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Overview of this presentation

• CLA:  The national context
• What is the CLA?  How is it being used?
• What has been done to “validate” the 

CLA?
• Alternatives to the CLA
• The CLA’s primary limitations



CLA in Context

• Collegiate Learning Assessment
• General Education test system developed by 

Rand
• Now run by spin-off Council for Aid to 

Education
• Supported by U.S. Department of Education
• Endorsed by NASULGC and AASCU
• Piloted by the UT System



What is the CLA, really?

• A collection of clever, disparate, reading, 
writing and thinking tasks.

• The CLA test results give composite scores 
for the performance task and the analytic 
writing task for a group of students.

• Advocates argue that the CLA can be used to 
measure how well a university teaches 
general education or the “value added”
between freshman and senior years.



Sample CLA Performance Task



CLA Sample Writing Prompt



Observations on the CLA Tasks

• Each of the CLA tasks is different.
• It’s not clear how the tasks should be 

scored or compared.
• Separately and collectively, the tasks 

represent only a small subset of what 
could be tested.  They don’t collectively 
reflect the focus of most university core 
curricula. 



How is the CLA used?



Suggested use of CLA for the VSA



How UT System used the CLA

• Relied on volunteers.
• Small samples of students who were 

paid to take the test.
• The test had no connection to 

academics or the students’ grades.
• No attempt was made to get a 

representative group of students.



UT System use of CLA, 1 of 2



UT System use of CLA, 2 of 2



Observations about use of CLA

• The numerical results have no objective meaning.  
One can’t really tell if students’ performance is 
satisfactory.

• The data don’t tell you where problems are if there 
are problems.

• The data encourage inappropriate comparisons to be 
made.

• There is no good way to motivate students for such a 
test.



An Alternative to the CLA

• A primary alternative to the CLA is having faculty look 
at samples of student work from capstone or other 
real classes.  This could be done university-wide or 
within disciplines or both.

• Faculty would develop the scoring mechanisms or 
“rubrics” and would decide whether student work met 
expectations.

• Results could be used more easily than CLA results 
to drive curricular improvement.



Summary of CLA concerns, 1

• The CLA doesn’t assess general education 
outcomes, only, possibly, a subset of them.

• The CLA results are not inherently 
meaningful.  They do not tell whether 
students’ performance is satisfactory.

• The administration of the CLA is artificial 
because it is not connected to real student 
work.



Summary of CLA concerns, 2

• Administering the CLA is expensive and takes 
students away from their academic work.

• Comparisons of scores with other institutions 
is not likely to provide new information.

• CLA results are not specific enough to help 
with program improvement.

• Very little has been done to establish the 
validity of the CLA—to determine what it 
measures or whether it is reliable.



Summary of CLA concerns, 3

• The CLA encourages people to think in terms 
of value-added in an inappropriate way.

• The CLA takes a very reductionist view of 
what students are expected to learn in a 
university education.  If we “concede” that the 
CLA measures what students are supposed 
to learn, then why shouldn’t students be 
allowed to test out of the core curriculum by 
passing the test?



Summary of CLA concerns, 4

• More institution-specific, and core curriculum-
linked assessment of general education 
outcomes can be done locally.  The 
alternative can be less expensive and more 
useful for program improvement.
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