
Student Learning Outcomes at Cabrillo 		
College: Where We Are and Where We’ve Been

During the last six years, Cabrillo College has gone through a period 
of unprecedented change and transition. Cabrillo in fall 2007 is a very 
different place in its physical appearance, organization and person-
nel than it was in 2001. Although the commitment to student learn-
ing remains rooted in the best tradition of the college, the methods 
for evaluating student learning, as well as its comprehensive scope 
across all of the college, have created a radically altered terrain.

Since 2001 the college has:
•	 Hired a new president, three new vice-presidents, 13 new man-

agers (out of 36), and 45 new contract faculty (out of 230);
• 	 Completed or begun five major building projects;
• 	 Passed and begun to implement a $118 million bond proposition;
• 	 Created a new pilot one-stop Enrollment Services Center;
• 	 Reorganized the Instruction component from nine divisions to 

five;
• 	 Doubled the size of the Watsonville Center and opened a Scotts 

Valley Center;
• 	 Increased the size of Distance Education from 715 (fall 2001) to 

2588 students in fall 2006; 
• 	 Increased the reliance on e-mail and the Internet for necessary 

communication among faculty, staff, and managers.
All of these changes occurred as the college made the paradigmatic 
shift to a central focus on student learning outcomes (SLOs), a process 
that transfers the institutional emphasis from teaching to learning. 
The SLO system of evaluation and assessment, as adopted at Cabrillo, 
requires an unprecedented amount of ongoing dialog within and 
among all of the constituent groups of the college.

Considering this context, this opening chapter will offer a brief 
narrative of the history of SLOs at Cabrillo College. The intention is 
to provide a better understanding of Cabrillo’s SLO process – how 
we have arrived at our present condition – and a better sense of the 
implementation of the SLO process as a work in progress. Supporting 
documentation will appear as these events are referenced in the main 
body of the Self-Study, but most of the following is based on infor-

“SLOs are embedded 		
into each of the college’s 
courses and programs, 	
their pedagogical ap-
proach, and the ongoing 
effort to evaluate and 		
assess the effectiveness of 
all learning activities.”
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mation gathered from Cabrillo’s SLO web page: (http://www.cabrillo.
edu/services/pro/assess/assessweb/index.html). 

Origins

As the emphasis on student learning outcomes gained national atten-
tion during the 1990s, a number of Cabrillo College faculty, staff, and 
administrators began to engage in conversations about the applica-
tions of this learner-based approach to education. Interest in student 
learner outcomes among the broader college community was sparked 
by conversations that came out of the Instruction Council, which en-
gaged in a year-long study about outcomes-based education and 
student-centered teaching in 1998. These conversations continued at 
Faculty Senate meetings, among academic administrators, and infor-
mally among interested members of the Cabrillo community. Among 
the individuals at the forefront of the attempts to raise awareness of 
the SLO movement were English Instructor Marcy Alancraig, Librar-
ian Topsy Smalley, Vice President of Instruction Claire Biancalana, and 
Faculty Senate President Rory O’Brien. 

The early attention to the implications of the SLO movement was 
integrally related to concerns about accreditation. Basically, Cabrillo 
has been laying the groundwork for the 2007 SLO-centered accredita-
tion process since 1999. Although the accreditation standards used 
for the 2001 Self-Study were not centered on SLOs, the Cabrillo lead-
ership was already moving ahead on the assumption that the SLO 
process would become a primary organizing principle in the ACCJC 
accreditation standards of the new millennium. To this end, many 
members of the college community, but especially faculty and aca-
demic administrators, began to ask themselves: “How can we make 
the new SLO accreditation process work best for our students here at 
Cabrillo College? How can we integrate SLOs more effectively into our 
planning?”

Starting in the summer of 1999, Cabrillo began holding a two-
week Summer Learner Outcomes Institute, giving faculty members 
a chance to learn about the SLO model and discuss how it might 
be applied at the college and in our classes. Funded originally by a 
grant from the Lucille and David Packard Foundation, these institutes 
continued for the next three years and trained a cadre of sixty full-
time and adjunct faculty, in both transfer and occupational areas, in 
using SLO methodologies in their courses. The first year’s group also 
researched the effectiveness of the methodologies they used, pre-
senting the results to the college in a Learner Outcomes Handbook. 
The second year produced a Learner Outcomes Toolkit which provided 
practical advice to colleagues about working with SLOs. The ripple ef-
fect among the rest of the faculty was apparent in department, cur-
riculum planning, and shared governance meetings throughout the 

college. For instance, some course descriptions and syllabi began to 
be built around SLOs. The institutes were also helpful in improving 
communication among faculty members from different disciplines 
and departments.

In 2000-2001 the college considered how to best apply the SLO 
model at Cabrillo. A subcommittee of the Faculty Senate, Learner 
Outcomes and Accreditation, studied programs at other colleges. Flex 
Week workshops raised awareness among the faculty and gave op-
portunities for wide-ranging dialog. Marcy Alancraig was appointed 
SLO assessment coordinator in 2001 and part of her job included shar-
ing and gathering information on SLO assessment at national and 
statewide conferences. Cabrillo’s Summer Institutes were featured in 
workshops at the 2000 and 2002 California Assessment Institutes and 
Cabrillo’s developing approach to SLOs was presented in a series of 
day-long workshops sponsored by the RP group at Santa Rosa Junior 
College, San Francisco City College and West Valley College during the 
2002-2003 academic year. In 2004, the vice president of instruction 
(VPI) and the SLO coordinator presented Cabrillo’s assessment experi-
ences as the keynote speakers of the statewide academic senate cur-
riculum conference.

While Cabrillo was sharing its assessment experiences and learn-
ing from others statewide, it was also reflecting about assessment in-
ternally. During these years some faculty resistance to the SLO process 
was articulated, much of it generated within the Summer Institutes 
and also during Flex and division meetings on campus. Areas of con-
cern included preserving academic freedom and the apprehension 
that some essential aspects of the learning process might be difficult 
to assess through an SLO. Faculty asked: “How can we measure the 
level of student interest in finding out more about a subject, or the 
level of inspiration a student has developed as a result of taking one 
of our courses? How can we measure if a nursing student truly cares 
about patients?” Faculty often debated whether or not these impor-
tant results of a class or program were measurable outcomes or if they 
should be considered simply a crucial part of the learning process. 

Still, the sound pedagogical practice of emphasizing student 
learning — along with the conceptual shift of refocusing all of the 
services of the college around the central goal of student learning 
— has led to incremental but consistent changes in the focus of 
Cabrillo’s educational structure during the past eight years. As a result 
of the institutes, instructors in transfer and basic skills courses began 
to discover what instructors in many occupational programs already 
understood: that having a published learning outcome (similar to the 
specific competencies required by the state professional boards) clari-
fied the accountability of the students and the teacher. Instructors 
who became familiar with the SLO model recognized that student 
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learning was often improved by greater clarity in articulating what 
was expected of students in a course; teachers began to adapt their 
methodologies to the need for greater clarity in communicating those 
expectations to students. 

Building a Framework

Finally, a consensus began to build towards creating a college-wide 
commitment to assessing SLOs in all Cabrillo College transfer, basic 
skills and occupational courses. When the new accreditation stan-
dards were approved, the Cabrillo Faculty Senate (composed of many 
Summer Institute alumni) took the lead in creating a process to assess 
student learning in all courses at Cabrillo. First of all, the Faculty Sen-
ate defined Cabrillo’s four college competencies during the academic 
year of 2002-2003. The Core Four are the SLOs for our AA and AS de-
grees and represent the skills that students have achieved by the time 
they transfer. [2.31] The Core Four competencies are:
•	 Communication.
•	 Critical Thinking and Information Competency.
•	 Global Awareness.
•	 Personal Responsibility and Professional Development.
	 (For a more detailed description of each of these four competen-	

cies, see the Appendix at the end of this section.)

Building SLOs into Courses and Assessing 
Their Effectiveness

In 2003-2004 the Cabrillo Faculty Senate created a process for assess-
ing those core competencies. It divided all courses at Cabrillo into two 
groups: 1) transfer and basic skills or 2) occupational. The senate cre-
ated an assessment process for both that:
•	 Built on both the informal assessment that most Cabrillo faculty 

undertook of their own courses and the research and practical ex-
periences of the Summer Institute.

•	 Provided opportunities for faculty to dialog about the results.

The Faculty Senate and the Committee for Instructional Planning 
decided that this new assessment process would be phased in gradu-
ally and tied it to the instructional planning schedule, with one-sixth 
of the instructional programs commencing implementation of SLOs 
and their assessment over the next six years.

Transfer and Basic Skills Assessment

After much research and debate, the Faculty Senate, in conjunction 
with the vice president of instruction, the Council on Instructional 
Planning and the college Curriculum Committee, made several other 

key decisions that have shaped the assessment of general education 
(GE) and basic skills courses at Cabrillo:
•	 The GE program is considered as one complete program. All trans-

fer courses, and the basic skills classes that build the skills that 
lead to transfer, are part of that program. Unlike some other com-
munity colleges, individual transfer or basic skills departments 
are not considered separate programs with their own student 
learning outcomes. 

•	 The student learning outcomes for the GE program are the four 
college core competencies.

•	 The on-going instructional planning process is used as the vehicle 
for the SLO assessment process. Departments base their plans for 
improvement and budgetary requests on their assessment re-
sults. 

•	 Along with a focus on the Core Four, each individual course at 
Cabrillo has student learning outcomes. When departments un-
dergo instructional planning, they must write SLOs for all of their 
courses. Course outline forms were revised to include a section on 
the core competencies and student learning outcomes. All course 
outlines are approved by the Curriculum Committee and reviewed 
by a special SLO task force of that committee. SLOs have been 
written for 916 courses, which represent 55% of the total number 
of course offered at Cabrillo. (See Standard 2A, Reference 46.)

•	 This process has been implemented incrementally. The depart-
ments scheduled for instructional planning in 2004 piloted the 
process by assessing one of the core competencies. 

	 The 2005 group assessed two core competencies and revised all 
departmental course outlines to include SLOs. 

•	 The 2006 group assessed three core competencies and rewrote all 
departmental curriculum to include SLOs.

•	 The 2007 group will also assess three core competencies and will 
add SLOs to all departmental courses.

•	 The 2008 group and all groups thereafter will assess the entire 
Core Four and will add SLOs to all curriculum.

Once a department completes this first phase of instructional 
planning, it embarks on a five-year assessment process titled the 
“Revolving Wheel of Assessment.” During the first two years, course 
SLOs are assessed. During the next two years, each of the core compe-
tencies is assessed. The final year is spent writing a new instructional 
plan, using assessment results to justify budget requests and any 
changes to improve student learning. 

As of this writing, 100% of Cabrillo’s transfer and basic skills de-
partments have engaged in assessing at least one of the core com-
petencies. The following departments, having written course SLOs 
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•	 Differentiating between facts, inferences, assumptions and 
conclusions.

B. Compute – demonstrated by an ability to: 
•	 Use basic numerical concepts such as: whole numbers, per-

centages, estimates of math without a calculator.
•	 Use tables, graphs, charts and diagrams to explain concepts 

or ideas.
•	 Use basic geometrical shapes such as: lines, angles, shapes, 

and space.
C. Research – demonstrate abilities to:

•	 Collect information.
•	 Identify the need for data.
•	 Obtain data from various sources.
•	 Organize, process and maintain records of the information 

collected.
•	 Analyze the information for relevance and accuracy.
•	 Synthesize, evaluate and communicate the results.
•	 Determine which technology resources will produce the de-

sired results.
•	 Use current technology to acquire, organize, analyze and 

communicate information.
D. Solve problems – Students demonstrate the ability to:

•	 Recognize whether a problem exists.
•	 Identify components of the problem or issue.
•	 Create a plan of action to resolve the issue.
•	 Monitor, evaluate and revise when necessary.

III. Global Awareness
Students will demonstrate a measurable understanding and appre-
ciation of the world including its:
A. Scientific Processes

•	 The scientific method: apply scientific processes to solve 	
problems.

•	 Scientific observation: design, perform and analyze experi-
ments and observations.

•	 Interconnectivity: analyze the major differences and connec-
tions between social, natural and physical sciences.

B. Global Systems and Civics
•	 Cultural: interface with people from a variety of backgrounds 

and analyze different cultural beliefs and behaviors.
•	 Political, social and economic: recognize important political, 	

social and economic issues in one’s own community, state, 
country and the world.

•	 Ecological: analyze the importance of the natural environ-
ment to human well-being and the impact of human activity 
on the well-being of global environmental systems.

•	 Integrated systems: assess and analyze the interconnectivity 
between social, political, economic and ecological systems 
and activities.

•	 Action: develop and evaluate strategic plans for addressing 
global systems and civics issues.

C. Artistic Variety
•	 Arts awareness: assess the visual arts, dance, music and lit-

erature of one or many cultures.
•	 Critical Analysis: analyze the methods used to create art and 	

interpret its literal or symbolic meaning.
•	 Creativity: engage in artistic creative endeavors.

IV. Personal Responsibility and Professional Development
A. Understands and Manages Self — the student is able to:

•	 Accurately assess his/her own knowledge, skills, and abilities.
•	 Motivate self and sets realistic goals.
•	 Accept that receiving feedback well is important to success.
•	 Respond appropriately to challenging situations.

B. Social and Physical Wellness — students make an appropriate effort to: 
•	 Manage personal health and well-being.
•	 Demonstrate appropriate social skills in group settings.

C. Workplace Skills - students understand the importance of:
•	 Being dependable, reliable and accountable.
•	 Meeting deadlines and completing tasks.
•	 Maintaining a professional attitude.




