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UW-Madison General Education Assessment Plan 
Plan approved by UGEC September 11, 2016 

Detailed Assessment Schedule approved by UGEC May 13, 2016 
Updates to align with The Guide publication approved April 14, 2017 

 

Mission and Purpose 

The General Education program at University of Wisconsin-Madison ensures that every 
graduate acquires the essential core of an undergraduate education. This core is intended 
to provide a foundation not only for further study, but also for living a productive life, 
being a citizen of the world, appreciating aesthetic values, and engaging in life-long 
learning in a continually changing world. For this reason, the program demands 
competence in communication, critical thinking and analytical skills appropriate for a 
university-educated person (communication, quantitative reasoning); investigation of the 
issues raised by living in a culturally diverse society (ethnic studies); and breadth of study 
across the humanities and arts, social studies, biological sciences and physical sciences 
(breadth). 1   
 

Learning Outcomes 

UW-Madison has adopted a communication framework developed by the Association of 
American Colleges and Universities that fosters better public understanding of the role and value 
of higher education.  The “Essential Learning Outcomes” described in AAC&U’s Liberal 
Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) provide a consistent framework for discussing student 
learning. At UW-Madison, General Education ensures that students obtain a broad foundation 
that is enhanced by more advanced studies in the major and through distinct degree programs 
offered by the various schools and colleges. General Education learning outcomes describe a set 
of broad knowledge and skills intended to help students recognize, understand, evaluate, and 
respond to the challenges of the twenty-first century.   
 
The general education program consists of four broad domains of learning: Breadth, 
Communication, Ethnic Studies, and Quantitative Reasoning.  
 

 Students acquire critical and creative thinking skills as well as enhance their problem-
solving skills through a breadth of study across the humanities and arts, social studies, 
biological sciences and physical sciences (Breadth). 

 Students apply skills for effective communication (planning, information seeking, 
drafting, and revising) to communication tasks, both in and out of the classroom 
(Communication). 

 Students draw connections between historical and present day circumstances, and 
consider the perceptions of majority and non-majority group members along with cultural 
assumptions when they examine questions and make decisions (Ethnic Studies). 

                                                           
1 Based on the “Mission and Purpose of General Education”; see http://www.ls.wisc.edu/gened/  
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 Students utilize mathematical models for scientific or real life problems to set up, 
analyze, interpret, make judgments and draw appropriate conclusions based on 
quantitative analysis of data (Quantitative Reasoning). 

 
 
Breadth   
Students acquire critical and creative thinking skills as well as enhance their problem-solving 
skills through a breadth of study across the humanities and arts, social studies, computational, 
biological sciences and physical sciences. 
 
In courses satisfying the breadth requirement, students:  
 
 articulate examples of significant contributions to human understanding achieved through 

various “ways of knowing” found in the arts and humanities, social and behavioral sciences, 
and computational, biological, and physical sciences. 

 recognize and articulate the ways in which different disciplines approach questions that call 
upon different tools of inquiry, understanding, and creative enterprise.  

 identify ways in which multiple tools of inquiry and understanding can be used to achieve 
greater insight into resolving important problems (e.g., climate change, poverty, global health 
etc.), evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of those approaches, and understanding which 
complementary approaches will help achieve meaningful change. 

 evaluate different modes of inquiry across the humanities and arts; social studies; 
computational, biological, and physical sciences, and identify strengths and weaknesses of 
those approaches across disciplines when approaching a question.  

 
 
Communication   
Students develop skills that enable them to be effective speakers and writers in and out of the 
classroom. 
 
 In courses satisfying the Communication requirement, students:make effective use of 

information retrieved, organized, and synthesized from appropriate sources. 
 present ideas and information clearly and logically to achieve a specific purpose. 
 make effective use of communicative forms appropriate to a specific discipline, and adapted 

to the intended audience. 
 use appropriate style and conventions associated with particular communicative forms, 

genres, or disciplines. 
 
 
Ethnic Studies  
Students draw connections between historical and present day circumstances, and consider 
perceptions and cultural assumptions when examining questions and making decisions. 
 
In courses satisfying the Ethnic Studies Requirement, students will: 
 articulate some of the effects the past has had on present day circumstances, perceptions of, 

and disparities in, race in the U.S. 
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 recognize and question cultural assumptions, rules, biases, and knowledge claims as they 
relate to race and ethnicity. 

 examine questions and make decisions with consideration for the cultural perspectives and 
worldviews of others. 

 
Quantitative Reasoning   
Students utilize mathematical models for scientific or real life problems to set up, analyze, 
interpret, make judgments and draw appropriate conclusions based on quantitative analysis of 
data.  
 
In courses satisfying the Quantitative Reasoning Requirement, students will: 
 set up an abstract mathematical model or hypothesis for a given scientific or real life 

problem. 
 interpret, handle and manipulate quantitative data sets for scientific or real life problems. 
 quantitatively analyze data to obtain relevant insight about a given problem. 
 make judgments and draw appropriate conclusions based on the quantitative analysis of data. 
 
 
General Education Courses 
 
Students are able to earn credits in a wide array of courses that meet General Education 
requirements. All General Education courses are developed, reviewed, approved, and evaluated 
by UW-Madison faculty who have expertise in the academic disciplines, areas of study, and 
pedagogies covered by the requirements. All courses that meet General Education requirements 
are proposed and approved through the governance, via the university course proposal process, 
with requests originating from faculty in departments/programs, moving to school/college 
Curriculum Committees, before final approval by the University Curriculum Committee. Review 
and approval of General Education designations is integrated into this process. 
 
The criteria for General Education courses are made available online, at gened.wisc.edu. Faculty 
liaisons and/or subcommittees review courses to determine whether they meet formal 
requirements and that syllabi reflect the capacity to promote student learning with respect to 
General Education learning outcomes. Review of particular requirements is conducted by 
individuals or committees, as indicated below: 
 

 Breadth 
o Courses intended to carry L&S breadth designations are reviewed and approved 

by the L&S Curriculum Committee 
o Other schools/colleges may designate additional courses that meet breadth 

requirements, usually in consultation with the L&S CC 
 Communication 

o Comm A: specially convened committee, chaired by the General Education 
Communication liaison 

o Comm B: General Education Communication liaison 
 Ethnic Studies: Ethnic Studies Subcommittee 
 Quantitative Reasoning 
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o QR-A: specially convened committee, chaired by the General Education QR 
liaison 

o QR-B: General Education QR liaison 
 
 
Assessment of Student Learning 
 
Assessment of General Education is directed by the Faculty Research Director, in consultation 
with the UGEC and the GER liaisons and subcommittees. Each of the four domains of General 
Education is evaluated using strategies appropriate to the domain.  Wherever possible, GER 
assessment should take advantage of “enterprise-wide” assessment opportunities (e.g., evaluating 
responses to the National Survey for Student Engagement, to the Post-Graduation Plans survey, 
and to the Campus Climate Survey).  Departments and programs undertaking academic program 
review should be asked also to consider GER, both to reflect on courses offered in service to the 
program, and on how their majors and certificates build on what students learn in foundational 
courses. The potential to enhance our understanding of GER learning outcomes should also be 
considered as campus explores new enterprise-wide systems (e.g., a campus-level course 
evaluation system, course proposal and catalog systems, curriculum mapping initiatives).  
 
 
 Direct Indirect Actions 

Taken/Planned 

Breadth   Analysis of NSSE, PGP 
questions related to 
integrated learning, 
breadth of study, liberal 
education 

 Analysis of courses/test 
credits commonly used to 
satisfy Breadth; curriculum 
mapping and calibration 

New course proposal 
system should include 
questions about 
learning outcomes, 
allowing analysis of 
student perception of 
“breadth” (and other 
GER) courses 
2015-16 
 Analysis of NSSE, 

PGP Summer ’16, 
report to UGEC 
Fall ‘16 

Communication  Sift & Winnow tutorial:  
Direct testing and in-class 
worksheet response  

 Sample and review 
communication artifacts 
from large enrollment 
courses with writing 
exercises, to compare 
performance of students 
who have and have not 
taken Comm B 

 Focus groups with students 
to evaluate learning and 
reflection on communication 
tasks and processes 

 Analysis of NSSE, PGP 
writing, communication, & 
information literacy  
questions 

 Sifting & Winnowing 
Information Literacy 
module: Instructor Surveys, 
Student Focus Groups 

 Curriculum Mapping: 
Review Comm B syllabi  

 Analysis of Comm A to 
Comm B “flow” to identify 
key courses/opportunities 
to articulate learning from 
A to B. 

2015-16 
 Sift & Winnow 

data collected, 
analysis under 
way Spring ’16; 
report to UGEC 
Fall’16 

 Comm B 
curriculum 
mapping survey 
complete Spring 
’16; analysis 
under way 
Summer ’16; 
report to UGEC 
Fall ‘16 



UW-Madison General Education Assessment Updated April 14, 2017 
5 

 Analysis of NSSE, 
PGP Summer ’16, 
report to UGEC 
Fall ‘16 

2016-2017 
 Policy 

recommendations 
and discussion 

Ethnic Studies  In partnership with CDO: 
 “Rising junior” survey of 

student perceptions and 
attitudes about 
intercultural 
communication 

 Campus climate survey 
 Analysis of NSSE 

intercultural 
communication skills 
questions, and 
“Experiences with Diverse 
Perspectives” module 
(administered 2015) 

 Curriculum Mapping: 10-
year Review of ESR syllabi  

2015-16 and forward: 
 Support early 

completion 
expectation  

 Develop Intro 
Level ESR 
courses 

 Increase number 
of FIGs with ESR 
courses 

 Communication 
and outreach to 
advisors, SOAR, 
faculty, staff 

 Analysis of NSSE, 
PGP Summer ’16, 
report to UGEC 
and ESS Fall ‘16 

2016-17 
 ESS review ESR 

syllabi Fall ‘16; 
report/policy 
recommendations 
to UGEC Spring 
‘17 

Quantitative 
Reasoning 

 Statistical analysis of 
student performance in key 
QRB courses (e.g., most 
frequently taken QRB, non-
computational QRB) 

 Analysis of NSSE, PGP and 
broad QR questions 

 Focus groups with 
graduating seniors from 
various QRA conditions, 
post QRB 

2015-16 
 Implemented 

policy changes 
derived from 
review of QRA 
syllabi; update 
requisites on QRA 
courses to address 
deficiencies gap 

 Analysis of NSSE, 
PGP Summer ’16, 
report to UGEC 
Fall ‘16 

2016-2017 
Off year 

  
  



UW-Madison General Education Assessment Updated April 14, 2017 
6 

Assessment Results 
 
Results of GE assessment are considered by the faculty responsible for the domain assessed, and 
recommendations for changes in policy or practice are made to the University General Education 
Committee. When those recommendations call for a formal change in policy, the UGEC seeks 
approval and a recommendation for implementation from the University Academic Planning 
Council, which serves as the academic executive committee of the Faculty Senate. Reports on 
assessment activities are provided on the General Education website, at www.ls.wisc.edu/gened.  


