculty do through teaching and learning constitutes a most complex set 
of processes; that learning needs to occur across a broader set of outcomes than the current standardized tests 
measure; and that learning is developmental or emergent over time, progressing faster in some outcome areas than 
in others and becoming more complex and sophisticated as students move through their educational pathways. 

Rubrics are the articulation of this progressively more robust learning. The challenge faced in the VALUE 
project was how to establish that rubrics can provide the assurance that regardless of where they teach—type of 
institution, part of the country, or mix of programs—faculty are indeed talking about the same outcomes and 
sharing the same expectations for learning. To meet this challenge, it was necessary for faculty members and 
academic professionals to articulate what liberal learning looks like at beginning, intermediate, and advanced levels 
of accomplishment (see appendix) for all the essential learning outcomes (see fig. 1). 

To accomplish this, the project grounded the development of the VALUE rubrics in the work faculty and 
other colleagues had done over many years, drawing from the rubrics already developed by campus colleagues as 
they articulated learning expectations for their students. We know that for some outcomes there exist few rubrics 
or clearly articulated expectations, while for others there are many of both. By analyzing these existing rubrics, 
national VALUE rubric development teams of faculty members and academic professionals identified essential 
expectations and criteria that were shared across institutions. Although the specific language differed and the 
emphasis among criteria changed from college to college, the rubric development teams found clearly shared 
criteria for the achievement of learning at progressively more sophisticated levels of performance in each of the 
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outcome areas. In some instances, the teams identified missing aspects of learning that needed to be incorporated 
into the rubrics in order to make them more complete; for example, one common aspect was that the criteria were 
very text-bound and not reflective of how students can demonstrate learning through visual, graphical, digital, or 
artistic modes of communication.

Over the course of the project, rubrics for fifteen liberal learning outcomes were developed by teams of 
faculty members and academic professionals from all types of higher education institutions across the country.1 
More than one hundred individuals contributed through the rubric development teams. The initial rubrics went 
through three rounds of drafting, testing (on more than one hundred campuses), and redrafting, which resulted in 
the final versions contained in the appendix.

The VALUE rubrics are conceived as broad, generic, institutional-level rubrics. Our vision is that colleges 
and universities will select the rubrics that reflect their own learning outcomes and use them to write local 
versions that are reflective of their own missions, cultures, and practices. The VALUE rubrics can be translated and 
elaborated for assessment and improvement at programmatic and course levels. Obviously, the national VALUE 
rubrics are not designed for use in assessing individual class assignments; such rubrics need to be more tailored, 
more descriptive of the discourse within which they reside. However, to the degree that enhanced rubrics for 
individual assignments or courses map or contain the essential, shared criteria and expectations of the VALUE 
rubrics, faculty can talk about learning within the national arena as well as the local context. The nesting of the 
core criteria for the outcomes—from the course level through programs to the institutional level—allows for 
confidence that learning at every level of analysis is shared, while providing sufficiently detailed information 
to focus individual improvement. The Center for Teaching, Learning, and Technology at Washington State 

1  Rubrics were developed for all of AAC&U’s essential learning outcomes except for those listed under the heading “Knowledge of Human Cultures and 
the Physical and Natural World,” for which many measures already exist.

Figure 1. the Essential Learning Outcomes
Beginning in school, and continuing at successively higher levels across their college studies, students should prepare for 
twenty‑first‑century challenges by gaining:

Knowledge oF human CulTures and The PhysiCal and naTural world
■  Through study in the sciences and mathematics, social sciences, humanities, histories, languages, and the arts

Focused by engagement with big questions, both contemporary and enduring

inTelleCTual and PraCTiCal sKills, inCluding 
■  Inquiry and analysis
■  Critical and creative thinking
■  Written and oral communication
■  Quantitative literacy
■  Information literacy
■  Teamwork and problem solving

Practiced extensively, across the curriculum, in the context of progressively more challenging problems, projects, and standards for performance

Personal and soCial resPonsibiliTy, inCluding 
■  Civic knowledge and engagement—local and global
■  Intercultural knowledge and competence
■  Ethical reasoning and action
■  Foundations and skills for lifelong learning

Anchored through active involvement with diverse communities and real-world challenges

inTegraTive and aPPlied learning, inCluding
■  Synthesis and advanced accomplishment across general and specialized studies

Demonstrated through the application of knowledge, skills, and responsibilities to new settings and complex problems

source: Association of American Colleges and Universities, College Learning for the New Global Century: A Report from the National Leadership 
Council for Liberal Education and America’s Promise (Washington, DC: Association of American Colleges and Universities), 12. 
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University has a well-developed set of examples of how general rubrics can be translated into programmatic 
and course rubrics and still supply useful feedback and assessment information for course, programmatic, and 
institutional purposes.2 

The VALUE rubrics included in the appendix are also available on the AAC&U Web site at www.aacu.org/
value/rubrics. There, for each rubric, we provide a definition of the outcome, framing language that explains the 
approach of the development team, a glossary of terms, the essential criteria for meeting the outcome from the 
most complex to the least complex demonstration of learning, and examples of student work that illustrate how 
in one instance the rubric was used to arrive at an assessment conclusion about student achievement for a specific 
criterion and outcome. The student work samples, in particular, are not intended to be exemplars, but rather to 
show how a piece of work demonstrated for a set of reviewers the level of performance for the specific criterion. 

The performance levels reflected in the VALUE rubrics—capstone, milestones, and benchmark—do not 
represent year in school (freshman, sophomore…), nor do they correspond to grades (A, B, C…). Rather, the 
capstone level reflects the demonstration of achievement for the specific criterion for a student who graduates 
with a baccalaureate degree. Milestones suggest key characteristics of progressive learning as students move from 
early in their college experience to the completion of the baccalaureate degree. A 
benchmark performance reflects the learning skills and abilities of students our 
faculty team members found among their beginning college students. The rubrics 
do not represent college readiness standards. Our expectation is that campuses and 
individuals will not only adapt the VALUE rubrics to their own missions, cultures, 
and practices, but also develop their own versions of the rubrics by examining the 
work of their own students.

In sum, we are engaged in nothing less than an effort to change the focus of the 
national conversation from artificial, shorthand indicators of learning to something 
that reflects the shared work and understanding of faculty members and academic 
professionals across campuses. The VALUE project has demonstrated that the 
academy shares similar expectations and criteria for accomplishment on a broad 
range of learning outcomes. When we grade a paper, when we evaluate student 
performance, when we examine a program of study, or when we look at the graduates 
of an institution, we expect fundamentally similar levels of learning for our students. 
The VALUE rubrics represent the learning expectations broadly shared by faculty 
members and academic professionals across the country. Individual campuses will write local rubrics that reflect 
their institutional mission, program mix, and types of students and that use the appropriate language and detail 
to enable assessment at various levels; however, these local rubrics will still contain the essential criteria and 
expectations of learning that are shared broadly and expressed in the VALUE rubrics. In this way, we can all have 
confidence that, when we talk about learning, we are speaking a common language with shared standards that 
reflect the richness and complexity of the teaching and learning that actually occur on our campuses.

Assessing Outcomes and Improving Achievement: Tips and Tools for Using Rubrics explains how the VALUE 
project approached the work of drafting rubrics as well as frames an approach that individual campuses can use to 
build on from what has already been developed. 

2  See wsuctlt.wordpress.com/2009/01/20/harvesting_gradebook.
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