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April 2013 Update 
 
The following AACSB White Paper was written based on the revised standards 
that were adopted in 2003. With the recent positive vote on the 2013 standards 
which emphasize Innovation, Impact and Engagement, much of the original 
Assurance of Learning concepts and expectations remain in place, with some 
key differences which are highlighted below. 
 
Key changes between 2003 and 2013 Assurance of Learning Standards: 
 
 Curriculum Management: Assurance of Learning continues to play an 

important role in continuous improvement and is positioned within the 
broader context of curriculum management.  

 Indirect Measures: With the adoption of the 2003 standards, there was a 
shift from schools primarily using indirect measures to direct measures. 
Recognizing the important information and insights that can be derived 
from indirect measures such as student and employer surveys, there is a 
renewed focus on indirect measures. Schools are encouraged to include 
indirect assessments as part of their Assurance of Learning portfolio. The 
need for direct measures continues to be present in the 2013 standards.  

 National Regulations: After receiving much feedback from schools in 
regions that are subject to formal regulations focused on outcomes 
assessment, as long as these processes are in line with AACSB’s 
expectations and best practices, they can be used in support of AACSB 
accreditation. When Assurance of Learning processes are used for dual 
purposes, the onus is on the school to prove that these systems support 
continuous improvement. 
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AACSB ASSURANCE OF LEARNING 
STANDARDS: AN INTERPRETATION 

 
INTRODUCTION  
 
This document provides guidance consistent with the spirit and intent of AACSB 
International “Assurance of Learning” (AOL) accreditation standards. 1 This 
guidance does not represent a change to the standards, but it is designed to 
facilitate additional dialogue on AACSB’s AOL standards and processes.  The 
content was developed based on experiences from AACSB peer reviews, 
feedback from AACSB accreditation committees, discussions from AACSB 
seminars and conferences, as well as other general feedback.  Additionally, the 
paper draws significantly from materials that can be found in the AACSB 
Assessment Resource Center (see 
http://www.aacsb.edu/resources/assessment/default.asp).  
 
BACKGROUND 
 
AACSB introduced the concept of “outcomes assessment” in its 1991 standards 
as a requirement for accredited institutions. At that time, the standards allowed 
significant flexibility in assessment processes including relying on indirect 
assessment measures, surveys of alumni, graduating students, employers, and 
other similar forms of feedback.  In 2003, AACSB standards were changed to 
reflect the maturity of the “outcomes assessment” movement and need for 
improved accountability measures. The 2003 standards place emphasis on direct 
assessments of student learning.  In mandating direct assessment, AACSB 
expects accredited institutions to formulate specific learning goals and conduct 
appropriate direct assessments of learning for purposes of improving curricula 
when deficiencies or opportunities for improvement are found. The 2013 
standards allow more flexibility for schools to include indirect assessments as 
part of their portfolio of evidence to support continuous improvement.  
 
The AOL standards support two principles which are the foundation of AACSB 
accreditation, accountability and continuous improvement.  In terms of 
accountability, “…Measures of learning can assure external constituents such as 
potential students, trustees, public officials, supporters, and accreditors, that the 
organization meets its goals” (AACSB 2007, p.60 and AACSB 2013, pgs. 28-29).  
In terms of continuous improvement, “…By measuring learning the school can 
evaluate its students’ success at achieving learning goals, can use the measures 
to plan improvement efforts, and (depending on the type of measures) can 
provide feedback and guidance for individual students” (AACSB 2007, p.60). 
 
Palomba and Banta (1999) define the outcomes assessment process as: 

                                            
1 AACSB International expresses its appreciation to Dr. Kathryn D. Martell, Dean, College of 
Business, Central Washington University, for her assistance with this paper as well as her 
support of AACSB activities related to its assurance of learning standards. 

http://www.aacsb.edu/resources/assessment/default.asp
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The systematic collection, review, and use of information about 
educational programs undertaken for the purpose of improving student 
learning and development (Palomba and Banta, 1999). 

 
The outcomes assessment process should include: 
 

1. Definition of student learning goals and objectives  
2. Alignment of curricula with the adopted goals 
3. Identification of instruments and measures to assess learning 
4. Collection, analyzing, and dissemination of assessment information 
5. Using assessment information for continuous improvement including 

documentation that the assessment process is being carried out in a 
systematic, ongoing basis. (AACSB Assessment Resource Center, 2007) 

 
Another form of the above steps can be stated as: 
 

1. What will our students learn in our program? What are our expectations? 
2. How will they learn it? 
3. How will we know they have learned it or not? 
4. What will we do if they have not learned it? 

 
The remainder of the paper will review AACSB standards, the fundamentals of 
an outcomes assessment program, and the appendix addresses a series of 
“Frequently Asked Questions” related to the AOL standards and outcomes 
assessment practices.   
 
AACSB AOL Standards 
 
Standards 15, 16, 18, 19 and 21 (2003 standards) and Standards 8-9 (2013 
standards) deal with the requirements to establish learning goals in terms of 
required knowledge and skills for programs at different levels.  Curricula content 
guidelines are also provided in the AOL standards, but are not addressed in this 
paper. 
 
2003 Standards 
AACSB Standard 15 (Management of Curricula) states: 
 

The school uses a well documented, systematic process to develop, 
monitor, evaluate and revise the substance and delivery of the curricula of 
degree programs and to assess the impact of the curricula on learning. 

 
Standard 16 (Bachelor’s or undergraduate level degree: Knowledge and skills) 
states: 
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…Adapting expectations to the school’s mission and cultural 
circumstances, the school specifies learning goals and demonstrates 
achievement of learning goals for key general, management-specific, 
and/or appropriate discipline-specific knowledge and skills that its students 
achieve in each undergraduate degree program. 

 
Standard 18 (Master’s level degree in general management (e.g., MBA) 
programs: Knowledge and skills) states: 
 

…Adapting expectations to the school’s mission and cultural 
circumstances, the school specifies learning goals and demonstrates 
master’s level achievement of learning goals for key management-specific 
knowledge and skills in each master’s level general management program. 

 
Standard 19 (Master’s level degree in specialized programs: Knowledge and 
skills) states: 
 

…Adapting expectations to the school’s mission and cultural 
circumstances, the school specifies learning goals and demonstrates 
achievement of learning goals in each specialized master’s degree 
program. 

 
The spirit and intent of Standards 15, 16, 18 and 19 also apply to doctoral 
programs which are addressed in Standard 21 which outlines broad learning 
goals for such programs. 
 
2013 Standards 
AACSB Standard 8 (Curricula Management and Assurance of Learning) states: 

The school uses well-documented, systematic processes for determining 
and revising degree program learning goals; designing, delivering, and 
improving degree program curricula to achieve learning goals; and 
demonstrating that degree program learning goals have been met.  
 

Standard 9 (Curriculum Content) states: 
Curriculum content is appropriate to general expectations for the degree 
program type and learning goals.  

 
THE AOL PROCESS 
 
This section provides an expanded discussion of the learning outcomes 
assessment process introduced above.  It begins with a discussion of the need 
for program level assessment to meet AACSB standards. 
 
The Focus is the Program 
 



 

 

6 

Learning goals can be established at different levels in the educational process. 
At the course level, faculty members normally have detailed learning goals which 
are addressed via the course plan or syllabus. Course-level assessments are 
each faculty member’s responsibility and are not the focus of AACSB’s 
assurance of learning standards and related outcomes assessment processes. 
AACSB is concerned with learning goals that are program-level in focus and, 
thus, broader, more general in nature.  
 
Learning goals should reflect broad educational expectations for each degree 
program, regardless of major. They also reflect the major intellectual and 
behavioral competencies a program intends to instill in its students due to the 
total educational experience across a given program.  Goals should be stated in 
terms of “what do we want our students to be?”  The learning goals in this 
context should reflect those skills and knowledge areas that are most valued and 
should be demonstrated by graduates as a result of their overall, total 
educational experience. From another perspective, the learning goals should 
express expectations that reflect the expected depth and breadth of student 
knowledge and skills that are the sustainable foundations for life-long learning in 
support of their professional and personal development. 
 
What is a Program? 
 
Since the focus of AACSB’s AOL standards is at the programmatic level, it is 
important to define “program.” The standards state, “…The school must specify 
learning goals for each separate degree program” (AACSB 2007, p. 61) and 
“…AACSB accreditation is concerned with broad, program-level focused learning 
goals for each degree program…” (AACSB 2013, p. 29) As noted elsewhere, 
separate assessments for a major, concentration, or individual course are not 
required by AACSB, and will not be a substitute for program assessment, but can 
be implemented if the school must meet standards from other accrediting bodies 
or wants to assess at this level.  The one exception is that schools holding 
separate AACSB accounting accreditation should have an assessment process 
for the accounting major. This can build upon the system used for all other 
business programs. 
 
Curricula content determines if one set or a variety of sets of learning goals are 
needed. For example, regardless of degree title, if an undergraduate business 
program has a common framework for general knowledge and skill areas and 
management-specific skill and knowledge areas as foundations for a major or 
concentration – that is, they share a common core -- one set of learning goals 
may be defined for all undergraduate programs with this format. If, however, a 
school has more than one undergraduate degree program, and there are 
significant differences in the programs’ curricula, there should be some 
differences in the programs’ learning goals and thus separate assessments. 
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At the MBA level, if full-time and part-time programs are essentially the same in 
content, one set of learning goals can be used regardless of delivery mode. An 
executive MBA program may require a separate set of learning goals given the 
differences that are normally found in such program when contrasted to 
traditional MBA programs.  Each specialized masters program will need a unique 
set of learning goals; however, some may be the same across all such programs 
where common skills and knowledge are addressed (e.g., communication skills 
may be assessed in each specialized masters program).  AACSB standards 
address learning goals for doctoral programs in Standard 21 (2003 Standards) 
and Standard 8 (2013 Standards). If the program has a different focus than what 
is described in the standards, a different set of goals will be needed. 
 
The Assessment Process 
 
The assessment process, introduced earlier, is outlined in the following section. 
 
 
 
Step 1: Establish learning goals and objectives: 
 
Each AACSB accredited business school and accounting program must develop 
a set of learning goals for each program that is consistent with the mission of the 
school or accounting program. “The mission and strategic objectives set out the 
intentions of the school, and the learning goals say how the degree programs 
demonstrate the mission” (AACSB 2007, p. 60) and “Learning goals derive from 
and are consonant with the school’s mission, expected outcomes, and strategies” 
(AACSB 2013, p. 29). Each learning goal should describe the desired 
educational outcome that students should be able to accomplish when they 
graduate from the program, regardless of their major or concentration.  
 
The expectation is that a school or accounting program will specify 4-10 learning 
goals for each degree program. Learning goals should be broad statements of 
accomplishment that cut across a curriculum. Assessment outcomes in this 
context address student achievement at a macro-level rather than in specific 
courses which is each faculty member’s responsibility.  A learning goal can be 
stated as, “Upon graduation our students will….”  As stated earlier, the learning 
goals should express expectations that reflect the depth and breadth of student 
knowledge and skills that are the sustainable foundations for life-long learning in 
support of their professional and personal development. 
 
Learning goals are broad statements and, taken alone, are not suitable for 
assessment. Therefore, each learning goal must be translated into one or more 
learning objectives which describe a measurable attribute of the overall learning 
goal. Some examples of learning goals and corresponding objectives are shown 
in Table 1. For each learning objective, an assessment device or process must 
be developed to allow an evaluation of student performance on that objective 



 

 

8 

providing a reasonable basis for conclusions about student performance on the 
overall learning goal. 
 
Faculty should lead the development of learning goals and subsequent learning 
objectives. However, the standards call for input from a variety of stakeholders 
including alumni, students, and employers.  Operationally, this input often occurs 
through advisory boards that have representatives from various stakeholder 
groups beyond the faculty.  
 
Program learning goals should include goals that address some or part of the 
general knowledge and skills areas (e.g., communication skills, problem-solving 
abilities, ethical reasoning skills, language skills, technology skills, etc.) as well 
as management-specific knowledge and skill areas (e.g., directly relate to 
management tasks that form the business foundation of degree requirements) 
described in Standard 15 (2003 Standards) and Standard 9 (2013 Standards).  
 
 
 
 
 

Table 1:  Examples of Learning Goals and Corresponding Objectives 
LEARNING GOAL: OUR GRADUATES WILL UNDERSTAND THE 
IMPORTANCE OF BEHAVING ETHICALLY IN THEIR PROFESSIONAL LIVES 
(I.E., HAVE AN ETHICAL PERSPECTIVE). 
CORRESPONDING OBJECTIVES: 
 OUR STUDENTS WILL KNOW THE PROFESSIONAL CODE OF 

CONDUCT WITHIN THEIR DISCIPLINE. 
 OUR STUDENTS WILL IDENTIFY THE ACTIVITIES/ISSUES IN THEIR 

CHOSEN PROFESSION THAT MAY PRESENT ETHICAL 
CHALLENGES, AND WILL ARTICULATE THE CONSEQUENCES 
ASSOCIATED WITH UNETHICAL BEHAVIOR. 

 OUR STUDENTS WILL IDENTIFY AN ETHICAL DILEMMA IN A 
SCENARIO CASE AND APPLY AN ETHICS MODEL OR FRAMEWORK 
TO PROPOSE AND DEFEND A RESOLUTION. 

 
LEARNING GOAL: OUR GRADUATES WILL DEMONSTRATE PROBLEM 
SOLVING SKILLS, SUPPORTED BY APPROPRIATE ANALYTICAL AND 
QUANTITATIVE TECHNIQUES. 
CORRESPONDING OBJECTIVE: 
 IN A CASE SETTING, STUDENTS WILL USE APPROPRIATE 

ANALYTICAL TECHNIQUES TO IDENTIFY A BUSINESS PROBLEM, 
GENERATE AND COMPARE ALTERNATIVES, AND DEVELOP A 
SOLUTION. 

 IN A CASE SETTING, STUDENTS WILL RECOGNIZE AND ANALYZE 
ETHICAL PROBLEMS, CHOOSE, AND DEFEND A SOLUTION. 
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LEARNING GOAL:  OUR GRADUATES WILL BE EFFECTIVE 
COMMUNICATORS. 
CORRESPONDING OBJECTIVES: 
 OUR STUDENTS WILL PRODUCE PROFESSIONAL QUALITY 

BUSINESS DOCUMENTS. 
 OUR STUDENTS WILL DELIVER A PROFESSIONAL QUALITY 

PRESENTATION ACCOMPANIED BY APPROPRIATE TECHNOLOGY. 
 OUR STUDENTS WILL DEMONSTRATE EFFECTIVE INTERPERSONAL 

COMMUNICATION SKILLS IN A TEAM SETTING. 
 
LEARNING GOAL:  OUR GRADUATES WILL HAVE A GLOBAL 
PERSPECTIVE. 
CORRESPONDING OBJECTIVES: 
 OUR STUDENTS WILL DEFINE KEY COMPONENTS OF COUNTRIES’ 

BUSINESS ENVIRONMENTS AND GIVE EXAMPLES OF HOW 
ENVIRONMENTAL COMPONENTS DIFFER ACROSS COUNTRIES. 

 OUR STUDENTS WILL EVALUATE THE FOREIGN MARKET 
POTENTIAL FOR A PRODUCT AND DEVELOP AND ENTRY 
STRATEGY. 

 OUR STUDENTS WILL ADAPT A DOMESTIC MARKETING (OR HUMAN 
RESOURCE) STRATEGY FOR A FOREIGN OPERATIONAL SETTING. 

 OUR STUDENTS WILL DIAGNOSE CROSS-CULTURAL 
COMMUNICATION ISSUES IN A CASE SETTING AND PROPOSE 
APPROPRIATE SOLUTIONS. 

 
NOTE: MULTIPLE OBJECTIVES ARE NOT REQUIRED FOR EACH LEARNING GOAL, BUT 
MULTIPLE LEARNING OBJECTIVES COULD BE OBSERVED IN SUPPORT OF A 
PARTICULAR LEARNING GOAL. 
 
 
At the undergraduate level, additional learning goals for a major or concentration 
are not required by AACSB but are optional as noted earlier. If a business school 
or accounting program wants to assess learning goals related to a specific major, 
that is certainly within the spirit and intent of AACSB expectations and standards 
but does not eliminate the requirement to assess at the program level.  AACSB 
accredited accounting programs will need an assessment program that extends 
into the accounting components of the various degree programs offered. 
 
Learning goals, the operational learning objectives, and assessment processes 
should be subjected to period review and change as may be necessary, i.e., 
continuous improvement in assessment processes is expected.   
 
Step 2:  Alignment of curricula with adopted goals: 
 
Since the learning goals are established within an “across the curriculum” context, 
the next step is to ensure that the curriculum addresses the learning goals. 
Ideally this occurs in a number of courses. That is, there should be clear 



 

 

10 

evidence that the work students are doing in one or more classes directly 
supports student achievement of the learning goals.  The more places in a 
curriculum that support one or more learning goals, the greater the probability of 
student success.  For example, goals that address oral presentation skills, critical 
thinking skills, problem-solving skill, etc. can be addressed in a variety of courses 
regardless of the content area.  The alignment of learning goals and curricula is 
critical. If learning goals are adopted but are not addressed in the curricula, the 
outcomes assessment process will be worthless.  
 
Step 3:  Identification of assessment instruments and measures: 
 
Business schools and accounting programs have significant flexibility in the 
selection of student outcomes that are subjected to assessment instruments or 
tools.  Similarly, a variety of acceptable approaches are available for directly 
assessing student learning2: 
 
•   Selection 
•   Course-embedded measures 
•   Demonstration through stand-alone testing or performance 

 
“Selection” is an assessment tool whereby students are selected to participate in 
a program on the basis of their knowledge and skills developed from prior 
educational experiences.  The learning goal can be validated through an 
appropriate process that provides evidence the goal (or goals) is already met 
prior to entering the program.  Table 2 provides some examples of “selection” 
processes. 
 
 
 

Table 2: Examples of Assessment Measures-Selection 
Learning Objective:  Students will demonstrate competency in a second 
language to qualify for admission. 
 
 Assessment Measure:  Acceptable score on standardized examination of 

a second language is required for admission to a business program. 
 
Learning Objective:  Students will demonstrate an acceptable level of written 
communications skills. 
 
 Assessment Measure:  An essay is required for admission which is 

evaluated for writing competencies. 
 
Learning Objective:   Students will demonstrate competency is statistical 

                                            
2 In order of current popularity, course-embedded measures are used most often followed by 
demonstration through stand-along testing or performance. Selection methods are rarely used. 
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analysis and reasoning skills. 
 
 Assessment measure:  A placement exam is given to measure 

competency as part of the admissions process. 
 
Learning Objective:  Students will demonstrate competency in use of 
technology prior to entering the business school. 
 
 Assessment measure:  A standardized examination or users test is used 

and students must earn an acceptable score to be admitted to the 
business school or successfully complete remedial work. 

 
“Course-embedded” measures relate to specific course assignments in a class 
where the students’ work on that assignment may also be used for outcomes 
assessment purposes.  In the course embedded method, course assignments or 
other student demonstrations from a course are evaluated for the purposes of 
AoL through a separate, distinct process that is driven by criteria established by 
the faculty (plural).  For example, if a case from a marketing class is used to 
assess students’ writing skills for AoL purposes, it will be evaluated twice:  once 
according to the professor’s criteria for a case grade for the course, and a 
second time according to the faculty’s (plural) criteria for effective written 
communications. Table 3 provides some examples of “course-embedded” 
assessment processes. 
 
“Demonstration through stand-alone testing or performance” relates to 
assessment of student achievement on one or more learning goals evaluated 
through a standardized assessment developed either externally for the school or 
internally by the school.  These assessment activities take place outside of 
normal classroom activities.This form of assessment works well when students 
must demonstrate competencies in certain knowledge and/or skill areas as 
requirements for graduation or other required level of achievement as part of 
their academic program.  Examples of “demonstration” assessment processes 
are shown in Table 4. 
 

Table 3:  Examples of Assessment Measures-Course Embedded 
LEARNING OBJECTIVE:  OUR STUDENTS WILL PRODUCE PROFESSIONAL 
QUALITY BUSINESS DOCUMENTS. 
   
 ASSESSMENT MEASURE:  STUDENTS’ WORK FROM A CASE 

ANALYSIS ASSIGNED IN A SENIOR CAPSTONE COURSE IS 
ASSESSED FOR WRITING EFFECTIVENESS.  

 
LEARNING OBJECTIVE:  OUR STUDENTS WILL DEMONSTRATE 
APPROPRIATE ABILITIES TO INTEGRATE KNOWLEDGE ACROSS 
BUSINESS DISCIPLINES IN A CASE SOLUTION. 
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 ASSESSMENT MEASURE:  A CASE ANALYSIS PRESENTATION IN A 
BUSINESS STRATEGY CLASS IS ASSESSED FOR DEVELOPING A 
STRATEGIC RECOMMENDATION THAT SPANS FUNCTIONAL AREAS. 

 
LEARNING OBJECTIVE:  STUDENTS WILL RECOGNIZE AND ANALYZE 
ETHICAL PROBLEMS, CHOOSE, AND DEFEND A SOLUTION. 
 
 ASSESSMENT MEASURE: A CASE ANALYSIS FROM THE CAPSTONE 

MBA POLICY CLASS IS EVALUATED IN REGARDS TO STUDENTS’ 
RECOGNITION OF THE ETHICAL DILEMMA, GENERATION AND 
COMPARISON OF ALTERNATIVES, AND DEVELOPMENT OF A 
SOLUTION. 

 
Table 4:  Examples of Assessment Measures-Demonstration Through 

Stand-alone Testing or Performance 
Learning Objective:  Students will demonstrate competence and understanding 
of basic business disciplines and concepts 
 
 Assessment measure:  Students must successfully complete a stand-

alone, standardized examination at the end of their degree program. 
 
Learning Objective:  Students will demonstrate appropriate writing skills to 
produce quality business documents. 
 
 Assessment measure:  A written communications assignment at the end 

of the degree program is evaluated for writing competence. 
 
Learning Objective:  Students will demonstrate competence to integrate 
knowledge across business fields in solving a business problem. 
 
 Assessment measure:  A senior thesis or project is required and 

evaluated for integration of business knowledge across fields. 
 
Assessment measures should be selected after learning goals/objectives have 
been established.  If assessment measures or tests drive the selection of 
learning goals (i.e., due to ease of use), there is high risk that more critical 
learning goals may not be considered or evaluated.  This temptation to develop 
program goals and objectives around a particular assessment device should be 
avoided. 
 
Regardless of the assessment tool that is selected for each learning goal, an 
acceptable, internal performance benchmark should be established to determine 
if student performance is acceptable or not.  Such a benchmark could be based 
on the judgment of faculty or a pre-determined standard could be established, 
e.g., 85% of graduating students will be evaluated as “acceptable” on a course-
embedded exercise designed to evaluate effective writing skills or graduating 
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students will perform in excess of the national average on a standardized, norm-
referenced test designed to measure basic understanding across business 
disciplines.  Essentially, it is important to determine what level of student 
performance on a specific learning goal triggers curricula interventions to 
address deficiencies.  Internal benchmarks should provide challenging, but 
attainable goals. It is likely that schools may not achieve all goals but this is the 
process of continuous improvement as articulated in Steps 4 and 5.     
 
Step 4:  Collection, analyzing, and dissemination of assessment 
information: 
 
Once data are collected on student performance through the outcomes 
assessment process, it must be shared with and analyzed by the appropriate 
faculty committees and the leadership of the business school or accounting 
program.  A standing faculty committee is the preferred mechanism for 
evaluating assessment results.  If this part of the process fails, the entire 
assessment system fails.   
 
The collection process should be systematic across AACSB review cycles; 
however, a school may choose to not measure student performance annually on 
every learning goal. Normally, learning goals should be assessed at least twice 
within each review cycle. Of course, a multi-year assessment process should not 
extend this effort across so many years that the process fails to meet the spirit 
and intent of AACSB standards for continuous improvement.  
 
Step 5:  Using assessment information for continuous improvement 
including documentation that the process is being carried out on an 
ongoing, systematic basis: 
 
Regardless of the assessment processes that are deployed, the school and/or 
accounting program must demonstrate assessment data are being used to 
inform the leadership and faculty about the effectiveness of their educational 
programs. Furthermore, for AACSB accreditation reviews, schools should 
present examples of student performance on assessment measures and 
document how and where assessment outcomes have been used for continuous 
improvement of curricula.  
 
INDIRECT MEASURES 
 
Schools may wish to continue or initiate indirect assessment measures such as 
alumni surveys, graduating student surveys, and/or employer surveys. 
Information from these indirect measures can compliment the direct assessment 
processes, but they are not acceptable substitutes for direct assessment of 
learning. 
 
OUTCOMES ASSESSMENT, COURSE GRADES AND 
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FACULTY PERFORMANCE EVALUATIONS 
 
Implementing an assurance of learning program is a challenging task and 
requires a commitment of the business school administrators and faculty to be 
successful.  Some faculty members view outcomes assessment processes as 
intruding on their classes and potentially their academic freedom.  Others may 
argue that class grades should be sufficient measures of learning the content 
covered by a faculty member in a particular course. Course grades, by intentional 
design, measure student learning associated with content and activities specific 
to a course.  In most instances, this falls short of providing evidence of student 
learning designed around broad knowledge and skill areas.  Course grades fail to 
provide this evidence because: 
 
 Course grades are aggregate measures (mean or total points) on 

examinations, research papers, other projects, homework, presentations, 
class participation, etc. and, therefore, can not measure students’ 
performance or achievement of a specific skill or knowledge set. 

 Professors set the criteria and standards for their courses which may not 
be completely aligned with program-level learning goals because of the 
need to facilitate student learning relative to a specific business discipline 
for which the faculty member is responsible. 

 
Of course, as noted elsewhere, a course product (e.g., paper, presentation, 
report, etc.) may be an excellent assessment tool for evaluation against a 
program learning goal. Thus, course products may have dual purposes, but 
course grades, by themselves, will not provide the information needed. 
 
Another important concern is that outcomes assessment processes must be 
separated from the faculty performance evaluation system. Different processes 
should be in place to support the evaluation and development of faculty including 
assessment of teaching effectiveness along with individual faculty performance 
on other dimensions including research and service activities. The outcomes 
assessment process is focused on the collective success of the faculty as a 
whole on the specified, broad learning goals providing evidence of student 
learning for continuous improvement purposes relative to programs and not the 
individual performance of a faculty member.   
 
SUMMARY 
 
This paper provides a summary of AACSB’s assurance of learning standards and 
describes what an outcomes assessment program should include.  The appendix 
provides a series of questions and responses that address common issues 
regarding the AOL standards. 
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APPENDIX 
 

The following section provides responses to frequently asked questions 
regarding AACSB AOL standards and outcomes assessment processes. 
 
 
Must all students be assessed? 
 
Assessment data collected from valid statistical samples of student work is 
acceptable to support conclusions about learning outcomes and identification of 
areas for improvement. Sample characteristics should be established to provide 
a high degree of confidence that the data are representative, valid, and reliable. 
 
 
Can assessment take place outside of the business school? 
 
Yes, but the learning goals that are being assessed should be relevant for 
business and accounting students and established (agreed upon) by the faculty. 
 
What is the minimum performance standard? 
 
AACSB has no such absolute standard.  The goal or benchmark for overall 
student performance on any given learning goal should be determined by each 
school consistent with its mission, degree programs, and student profile. This 
performance level provides a basis to determine if the collective student 
performance on any given learning goal is acceptable or unacceptable.  If 
performance is unacceptable, curricula change should follow to address the 
problem. 
 
Must all graduates meet the expected standard on all learning goals? 
 
No, but the learning goals do represent the intentions of the faculty for every 
student.  If students are not achieving the learning goals at acceptable levels, 
action must be taken to strengthen the curriculum for future students. 
 

http://www.aacsb.edu/resource_centers/assessment/default.asp
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Can a faculty member be responsible for the assessment of a learning goal 
within his/her class? 
 
While in practice many schools choose to incorporate outside assessors in their 
course-embedded assessments, it is possible to have the class professor 
perform this function.  For this to occur, however, the learning goal, operational 
objective, and supporting rubrics for evaluating performance must be used 
consistently and follow the collective decisions of the faculty as a whole 
regarding what constitutes acceptable student performance.   
 
Must learning goals be measured separately? 
 
Each learning goal should have its own performance standard, but a common 
method or activity can be used to gather data on more than one learning goal. 
For example, a case analysis may be useful for assessing analytical thinking as 
well as writing skills or a presentation may be used for evaluating oral 
communication skills and business disciplinary competence. 
 
Is benchmarking against other institutions required? 
 
AACSB standards do not require inter-institutional benchmarking for student 
outcomes. Learning goals are unique to each institution though many institutions 
may have some common goals (e.g. communication skills).   
 
Should student learning be assessed at multiple points in the curriculum? 
 
The standards do not require multiple assessments at different points in a 
curriculum.  Pre-test and post-test observations may be valuable and can be 
used, but AACSB standards do not require this. 
 
If specific students do not perform well on assessments, is remediation 
required? 
 
Outcomes assessment processes are designed to identify areas for program 
improvement. Remediation is not required for individual students; however, if 
assessment data indicate a serious deficiency across a large number of students, 
an intervention may be desirable, but it is not required.  These results, however, 
should be factored into the assessment process, and action is expected for future 
students. 
 
Can the collective work of student teams be used for assessment? 
 
Collective work from a student team does not provide a basis to assess individual 
student performance and outcomes except where teamwork is a learning goal. In 
that case the collective work of the team may provide a basis for assessing 
performance as a team member. 
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How many learning goals are needed? 
 
AACSB expects schools to specify 4-10 learning goals for each degree program. 
There is no limit, but this is the guidance in order to keep the assessment 
program manageable. 
 
Must all learning goals be assessed each year? 
 
AACSB standards specify “a systematic process” only. Each goal does not have 
to be assessed every year, but a systematic process is needed to insure all goals 
are assessed to support meaningful curricula change and development.  
Normally, each goal should be evaluated at least twice over a five-year AACSB 
review cycle. 
 
What documentation must be maintained? 
 
Schools should maintain copies of instruments, course-embedded assignments, 
scoring grids or rubrics, summary of data and analyses, samples of student 
products used, documentation that the data was used, and documentation of the 
curricula actions that were taken based on assessment results. 
 
 
What other factors can affect curricula development/improvements? 
 
The implementation of an AOL process for evaluating student learning is a key 
component of the curricula development process in any business school or 
accounting program. At the same time, there are other factors that may also 
dictate curricula change including external, environmental factors that could 
affect major curricula change, the development of new programs, etc.  Such 
factors should not be ignored and when curricula change is affected by external 
factors, such events should be documented.  
 
What are the most popular learning goals adopted by AACSB accredited 
business schools? 
 
Based on surveys conducted by Dr. Kathryn Martell of Central Washington 
University, the most popular business-related learning goals are:  effective 
communication skills, ethics, knowledge of all business disciplines, critical 
thinking, effective decision making, problem solving ability, ability to integrate 
across business disciplines, global perspective, team skills, and competency in 
the major. 
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