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This paper describes a project to assess the skills, behaviors, perspectives, and career-relevant 
knowledge of students in an office and business information systems program.  Steps employed 
in planning the assessment project included using a content validation approach to define the 
knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics and behavioral outcomes for students.  
Business leaders, program graduates, administrators, and faculty were involved in the 
assessment planning process.  Ultimately, the goal of the assessment project was continued 
program improvement.  A surprising result of the project was student retention and motivation. 

 
I n troduct ionIntroduct ion   
 
Employees in the 21st century must be equipped 
with the ability to perform effectively in the 
workplace—willing to be lifelong learners, creating 
ways to improve the methods they use, and 
incorporating diversity and the need for 
collaboration with others (Bailey, 1997; Broadfoot, 
2002; Packer, 1998). Two national studies, one by 
ASTD, the American Society for Training and 
Development (Carnevale, Gainer, & Meltzer, 1990), 
and one by the Secretary’s Commission on 
Achieving Necessary Skills [SCANS] (1991), are 
foundational works in identifying employability skills 
often used as benchmarks for international, 
national, state, regional, and local studies. 

Assessment and accountability have played 
major roles in many of the education reform efforts 
during the past 50 years. The use of assessments 
has led the pursuit for more meaningful methods to 
better capture the significant outcomes students 
must achieve and better match the kinds of tasks 
that they will need to accomplish in order to ensure 
their future success.  

Currently, the Johns Hopkins University 
SCANS/2000 Center is implementing a career 
transcript system that uses SCANS research as its 
foundation in four areas:  high school students, 
community college learners (associate 
degree/technical institution), entry-level workers, 

and current workers in union training programs. 
This research, which includes a diagnostic 
assessment of individuals’ employability skills, 
establishes a baseline at entry; a second assessment 
is task-based, using observed behavior in the 
workplace or in the classroom. These results are 
entered into an online career transcript, and an 
individual development plan for each student is 
created to close gaps between current and desired 
skills levels (Siberts, 2000). Also, Alverno College 
in Wisconsin and nine universities in the United 
Kingdom have created the Ability Based Curriculum 
Network where essential abilities for learning are 
integrated, developmental, and transferable (Brown, 
1999). Although learning takes place within a 
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context, what is learned about the underlying ability 
is transferable to other situations or roles the 
student encounters.  

Office and business information systems 
educators need to create and assess curricula that 
integrate the learning of employability skills 
contextually. This integration is important for 
several reasons:  to identify program strengths and 
weaknesses, plan and improve programs, designate 
program priorities, perform individual diagnosis, 
monitor student progress, carry out curriculum 
evaluation, and motivate students (Dietel, Herman, 
& Knuth, 1991). So, how do office and business 
information systems educators measure student 
capacities and qualities?  

At the program level, the concern is the 
evaluation of an overall academic program (Evans, 
2002). When substantive assessment of learning 
outcomes is desired, Roberson, Carnes, and Vice 
(2002) recommend the use of a content validation 
approach framework.  An extensive review of the 
literature on content validation approaches for 
assessing office and business information systems 
programs revealed that little research has been 
done on content validation assessment (Roberson, 
Carnes, & Vice, 2002), although the need for such 
assessment exists (Handler, 2003).  A study 
conducted at one Kentucky university to assess an 
office and business information systems (OBIS) 
program applied the content validation assessment 
framework. The assessment process used by the 
university is the focus of this article. 
 
Purpose of  the StudyPurpose of  the Study   
 
The primary purpose of this case study is to 
describe the development of an assessment tool for 
assessing content validation and learning outcomes 
of students in an office and business information 
systems program.  The process included defining 
knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics 
(KSAOs) and developing data collection and rating 
procedures for writing samples. 
 
Plann ing the Assessment ProcessPlann ing the Assessment Process  
  
The associate’s degree in the Office and Business 
Information Systems Program at Eastern Kentucky 

University prepares students for positions in office 
management, computer applications, desktop 
publishing, technical writing, communication, and 
training.  Required courses for the major include 
business communication, office procedures and 
administration, office computer applications, 
keyboarding, desktop publishing, word processing, 
and project management.  These courses allow 
students to enhance their skills in writing and oral 
communication, following directions, preparing 
business documents, using office technology and 
software applications, and developing management 
and leadership qualities. 

Using the process developed by Roberson, 
Carnes, and Vice (2002), the planning for assessing 
the office and business information systems 
program involved five steps: 

 
1. Establishing the purpose and scope of the 

assessment. 
2. Forming an expert panel to help identify typical 

job positions held by graduates, describe the 
typical job tasks and business context for these 
positions, and generate a preliminary list of 
competencies. 

3. Reviewing and defining the content domain in 
behavioral outcomes. 

4. Evaluating the trainability and importance of 
each competency. 

5. Developing assessment measures. 
 
Establishing the Purpose and Scope of 
the Assessment 
  
The purpose of this project was to assess the skills, 
behaviors, perspectives, and career-relevant 
knowledge that graduates from a two-year office and 
business information systems (OBIS) program need 
for career success through partnering faculty and 
business leaders’ expertise.  Are OBIS students 
acquiring the knowledge, professional skills, and 
business perspectives, defined by Roberson, 
Carnes, and Vice (2002) as professional 
competencies, they will need for career success in 
the business world?  The overall objective of the 
project was to guide continuous improvement of the 
program to help ensure students’ employability and 
success. 
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Forming and Involving the Expert Panel 
  
As suggested by Cooper and Cliatt (2000), 
Lummus, Neal, and Edwards (2000), and 
SCANS/2000, an expert panel of 14 business 
leaders was formed to give subjectivity, real-world 
validity, and a multidimensional view of the content 
domain.  The expert panel comprised two banking 
officers, three human resources managers, two 
administrative assistants, two program managers, 
two office managers, three small business owners, 
and one non-profit director.  Job responsibilities of 
the expert panel members included hiring personnel 
for office positions, forming project teams,  
supervising employees, coordinating projects, 
applying technology skills, running businesses and 
organizations, and completing administrative 
assignments.  Four faculty members in the office 
systems area also worked with the expert panel.  
The business leaders on the expert panel were 
familiar with the OBIS program as many were 
employers of OBIS graduates and two were 
graduates of the OBIS program.  Graduates of the 
OBIS program were in the positions of human 
resource manager and program manager. 

The first task of the panel was to identify jobs 
that were good matches for OBIS graduates. The 
panel then brainstormed typical job tasks performed 
by employees in these positions, including the 

professional competencies defined above.  After 
defining the job tasks, the panel analyzed these 
positions and defined the knowledge, skills, 
abilities, and other (KSAO) characteristics needed 
by graduates for career success and advancement, 
as shown in Figure 1.  The OBIS faculty edited, 
refined, and prioritized each competency in terms 
of importance.  A matrix was created outlining the 
KSAOs identified and the specific OBIS classes 
accountable for covering each KSAO. 

 
Defining and Prioritizing Behavioral 
Outcomes 
  
The OBIS faculty further defined the KSAOs 
developed by the expert panel, writing specific, 
measurable behavioral outcomes.  Examples of 
behavioral outcomes are listed for communication 
skills: 
 
Written 
1.1 Demonstrate the ability to write various kinds of 

text (e.g., letters, abstracts, proposals, memos, 
business reports, e-mails). 

1.2 Be familiar with the steps necessary to complete 
a writing assignment or task, including 
investigating, locating, evaluating, analyzing, 
and synthesizing appropriate primary and 
secondary sources when writing researched 
documents. 

Figure 1: Office and Business Information Systems (Associate of Arts) Knowledge, Skills, Abilities, and Other 
Characteristics (KSAOs) 
 
Communication Skills Technology Skills Problem Solving Organizational 

Skills 
Interpersonal 

Skills 
Written 
Oral 
Listening 
Effective Questioning 
Presentations 
Informing 
Grammar 
Proofreading 

Computer Applications 
Web Design 
Internet 
Telecommunications 
Multimedia 
Technical Support 

Critical Thinking 
Decision Making 
Situational Analysis 
Synthesis of Data 

Prioritize 
Delegate 
Time Management 
 

Negotiation 
Diplomacy 
Team Building 
Networking 
Resolving Conflict  
Collegiality 
Customer Service 

Professionalism Quantitative Ability Management 
Skills 

Global Awareness 

Confidentiality 
Punctuality 
Business Appearance 
Business Etiquette 
Ethics 

Accounting 
Math 
Budgets 
Spreadsheets 

Planning 
Leading 
Projects 
Staffing 
Conducting Meetings 

International Communication 
Diversity Understanding 
Cultural Appreciation 
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Oral 
1.3 Participate actively in a community of learners 

by expressing ideas, thoughts, and concerns 
effectively in both formal and informal speaking 
situations (e.g., teacher/student interactions, 
teamwork, debates, negotiations). 

1.4 Communicate orally to entertain, to persuade, 
and to inform. 

1.5 Organize notes and ideas for speaking. 
Listening 
1.6 Gather information from listening and observing 

experiences to enhance understanding. 
1.7 Attend to and respectfully respond to listener 

feedback, asking appropriate questions when 
necessary. 

1.8 Use active listening techniques. 
 
Developing Assessment Measures 

 
The OBIS faculty members wanted to measure 
elements of the content domains that were not 
measured through routine classroom evaluation 
methods. The primary focus for the assessment was 
professional competencies evaluated in a business-
success context rather than traditional “textbook” 
knowledge. To be successful, students would need 
to integrate skills taught in numerous OBIS courses, 
thus demonstrating transferability of knowledge and 
skills from individual courses to an overall program 
approach.  A survey of graduates of the OBIS 
program was completed in 2002.  The respondents 
indicated that they have positions such as office 
managers, administrative assistants, and technology 
specialists. The graduates stressed that 
communication skills, computer applications, 
interpersonal skills, and critical thinking skills were 
important for their jobs.    

A case study was created with three daily 
situations students might be confronted with during 
their first week as office managers.  The students 
responded to the situations by describing what 
specific actions they would take and why those 
actions would be taken. Students were instructed to 
write any necessary correspondence, memos, 
messages, notes, etc., needed to address the 
situation.  Although three exercises were included, 
students were instructed to handle each situation in 
the order given. The case study was developed to 

include issues concerning the soft skills 
professionals must demonstrate in addition to the 
traditional office skills needed to perform the tasks.  
Issues related to interpersonal communication, 
decision making, work ethics, diversity, and time 
management were included in the case study.  
Because there was not an assessment that could 
measure all of the KSAOs, a rubric was developed 
to evaluate the specific learning outcomes of this 
exercise based upon the KSAOs of the OBIS 
program. 
 
Implementing the Assessment ProjectImplementing the Assessment Project 

 
As recommended by Roberson, Carnes, and Vice 
(2002), a pilot study was used to implement the 
assessment project.  Of the 51 majors in the OBIS 
program, students in the office procedures and 
administration class (n=11) participated in the pilot 
study.  Most students (73%) were in the second 
year of their program.  Students were given 
background information concerning the project to 
read prior to reporting to the computer lab for the 
case study assignment.  The background 
information consisted of information about the 
company they “worked” for, a list of all employees 
and job summaries for each position, and the 
unexpected management situation that formed the 
context for the hiring.  As students reflected on this 
background information, they developed the 
organizational and conceptual relationships of the 
application before they actually received the 
assignment, thereby promoting their use of higher-
order thinking skills.  When students arrived in the 
computer lab, they were given 50 minutes to 
respond to the three situations. 

Participant demographic data were also 
collected to determine the English writing classes 
each participant had completed, academic class 
(based on total number of hours earned), gender, 
age, and previous work experience. 
 
Evaluat ing the Project’s  ResultsEvaluat ing the Project’s  Results  
 
A rating form was designed to assist in evaluating 
the participants’ responses. The rating form 
included seven KSAOs with varying levels of 
behavioral outcomes specified for each competency 
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(see Appendix). A five-point rating scale was used to 
determine if the performance was 1=very weak, 
2=weak, 3=adequate, 4=strong, 5=very strong.   

Figure 2 displays the demographic data with 
the participants’ scores for each competency.  All 
students had completed the first English 
composition class, and all but one student had 
completed the second English composition class.  
The majority of the students (72.7%) were OBIS 
majors, one was a human resource management 
major, one a psychology major, one an OBIS minor, 
and one undecided.  Nine (81.8%) participants 
were female, and two (18.2%) were male.  Eight 
participants (72.7%) were classified as traditional 
students between the ages of 18 and 24; three 
participants (27.3%) were nontraditional, 
specifically between the ages of 38 and 46 and 
female.  Eight (72.7%) respondents were in their 
second year of the program, the two non-majors 
were seniors, and the undecided major was a 
freshman. 

Overall, seven (63.6%) participants performed 
adequately or better on each KSAO.  The four 
participants who did not perform adequately were 

weak in at least two areas. One was weak in all 
KSAOs, one was weak in all but one KSAO, one 
was weak in all but three KSAOs, and one was weak 
in only two KSAOs. 

All students, regardless of performance level, 
met individually with a faculty member for a one-
on-one mentoring session regarding the results of 
their case study rating forms. This mentoring 
session was held outside of class time and was an 
investment of both the faculty member’s and 
students’ time. The students were given a copy of 
the background information at the beginning of the 
session to review the situations.  Their results were 
discussed, and they were shown an example of an 
exemplary response. Students were pleased with the 
process, and many stated they were motivated to do 
better on the next assessment project. 

The mentoring sessions had unexpected positive 
impacts on two students.  Participant 2, a 
nontraditional student who returned to school when 
the factory where she worked for 17 years closed, 
did well on the project and was asked if her paper 
could be used as an example. During her mentoring 
session, she admitted that college had overwhelmed 

Figure 2: Demographic Data and Ranking of Knowledge, Skills, Abilities, and Other Characteristics (KSAOs) for 
Each Participant (n=11) 
 

Participant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Demographic Data:            

  Academic Class So So So Sr So Jr Jr Sr So Jr Fr 

  Major Y Y Y P Y Y Y H Y Y U 

  Gender F F F F F M M F F F F 

  Age (years) 19 40 23 21 23 23 22 24 46 38 20 

  # English Classes 2 2 4 4 2 4 3 2 2 2 1 

  Related Job Experience Y N N N Y N  Y Y N N N  

KSAOs:  1=Very Weak, 2=Weak, 3=Adequate, 4=Strong, 5=Very Strong 
  Communication Skills 4 5 1 4 3 3 4 4 4 2 2 

  Problem Solving 4 5 1 4 4 4 4 4 4 2 2 

  Decision Making 4 4 2 4 3 4 3 4 4 2 2 

  Professionalism 3 5 3 4 3 4 4 4 4 1 3 

  Organizational Skills 3 5 1 4 3 4 1 4 4 2 2 

  Interpersonal Skills 3 5 4 4 3 4 1 4 4 1 1 

  Management 3 5 3 3 3 4 3 4 3 2 2 

Academic Class:  Fr=Freshman, So=Sophomore, Jr=Junior, Sr=Senior 
Major:  Y=OBIS, P=Psychology, H=Human Resources, U=Undecided 
Gender:  F=Female, M=Male 
Related Job Experience:  Y=Data Entry, Clerical, Office Work, or Asst. Mgr., N=Factory, Cashier, Retail, or Tax Preparer 
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her, and she was planning to drop out next 
semester.  Her results on the project and discussion 
in the mentoring session boosted her morale, and 
she intends to finish her degree.  A traditional-age 
student (participant 1) was motivated through her 
positive feedback in the mentoring session to extend 
her education from the two-year degree to a four-
year bachelor’s degree. 
 
Impl icat ionsImpl icat ions  
  
Assessment can be more than just evaluating 
learning.  The outcomes of this project not only 
measured student performance, but also provided a 
self-reflective tool for students to assess their 
abilities to perform.  After all, it is important for 
students to know they have the ability to learn for 
them to provide some of their own assessment of 
their learning.   

As McKeachie (2002) asserted, motivation and 
attitude goals may have to be measured by means 
other than conventional testing.  This assessment 
project validates McKeachie’s assertion through the 
demonstrated impact on motivation and attitude for 
the traditional as well as the non-traditional student.  
As those two students are progressing in their 
education, they may remember and reflect on what 
they learned about themselves from the 
assessment—an awareness of the knowledge and 
skills they had achieved—and how it influenced 
their life-changing decisions. 

Furthermore, personal characteristics may have 
some impact on student writing and the KSAOs.  
While both a traditional and a nontraditional 
student had positive outcomes, they were different 
outcomes.  There would be value in studying the 
impact of assessment and self-reflection on students 
of various backgrounds. 
 
Recommendations for Further StudyRecommendations for Further Study 
  
The scoring of each student’s assessment can be 
conducted efficiently and reliably among a few 
raters if the rating form is developed with clearly 
specified criteria before the assessment is 
administered.  The raters should evaluate each 
exercise individually and should not be able to 
identify a student with his or her assessment.   

While assessment may occur at any time—for 
example, during a semester, in an academic year, 
or within a program—it is easiest and most effective 
to plan assessment before students begin the 
learning process of the measured objectives.  
Monitoring these objectives throughout the term is a 
critical component of assessment.  If an objective is 
not being addressed in any of the program courses, 
an evaluation of that objective should be made. Is it 
a valid learning objective for this field of study?  If 
so, the curriculum must be revised to allow students 
to achieve the learning objective.  Otherwise, the 
learning objective should not be assessed.     

An important recommendation from this study 
concerns students’ reflections about their learning 
and the assessment process.  Future program 
assessments should include an “assessment of the 
assessment.”  After students have completed the 
assessment exercise, received their feedback, and 
gone through the mentoring process, students 
should write a brief reflection on their learning and 
experience as a result of the assessment process.  
This follow-up will be beneficial not only for student 
self-assessment but also for evaluation of the 
assessment process by the teacher.  While the 
assessment itself demonstrates student learning and 
performance, assessment of the assessment can tell 
us what students understand about the expectations 
of their learning and performance.  The assessment 
outcomes should be an indication of what students, 
as well as teachers, need to do to achieve learning 
objectives. 

Two keys to assessment planning are timing and 
sequence.  Following the model sequence outlined 
in this paper will lead to successful implementation 
of an assessment plan.  Because of the dynamic 
nature of the assessment process, the assessment 
plan and the assessment instrument must be 
continuously evaluated for continuous improvement 
to ensure that students’ learning outcomes are met.  
While additional case studies are needed to extend 
the assessment across different courses and 
different disciplines, further research should be 
conducted to study the demographic data to 
determine the effect of traditional vs. nontraditional 
students, previous writing courses, academic level, 
and related work experience.  In consideration of 
such external variables, it is critical that a program 
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assessment be conducted on an ongoing basis.  At 
this university, therefore, the assessment process 
using the KSAOs will be conducted each semester 
in rotating classes to gather more specific data on 
learning outcomes, demographics of students, and 
necessary skills for graduates of the OBIS program. 
 
SummarySummary  
 
The most profound outcome of this assessment was 
the positive impact that the feedback had on 
students.  Students were motivated and encouraged 
after being made aware of the knowledge and 
abilities that they had already achieved in the OBIS 
program. 

In this study, stakeholders’ involvement in the 
OBIS academic program was visible in the 
assessment process in achieving the ultimate goal of 
program improvement.  From the beginning of 
defining KSAOs to the feedback and mentoring 
dialog between student and educator, assessment is 
a continual process to be monitored and revised as 
teaching and learning needs change. Although 
individual teachers may conduct assessments to 
measure student learning of content material within 
their classrooms, assessment must also be done with 
a much broader focus on academic programs. 
Program assessment provides necessary feedback 
on the efficacy of an academic program to 
determine if students are learning the intended 
skills to meet their career objectives.   

A program assessment with content validation 
allows educators to continually monitor and revise 
programs, courses, and curricula to match the 
needs of students and employers, as well as 
education standards. As found in the program 
assessment at this university, the expected results of 
an effective program assessment can be student 
retention and motivation, excellent outcomes for 
both students and universities. 
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Appendix: Case Study Rating Form* 

KSAOs  1=Very Weak, 2=Weak, 3=Adequate, 4=Strong, 5=Very Strong 
Communication Skills 
     Communicates clearly, concisely, and to the point 
     Uses correct grammar, sentence structure, and spelling 
     Writes with impact, gets message across, and persuades others through logical argument 
     Communicates skillfully concerning sensitive issues 
Problem Solving 
     Quickly zeroes in on the important issues and gives them the most attention 
     Involves others for their expertise 
     Develops meaningful alternative solutions 
     Asks good questions 
Decision Making 
     Devises a plan of action 
     Makes good decisions, using sound judgment 
     Is willing to make tough decisions 
     Addresses issues in a timely manner 
Professionalism 
     Interacts with customers and colleagues in a professional manner 
     Actions would cause him/her to be seen as trustworthy 
     Maintains confidentiality with customers and colleagues 
Organizational Skills 
     Organizes effectively, sorting out available information and tasks quickly 
     Appreciates the need to document actions 
     Seeks to involve others in developing goals and plans 
     Develops thorough and realistic plans 
     Shows clarity in the planning process 
Interpersonal Skills 
     Establishes contacts within the organization 
     Is a team player—coordinates plan with team 
     Recognizes the importance of customers to the business 
     Determine customers’ individual needs 
     Follows through on commitments made to customers 
     Strives to maintain effective working relationships with others 
Management 
     Is willing to make tough decisions and be unpopular when necessary 
     Determines appropriate action, timeframe, and person accountable for tasks 
     Talks and acts with customers’ needs in mind 
     Is action oriented 
     Knowledgeable of business policies and practices 
     Maneuvers through difficult situations skillfully 
     Sets a positive example for others to follow 
* Developed in consultation with M. T. Roberson 
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