
Welcome to the first edition of the Zayed University Learning Assessment Newsletter (ZULAN). We plan to distribute the 
newsletter once per semester to keep everyone informed about the developments in learning assessment. In coordination 
with the release of this first newsletter, you have hopefully noticed ZULO banners, signboards, and an increased web presence 
given to the ZULOs. As the foundational element to our undergraduate program, we have wanted to increase ZULO familiarity 
amongst faculty and students. After all, the ZULO descriptors at the accomplished level are our expectations for a ZU graduate. 
Much like the 2002 “Blue Book” that first put forth our academic program model and ZULOs, we want a permanent ZULO 
presence infused throughout our academic community. This is all part of our ongoing campaign to raise the awareness towards 
the ZULOs and learning assessment.

Kevin Schoepp

Welcome

The University Learning 
Assessment Committee
While Zayed University has been 
commended by both the MSCHE 
and the AAC&U for its work on 
assessment of student learning, as 
part of the institutional commitment 
to continuous improvement, the 
university launched the University 
Learning Assessment Committee 
(ULAC) in Fall 2010. Though not 
a formal University Standing 
Committee, its work is at the heart 
of the university’s educational 
enterprise. T he main purpose of 
the committee is to work towards 
creating a sustainable learning 
assessment program that leads to 
programmatic improvement which 
improves student learning. 

The committee is comprised of 
two representatives from each 

college or department, preferably 
one representative from each 
campus. Now completing its second 
year of operations, the committee 
has overseen the implementation 
of our internal processes which 
includes the implementation of 
TracDat (our learning assessment 
software), the development of an 
annual assessment calendar, an 
assessment planning template, and 
an assessment reporting template. 
The committee accomplishes its 
work through monthly meetings 
and once per semester professional 
development retreats or work shops. 
The committee representatives 
also take the work, processes, and 
procedures of the ULAC back into their 
units and serve as the departmental 
learning assessment leaders.  

The University Learning Assessment Committee

Director’s
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Zayed University 
Learning Outcomes
• CRITICAL THINKING AND QUANTITATIVE REASONING

• GLOBAL AWARENESS

• INFORMATION LITERACY

• LANGUAGE

• LEADERSHIP

• TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY



Did you know that learning assessment now has a prominent role on the university 
website? It is part of the Educational Effectiveness website which can be found 
inside the main About ZU section. Here you can find things like the ZULO matrices, 
the membership list for the University Learning Assessment Committee, along with 
departmental assessment plans and reports. It really is the first place you should 
visit if you want to learn more about learning assessment at the university.   

Teaching the ZULOs: COL 120
The Department of Advising and Academic 

Development in University College is 

responsible for academic advising of 

general education students and delivering 

what is commonly known as the First Year 

Experience Program. This is a year- long 

student development curriculum that 

assists students in making a successful 

transition to the Colloquy on Integrated 

Learning. COL 120 is taught in the first 

semester and is the “gateway” course to 

the Colloquy program.  

The main objectives of COL 120 are:
Introduction to the University – involves 

becoming familiar with the differences 

between school and university and the 

academic skill development necessary 

to become successful. We also introduce 

students to the academic disciplines and 

the Zayed University Learning Outcomes 

(ZULOs). Introduction to the ZULOs is 

an important component of the course 

because it enables students to link their 

learning experiences throughout their 

education to specific outcomes.

Self-Assessment and Learning Styles 
– assist students in assessing their 

own talents and circumstances so as to 

enable them to make good choices about 

their education and future.

Models of Teamwork – become familiar 

with group theory and how to work 

effectively in a group context in order to 

solve a problem.

Leadership – learn, discuss and identify 

different leadership theories and styles.  

Also, how to effectively utilize this 

knowledge in tackling and dealing with 

different challenges as they occur.

Information Literacy – understand the 

concept and value of information literacy 

and its application.

The ZULOs are first introduced at the 

beginning of the semester. We discuss 

what the ZULOs are and why the university 

adopted these particular ones.  In addition 

to describing and defining each ZULO, 

we also do a few experiential activities.  

For example, a “culture-bump” activity is 

used to highlight the importance of global 

awareness, and a paper tower building 

exercise is used for leadership.  Both of 

these activities provoke a great deal of 

class discussion about these and other 

outcomes.  Basic understanding of the 

ZULOs is assessed on the midterm exam.  

Students must be able to define each 

ZULO, and identify relevant ZULOs from a 

descriptive scenario. The main vehicle that 

we use to accomplish the course objectives 

is a problem based learning project that 

incorporates all of the ZULOs.  Students are 

put in groups and either given a problem to 

solve, or they propose their own topic that 

is subject to approval by the instructor. 

Students work together in researching 

their topic and it culminates in an oral 

presentation to the class. They are also 

encouraged to approach the problem and 

the proposed solution from the perspective 

of one or more academic disciplines.  

After the group presentation, each 

student writes a reflection on the group 

project.  Specifically, they are asked to 

reflect on the group process and the 

research process – which is tied to the 

Leadership and Information Literacy 

ZULOs. Some students also recognize 

the connection to other ZULOs and 

mention the Critical Thinking, Global 

Awareness, and Information Technology 

skills they developed while working on 

the project.

This project is where we assess both the 

Leadership learning outcome and the 

spoken English aspect of the Language 

outcome.  For Leadership we are developing 

a rubric that is based on observing 

students’ leadership behaviors and 

collaborative work skills over time. These 

observations coupled with the reflective 

paper the students write, help us to assess 

where students are in relation to the 

beginning level of the Leadership outcome.  

With regard to the spoken English aspect 

of the Language outcome, students are 

assessed based on the degree to which 

they can organize and present information 

with coherence and clarity. 

When students complete the COL 120 

course, they should be familiar with all 

of the ZULOs and have gained practical 

experience with each of them through 

the problem based learning project.  

Zia Saunders, Chair DAAD 

Zayed University 
Wins Award
In December 2011, Zayed University won 
an award from Sungard Higher Education 
in recognition of being a leader in the 
assessment of student learning. 

About ZU Learning Assessment Website



CIT’s ABET Accreditation
In the College of IT we have been working 

towards ABET accreditation over the past 

few years. In June of 2011 we submitted 

our self-study and the ABET team visited 

in November. We expect a decision on 

our accreditation by summer 2012.

ABET have nine Criteria that need 

to be met, and they focus on 

learner assessment and continuous 

improvement in Criteria 3 and 4. Criteria 

3, Student Outcomes, has fourteen 

outcomes that should be attained. 

Criterion 4, Continuous Improvement, is 

concerned with how improvements are 

made based on what was learned from 

analysis of student outcome assessment 

results. ABET is actually also concerned 

with how improvements to a program 

are made based on assessment of past 

graduates – Criterion 2. 

Similarly, the University has been 

working towards re-affirmation by the 

Middle States Commission on Higher 

Education. They have fourteen Standards 
of Accreditation which also are criteria to 

be met. Standard 14 on Assessment of 
Student Learning is similar in its aims to 

Criterion 3 of ABET. So, our work in CIT, 

while primarily guided by ABET, is at the 

same time in step with MSCHE. 

As CIT have well established student 

outcomes- MALOs, we compared ABET’s 

outcomes with ours and found that 

ours already incorporated all of ABETs. 

Further ours are described at three levels, 

Beginning, Developing and Accomplished 

which correspond to entry, mid and exit 

levels in our major, so by measuring and 

analyzing our MALOs we were complying 

with ABET’s requirements.

• In 2010 – 2011 we measured all six of 

our MALOs  - quite a task! We are now 

measuring one MALO per semester 

and at the same time analyzing the 

data that we collected over the past 

year. In our evaluation process we are 

looking at aspects such as: Are the 

linkages between student learning 

and curricular strategies present?

• Do students get an opportunity to learn 

and develop in ways that will enable 

them to demonstrate the anticipated 

outcomes at the appropriate level? 

As well as learning about attainment of 

outcomes we have learned a lot about 

our assessment processes during the 

past year. Indeed we have found many 

weaknesses and are busy making 

improvements. For example, we found 

that some of our rubrics were not as 

good as they could have been and that 

some performance criteria were not 

well defined. We found issues with data 

collected from industry supervisors and 

inadequacies in the way we assessed 

students that worked in groups. We 

are making a big effort now on “Closing 

the Loop”. We have been weak in this 

area and are working on improving the 

process of translating the results of our 

evaluations into change strategies for 

improving our courses.  

Maurice Danaher, Assistant Professor, CIT

CTQR at ZU
In the past two years, all the colleges 

and academic units of Zayed University 

have embarked on the development and 

refinement of ambitious assessment 

plans, partly due to the requirements of 

the MSCHE accreditation process, but also 

as part of the specialized accreditation 

that many of the colleges are seeking 

during this time. This process encourages 

the faculty and administrators to look 

carefully at how and what we assess, and 

what the results tell us about what our 

students are learning, and therefore, how 

successful we have been in delivering 

the curriculum. Ultimately, the goal of 

all assessment is the improvement of 

teaching and learning. 

In this cycle of review, often the outcome 

that is left to the end is Critical Thinking 

and Quantitative Reasoning (CTQR). While 

it is almost impossible to find anyone who 

does not think that this is an essential 

life skill, this outcome presents certain 

challenges when it comes to assessment. 

The first challenge lies in the definition 

of the term. There are myriad definitions 

of critical thinking, involving skills such 
as arguing, analyzing, synthesizing, 
drawing conclusions, solving problems, 
interpreting, making decisions, evaluating 
and more, so the first step must be to 
come to an understanding of what the 
outcome means for Zayed University. 

For ZU, the CTQR outcome has been 
divided into four indicators, which can 
be assessed individually, or as part of 
an overall process. For all the indicators, 
the source of the information can be 
qualitative and/or quantitative. The 
indicators are: 

• Identify essential information

• Interpret both qualitative and 
quantitative information 

• Formulate reasoned conclusions 

• Transfer learned skills and knowledge 
to new contexts 

Not only is it important for faculty to 
understand what is meant by Critical 
Thinking and Quantitative Reasoning, 
students must understand it as well, 

and they must be given opportunities 
in our classes to develop and use and 
demonstrate their skills. If we want our 
students to be effective critical thinkers 
when they leave the university, we must 
raise their awareness of the cognitive 
skills involved in thinking critically, and 
we must give them opportunities to 
practice those skills in our classes. 

Finally, using a rubric which states 
specifically what is expected for a given 
task will allow faculty to reliably mark 
student work so that the results give an 
accurate picture of what the students 
know and can do. Those who have already 
tackled this outcome have used the ZULO 
rubric as a guide, but then developed 
their own more detailed rubrics which 
clearly outline what is expected for a 
particular assignment. This helps both 
faculty and students to understand what 
is being assessed, and allows for fair 
and objective assessment, even for an 
outcome that can at first seem rather 
opaque.

Susan Jones



MSCHE Accreditation and Assessment
Zayed University was accredited by 
the Middle States Commission on 
Higher Education, an American regional 
accrediting body, in 2008. Being a first-
time accredited institution, ZU has to 
apply for re-affirmation five years after 
the initial accreditation and so currently 
we are in full swing of preparing for the 
visit by the MSCHE team in March 2013. 
Preparation involves carrying out a self 
study, assessing how ZU complies with 
the standards that have to be met, 
outlined by MSCHE and articulated in 
14 Standards, each explained in detail 
by fundamental and optional elements. 
The Standards relate to all activities of 
an institution offering higher education, 
from its mission, planning, resources to 
educational offerings and assessment of 
student learning, just to name a few. 

Six working groups were set up, each 
dealing with two or three standards. 
Through research into our institution’s 
practices, this formative process gives us 
the opportunity to assess to what extent 
ZU is in compliance with the standards. 
Where research highlights issue’s queries, 
working groups look at measures that are 
being implemented to address these. In 
addition, MSCHE provided us with four 
recommendations, and working groups 
are evaluating how ZU has responded to 
these. Currently, all six working groups 
have produced first drafts, and some have 
incorporated feedback and produced 
second drafts, some of which have already 
been discussed at open meetings hosted 
by the University Standing Committees. 
Input by the wider ZU Community is being 
encouraged and thus a feedback page 
has been set up, and input boxes in the 
libraries on both campuses have been 
provided for anonymous feedback. 

As working groups analyze compliance, 
standards are grouped in order to 
approach the self study holistically, 
however,  assessment of student learning 
is mainly housed in Standard 14 which 
reads as follows:

Assessment of student learning 
demonstrates that, at graduation, 
or other appropriate points, the 
institution’s students have knowledge, 
skills, and competencies consistent 
with institutional and appropriate 
higher education goals.

In interpreting the standard, it assumes 
that student learning reflects institutional 
goals, and goals based on the educational 
offerings chosen. In terms of institutional 
goals, ZU’s mission is: 

1. To prepare students for meaningful 
and successful twenty-first century 
personal and professional lives; 

2. To graduate students who will help 
shape the future of the region and 
world;

3. To support the economic and social 
advancement of the UAE; 

4. To lead innovation in higher education 
through teaching, learning, research, 
and outreach; and to do so in a culturally 
diverse, humane, technologically 
advanced, and increasingly global 
environment.  

Essentially, student development and 
learning is the essence of the mission, 
and the achievement of the mission is 
contextualized by the ZULOs. Thus, the 
standard alludes to assessment cycles that 
are based on learning outcomes which 
are incorporated into ZU’s educational 
offerings, the assessment of student 

achievement of the learning outcomes, 

and how the results of such an exercise 

are used to improve teaching and learning. 

As is stated in the MSCHE publication 

Characteristics of Excellence, 

‘the fundamental question asked in 

the accreditation process is, “Is the 

institution fulfilling its mission and 

achieving its goals?” This is precisely the 

question that assessment is designed to 

answer, making assessment essential to 

the accreditation process. Assessment 

processes help to ensure the following:

• Institutional and program-level goals 

are clear to the public, students, 

faculty, and staff;

• Institutional programs and resources 

are organized and coordinated to 

achieve institutional and program-

level goals;

• The institution is providing academic 

opportunities of quality;

• The institution is indeed achieving its 

mission and goals; and

• Assessment results help the institution 

to improve student learning and 

otherwise advance the institution.’

Brigitte Howarth
Co-Chair, Accreditation Process
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Feedback
We’d love to hear your feedback and suggestions. You can contact us at

 kevin.schoepp@zu.ac.ae
We look forward to hearing from you!
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