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Introduction 
 

Northern Essex Community College proposed to use Performance Incentive Funding to rapidly 

accelerate its Core Academic Skills initiative and to build capacity for institutional assessment of 

student learning using the LEAP VALUE rubrics.  The accomplishment of these aims would support 

the goal in Massachusetts of moving towards the use of common assessment tools for comparisons of 

student learning across public institutions, which will also help ensure the comparability of learning 

outcomes and expectations across campuses.  Further, rapid and successful implementation of the Core 

Academic Skills initiative would provide a model for other colleges in the Commonwealth; it would 

provide evidence that it is possible to design institutional learning outcomes, develop methods to 

assure students reach the outcomes, and use the same assessment tools as other colleges to measure 

student learning.  

 

NECC’s Core Academic Skills include: 

 Global Awareness  

 Information Literacy 

 Oral Communication 

 Quantitative Reasoning 

 Science and Technology 

 Written Communication 

 

Work began on the Core Academic Skills initiative in the fall of 2011.  Briefly, the initiative was 

developed to ensure that students going through degree programs would receive an adequate 

foundation in NECC’s six Core Academic Skills.  The initiative requires that each degree program 

include courses in the curriculum which would be intensive in each of these skills.  Criteria that must 

be met to designate a course as intensive were identified for each skill, as well as a set of learning 

outcomes to be included on intensive course syllabi. The learning outcomes for four of the skills—

Written Communication, Oral Communication, Quantitative Reasoning, and Information Literacy—

were derived from the criteria identified in the corresponding LEAP VALUE rubrics.  Because Global 

Awareness and Science and Technology were not addressed in a specific VALUE rubric at that time – 

AAC&U has recently introduced a new VALUE rubric entitled “Global Learning” - faculty members 

developed outcomes for those skills using as sources of information a variety of VALUE rubrics, such 

as those for Critical Thinking and Intercultural  Knowledge and Competence. 

 

By the summer of 2012, several faculty members were involved with the initiative and some intensive 

courses had been created.  Substantial expansion of faculty awareness of and engagement in the 

initiative as well as their ability to create intensive courses were necessary, however, to formally 
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launch the student core skills requirement, and to increase the institutional capacity to assess students’ 

learning of the core skills using the LEAP VALUE and other core skills-related rubrics.   

 

Description and Progress Concerning the Proposed Activities 

 

Three major linked activities for AY 2012-13 were proposed, and have now been substantially and 

successfully addressed:   

 

 Assemble a team of Core Academic Skills coaches who would help faculty develop core 

skills intensive courses or enhance their classes with core skills by creating teaching modules, 

activities, and assignments. 

 Provide intensive professional development for faculty with widely publicized workshops, 

to increase awareness of the initiative and provide training to advance the incorporation of core 

skills into classes and courses. 

 Provide training to faculty on the use of the VALUE and other core skills-related rubrics, 

expanding understanding of skills definitions as provided by rubric criteria and standards, and 

increasing support for the use of common assessment tools across classes, courses, programs, 

departments, the institution, and ultimately the system or state level. 

 

 Accomplishments related to these activities are discussed below.    

 

Create a Team of Core Academic Skills Coaches 

 

Eight faculty and staff members, each of whom has expertise in one of the Core Skills, were identified 

to serve as coaches to help faculty develop more courses intensive in the skills, or infuse classes with 

core skills elements. 

 

Global Awareness:  Kristi Arford, Assistant Professor, Anthropology 

Information Literacy:  Gail Stuart, Coordinator of Reference Services – NECC Libraries;  

    Ann Grandmaison, Electronic Services Librarian – NECC Libraries 

Oral Communication:  Linda Desjardins, Professor English and Communications 

Quantitative Literacy:  Lori Heymans, Professor of Developmental Math  

Science:   Ken Thomas, Professor of Biology 

Technology:   Paul Chanley, Professor of Engineering Science & Mathematics 

Written Communication: Elle Yarborough, Associate Professor of English 

 

The number of coaches was expanded to eight in order to adequately meet the faculty demand for help 

incorporating Information Literacy elements in classes, and to accommodate the needs of faculty who 

wished to develop technology as opposed to science intensive courses.  In addition to the coaches, 

Suzanne VanWert, Faculty Assessment Fellow, Professor of English, and member of AMCOA and the 

Massachusetts Task Force, serves as the Faculty Coordinator.  Overall project management is provided 

by Ellen Wentland, Associate Dean of Academic and Institutional Effectiveness,  also a member of 

AMCOA as well as the Massachusetts Team. 

 

Each coach helped faculty create teaching modules and assignments which tap the core skills, and 

which support the criteria and standards described in the core skills rubrics.  In addition to work at pre-
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planned, scheduled workshops, (see the second activity below), coaches provided one-to-one 

consultations with faculty requesting their help.   

 

Responding to requests from both full and part-time faculty members, coaches have assisted instructors 

with developing assignments that capture the essential elements of the core skills, instructional 

modules which incorporate core skills, and syllabi which reflect core skills criteria and learning 

outcomes as well as in reviewing intensive course applications for adequacy and completeness. 

 

In addition to individual consultations, the coaches conducted extensive outreach activities, for 

example, meeting with program coordinators who needed additional intensive courses in their 

curriculum, going to department meetings to more fully describe the core skills initiative and the 

resources now available through PIF funding, and encouraging faculty attendance at the workshops.   

 

The coaches also worked to develop resources for faculty, including PowerPoint presentations used at 

the Overview Session.  Three coaches also worked with faculty teams to develop rubrics for the three 

core skills not completely represented at the time in the VALUE rubrics, namely Global Awareness, 

Science, and Technology.  (The PowerPoint presentations, rubrics, and other PIF project related 

information and documents can be viewed at the website devoted to the PIF grant activities:  

http://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/faculty-resources/program-review-outcomes-assessment/core-academic-

skills/performance-incentive-fund-pif-activities/.) 

 

Consistent with the development of learning outcomes for the three skills, certain VALUE rubrics such 

as Critical Thinking and Intercultural Knowledge and Competence were used as sources of information 

for the new rubrics. 

  

The Faculty Coordinator worked closely with the coaches, through extensive face-to-face and email 

contacts as well as through formal meetings.  These contacts were for many purposes, including 

distributing information, discussing the roles of coaches, and planning and preparing for the 

workshops.  In addition, the Coordinator attended division and campus-wide meetings to announce the 

project and the coming workshops, and helped plan the workshops.  (See website for meeting details.) 

 

Provide Intensive Professional Development for Faculty 

 

This second activity involved an Overview Session and a series of six workshops, and was aimed at 

both increasing faculty awareness of the Core Academic Skills initiative - especially adjunct faculty 

who teach well over half of all classes at NECC - and providing training to create intensive courses or 

infuse classes with core skills to provide across the curriculum support for student learning.   Faculty 

attending workshops were required to develop specific plans to include in their syllabi learning 

outcomes, instructional modules, and/or assignments derived from the core skills as reflected in the 

VALUE and other core-skills related rubrics’ criteria and standards.   

 

The Overview Session on November 26, 2012, was designed especially to do the following: 

 

 increase faculty interest and awareness concerning each of the core skills,  

 reiterate the need to rapidly ensure that degree programs include courses intensive in 

each of the skills,  

 ensure that faculty were aware of the availability of coaches to assist in this effort, and  

http://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/faculty-resources/program-review-outcomes-assessment/core-academic-skills/performance-incentive-fund-pif-activities/
http://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/faculty-resources/program-review-outcomes-assessment/core-academic-skills/performance-incentive-fund-pif-activities/
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 announce plans for the spring workshops as an additional resource to faculty interested 

in infusing classes with the skills and/or moving towards making a course intensive. 

 

Twenty-seven faculty attended the workshop, including 15 full-time and 12 adjuncts.  Disciplines 

represented include Business, Early Childhood Education, History, Philosophy, Computer Information 

Science, Engineering, Chemistry, and Biology. 

 

The six workshops were delivered in a sequence, and focused on specific tasks designed to provide 

faculty with information and any needed assistance regarding incorporating core skills in courses or 

classes.  The first four of the six were each delivered twice, to accommodate varied teaching schedules.   

 

 Workshop I was held in early February and provided small group guidance for instructors 

who wanted to create a single assignment which strengthened one of the core skills, 

regardless of whether or not the course will be designated as “intensive.”  

 

 Fifty-one faculty attended this workshop, including 26 full-time and 25 adjuncts.  

 Forty-one classes in 25 disciplines were represented.  

   

 The focus of Workshop 2 in early March was helping instructors create a one or two week 

plan to integrate one of the core skills into a series of classroom activities.  

 

 Thirty-eight faculty attended this workshop, including 18 full-time and 20 adjuncts.  

 Twenty-one classes in 15 disciplines were represented.   

 

 In Workshop 3 in early April, faculty worked on assessing student products using the 

VALUE and the newly designed core skills rubrics. 
 
Forty-two faculty attended this workshop, including 17 full-time and 25 adjuncts.  

Twenty-nine classes in 14 disciplines were represented.  

 
 Workshop 4 in early May was offered to faculty members who, using materials prepared in 

previous workshops or with the guidance of the coaches and with departmental approval, would 

transform a course for intensive designation.   This workshop took participants through the 

process of applying for an intensive course designation in one or more of the core skills.  

 

Nineteen faculty attended this workshop, including 15 full-time and 4 adjuncts.  Nineteen 

courses in 8 disciplines were represented, with each course associated with an application being 

submitted for intensive status.  

 

 In Workshop 5 on June 11, participants worked on making a course intensive in one of the 

core skills.  Instructors explored the various ways the skill can be infused into any curriculum, 

designed assignments and class activities to strengthen the skill, practiced applying a rubric to 

evaluate student products, and created an application to make the course intensive in that skill.  

 

Fifteen faculty attended this workshop, including 9 full-time and 6 adjuncts.  Seventeen 

courses in 7 disciplines were represented, with each course associated with an application being 

submitted for intensive status.  
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 Workshop 6 on June 12 was open to any faculty member who would like to at least infuse one 

of the core skills into their own classes. This workshop was conducted in two parts: the 

morning session allowed small groups to practice evaluating student work with one of the core 

skills rubrics; the afternoon session focused on creating assignments and class activities to 

strengthen the same core skill.  

 

Twenty-nine faculty attended this workshop, including 9 full-time and 20 adjuncts.  

Twenty-five classes in 13 disciplines were represented.  

 

After the Overview Session and each workshop, surveys were sent electronically to participants for 

feedback.  Summaries of responses, which were overwhelmingly positive, are posted on the website. 

 

Provide training to faculty on the use of the VALUE and other core skills-related rubrics,  

 

The goal of this activity was to increase familiarity with core skills definitions as represented by rubric 

criteria and standards, and to develop an institutional learning outcomes assessment “cadre” comprised 

of full-time and adjunct faculty.  Rather than being scheduled as an isolated activity, it was 

“embedded”, first by being the focus of workshop 3 in the sequence of 4 workshops potentially leading 

to creating an intensive course application, and then in workshops 5 and 6.  In this way, rubric learning 

was connected to the overall process of bringing core skills into classes to support student learning. 

 

Through norming and student product rating sessions, faculty were trained in the use of the core skills 

rubrics, including the four VALUE rubrics, using an approach which revealed and emphasized the 

importance of having assignments which map onto rubric criteria.  This approach increased awareness 

of the rubric elements and how they can be incorporated in course and class assignments and then 

reflected in student products.   

 

Applying the “lessons learned” to the creation of assignments in their own classes will increase the 

number of student products available which align with the rubric criteria.  Further, faculty will have 

more confidence in their ability to translate the rubric criteria for their students, resulting in 

improvements in student performance on rubric-based assessments.  Widespread adoption of common 

learning outcomes, as represented by the rubric criteria, and the rubrics as common assessment tools 

will support the evaluation of student products across classes, programs, departments, and the 

institution, as well as in the state or system level assessments.  An increase in the number of student 

products submitted will also help to support representativeness.  More products would allow for 

disaggregation of results, by gender, ethnicity, and whether students had had a course intensive or class 

infused core skill experience—information that is needed to identify any disparities and effects of 

activities, and to focus improvement efforts.   

 

An additional related activity involved having faculty raters evaluate student work collected for the 

institutional assessment of quantitative reasoning using the Quantitative Literacy VALUE rubric.  This 

work included a lengthy norming session and the submission of session feedback reports which 

contained suggestions for working with faculty in the future around core skills rubrics and 

assignments.  (For the full report, see http://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/faculty-resources/program-review-

outcomes-assessment/institutional/.) 

 

http://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/faculty-resources/program-review-outcomes-assessment/institutional/
http://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/faculty-resources/program-review-outcomes-assessment/institutional/
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To date, 56 faculty members, including 22 full-time and 34 part-time have participated in norming and 

rating sessions using the VALUE rubrics and other core skills related rubrics.  In addition, prior to the 

workshops,  the 6 full-time faculty coaches and the faculty coordinator have received extensive 

training in the interpretation and application of the rubrics.    

 

Outcomes  

 

Project work focused on two major outcomes, namely regarding an: 

 increase in faculty engagement in the core skills initiative, and an  

 increase in the number of core skills intensive courses and classes infused with core skills. 
 

An increase in faculty engagement in the initiative was necessary for the proactivity needed to 

create intensive courses and infuse classes with these core skills.  Also, having a core engaged group is 

likely to have a “contagion” effect, as other faculty see the benefits of involvement – perhaps increased 

student enrollments in their classes – and become motivated to support their colleagues. 

 

This outcome of increased faculty engagement has been substantially achieved as evidenced by the 

number of faculty members participating in the overview session and the six workshops.  In all, 31 

full-time faculty members and 42 part time faculty members attended at least one of these activities, 

and 56 faculty members received specific training on the rubrics.  Three full-time faculty members also 

participated in institutional assessment ratings, and 5 others worked independently to develop core 

skills applications.  Work products from the workshops include revised syllabi and assignments.    

 

Additional activities outside of the workshops related to increasing awareness include the individual 

faculty and departmental consultations provided by the coaches, and the April 24 Coaches’ Panel to 

which the college community was invited.  This was an information sharing presentation by each of 

the coaches concerning the work they were doing, and provided an opportunity for faculty and 

administrators to learn more about the core skills project, and to ask questions about the entire effort.  

Attendees included faculty members who had not been involved to that point. 

 

The second major outcome concerned an increase in the number of intensive courses and classes 

infused with the core skills.  Our plan to require that students entering the college in the fall of 2014 

take at least one course intensive in each of the core sills necessitated that every degree program 

provide these courses.  Evidence that this outcome has been substantially achieved includes that as a 

result of PIF funding, applications for intensive course status in one or more of the skills were received 

for 44 courses.  Twenty-two different disciplines are represented in these courses, including Art, 

Chemistry, Computer Information Science, Criminal Justice, Dance, Early Childhood Education, 

History, Math, Nursing, and Engineering Science.   

 

With the addition of the support provided by the 44 courses, 40 of 43 degree programs are now 

“complete” in terms of having the requisite number of intensive course offerings.   

 

In addition to intensive courses, 49 classes are newly using assignments or content related to the core 

skills and LEAP Value rubrics.   These classes are also in a variety of disciplines, including 

Accounting, American Sign Language, Communications, English, Human Services, Literature, 

Paralegal Studies, Philosophy, and Sociology. 
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Publicizing of results 

 

As noted above, information related to the PIF grant and the sponsored activities and results is posted 

on the Academic and Institutional Effectiveness website.  This site includes information on the 

initiative, the PIF activities, and also contains sample assignments related to the core skills and created 

through workshop participation and the support of the coaches. 

 

Another vehicle for campus wide sharing is the Academic and Institutional Effectiveness Newsletter. 

The June 2013 edition included mention of the core skills initiative and the support received from the 

PIF grant to further this work (http://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/wp-content/uploads/2009/07/PROA-

newsletter-v-11-6-2-132.pdf). 

 

NECC also recently submitted a proposal to share this work with a larger state-wide audience at the 

October 18, 2013 Department of Higher Education Conference, “Toward National Leadership: 

Promising Strategies for Achieving the Goals of the Vision Project” 

 

Beyond the First Year – Needs and Plans Going Forward 

 

Although our first year goals have been largely met, continued faculty support is needed to assure that 

plans made will be successfully implemented, problems areas identified and addressed, and that efforts 

already underway will not only continue, but expand.  In particular, the number of intensive courses 

needs to substantially increase.  This increase is crucial to the long-term success of this project, 

because students must be offered a large number of intensive options in course categories that allow 

choices – such as “humanities” – to assure that their diverse schedules can be adequately and 

effectively accommodated.  Presently, even while close to all programs are considered “complete”, in 

most cases few course options are available.  If the status quo is maintained, demands for courses will 

be quite unbalanced, potentially affecting the ability to recruit sufficient faculty. 

 

NECC also needs to further increase the number of classes infused with core skills – to “saturate” the 

curriculum to assure that students have an in-depth cross-disciplinary educational experience 

emphasizing these critical skills 

 

The PIF funding in AY 2012-13 enabled a significant jump start for our core skills initiative.  AY 

2013-14 can be viewed as a “test” year, when faculty try out their new approaches, and with support 

are able to address problem areas so that the initiative moves forward.  The hope is that when faculty 

experience success in teaching and in student learning, their adoption of this work will be internalized 

– more fully accepted and thereby sustained.  Faculty success could also lead to endorsements of this 

approach, and encouragement of other faculty to become involved.  But continued work with faculty is 

needed across multiple terms and academic years to institutionalize the effort and make the emphasis 

on student learning of the critical skills a central part of the campus culture. 

 

One activity that is important to continue and to greatly expand to large numbers of faculty is the 

rubric workshops.  These allow faculty to become familiar with rubric criteria and standards, and 

through this familiarization, be better prepared to incorporate core skills learning in their own teaching 

and assignments.  Assignments crafted with the rubrics in mind support alignment of teaching with the 

rubrics.  Assignments provide the opportunity for students to exhibit their learning, and assignments 

crafted to align with the rubrics can increase our ability to use the rubrics as common assessment tools.   

 

http://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/wp-content/uploads/2009/07/PROA-newsletter-v-11-6-2-132.pdf
http://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/wp-content/uploads/2009/07/PROA-newsletter-v-11-6-2-132.pdf
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The availability of the new AAC&U Global Learning rubric provides an opportunity for comparison 

with our locally developed Global Awareness rubric.  Faculty have already expressed an intention of 

do so in the fall, for the purposes of improving our rubric and increasing our alignment with AAC&U. 

 

The ultimate test of the success of our efforts will be improvements in student learning.  Our goal is to 

continue to measure student learning of the Core Academic Skills annually through our institutional 

assessment process, which has been ongoing since AY 2009-10, and then to provide feedback that will 

be useful to faculty in making targeted  adjustments, for example, to course content and pedagogy, as 

well as to encourage discussions.  (See http://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/faculty-resources/program-

review-outcomes-assessment/institutional/  for reports on our institutional assessment work.)  Over 

time, as we collect examples of assignments and student products, for example, we can begin to use 

our institutional work as sources of evidence concerning “best practices”, and to continue to share this 

information within and without our institution.   

 

A major challenge to our institutional assessment efforts concerns the relatively low numbers of 

faculty participating each year.  This results in an inadequate representation of students in the products 

submitted, and an inability, therefore, to have confidence in the results we obtain.  To address this 

problem area, we have begun investigating the use of e-portfolios and, more generally, a 

comprehensive assessment management system.  Our goal is to have in place a system whereby 

students and faculty can routinely submit products related to the core skills outcomes, and to then have 

these products available for retrieval and scoring, with assessment results then in place for various 

analyses.  Such a system would also increase the number of products available for any state-level 

assessment work, thereby supporting the validity of cross segment comparisons. 

 

NECC’s core skills initiative can stand as a model for a creative competency-based approach to student 

learning of essential skills, in that the intentional focus on critical skills is not limited to a particular set 

of courses, but is distributed across the curriculum in courses representing a wide variety of 

disciplines.  NECC’s institutional assessment of its Core Academic Skills has a firm start in its 

objective to be seen as a model for how to establish learning outcomes, assure they are infused 

throughout the curriculum, and then rigorously assessed using the same rubrics as other colleges. 

 

Leverage 

 

The most important resource leveraged has been the enthusiasm, support, and work products of all of 

the full-time and part-time faculty members who participated in PIF related work.  Their contributions 

will continue into the future as they now implement their plans in the classrooms, and encourage the 

involvement of other faculty members in this work. 

 

NECC had been supporting a writing and an oral communications coach before the grant, and those 

positions, along with the additional ones created as a result of the PIF grant, have gotten much more 

exposure on campus.   

 

The College has also provided resources needed for the project, including the work of the Associate 

Dean of Academic and Institutional Effectiveness, who has now begun an exploration of e-portfolios 

and assessment management systems.  In this regard, the College is supporting within-state travel to 

obtain information on assessment systems used by other colleges within the state, as well to attend a 

summer e-portfolio conference.  The College has also generously provided office supplies and funds 

for copying. 

http://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/faculty-resources/program-review-outcomes-assessment/institutional/
http://facstaff.necc.mass.edu/faculty-resources/program-review-outcomes-assessment/institutional/

