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The other examples of DCM (dynamic criteria mapping) included in this 
volume are focused on how the process works in English departments 
housed in four-year schools. While those examples have some contextu-
al and discursive issues as a subtext about what and how assessment mea-
sures are structured, they are still implementing DCM in an institution-
al and cultural context that is more similar than it is different. That is, 
while departments have their own internal tensions, they share a field of 
study and discursive practices that community college “programs” do not. 
As a result, faculty in community colleges often end up talking past each 
other when trying to develop models of assessment. The example of DCM 
in this chapter describes it as the basis of an institutional plan of assess-
ment in the two-year colleges. In this context, assessment has to bridge 
gaps between disciplines and between programs that have few, if any, com-
mon educational goals. In this environment, the differences in discourse 
and methodology are so extreme that many institutions avoid even trying 
to assess common student outcomes. The experiences with DCM at Mid 
Michigan Community College (MMCC) may provide a way forward for 
assessment that has to engage practitioners across a variety of disciplines 
and discourses.

Community college faculty, many of whom teach a five-class-per-semes-
ter load, are justifiably resistant to assessment schemes that require them 
to file more paperwork or use assessment instruments that are extrane-
ous to the classes they teach. Some of the programs at MMCC already have 
licensure exams, and it was difficult to start a dialogue around the “gener-
al education” outcomes that tie the whole college together. One of the sell-
ing points of DCM was that the assessment was grounded in the work their 
students were already doing. It is also based on the values that the faculty 
already had and were trying to communicate to their students. These are 
issues critical to making assessment work in an environment where resourc-
es and time are already at a premium. It is also assessment that is focused 
on the real success of our students and not on testing instruments that have 
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often already labeled these students as failures. Michigan has had an exit 
exam for high school students for a decade, and the students that go to 
community colleges have not been well served by it. It was important that 
assessment enrich instruction and not just serve external agencies or pro-
vide a “score” that told us little about the real capabilities of the student. 

Another motivating factor for trying to use DCM was the experience 
those of use in the writing program had with our portfolio project. For 
about a dozen years prior to implementing DCM on an institutional scale, 
we had worked as a department on an exit portfolio for the freshman com-
position class. The value of working together, of dialogue about our objec-
tives, successes, and failures was invaluable to us as a department. When it 
came time to revisit the question of institutional assessment, I wanted to 
bring that experience to the table. That is, I wanted an assessment plan that 
valued our collaboration and growth. DCM had not been coined when we 
started our portfolio project, but it fit the model we followed in developing 
and changing our department’s assessment initiative. 

MMCC had followed a basic assessment plan for a little more than a 
decade. As with a lot of assessment plans, ours identified some key data 
sources and intended outcomes but left the process of assessment heavi-
ly weighted toward an administrative model of compliance. The problem 
with compliance models is that there is little internal dialogue about what 
is really learned and the institutional context never gets any “smarter” as a 
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result. With the exception of a few pockets of faculty activism, the kind of 
assessment we were practicing had little effect on faculty culture, failed to 
make a mark on the legion of adjunct faculty, and was virtually invisible to 
our students. 

The impetus for change came from two concerns that the earlier plan 
never seemed to address no matter how many times we tried to call the 
question. First, it was difficult to move our idea of assessment away from a 
compliance model. That is, it was impossible to frame assessment issues as 
an organic part of the learning community at the college and not as some 
external obligation. Granted, there were places in the college where assess-
ment had evolved beyond that, but not many. The English faculty had 
implemented a successful exit portfolio assessment and the math faculty 
had worked with the introductory algebra courses, for example, but there 
wasn’t anything that connected these efforts, which is often another fea-
ture of compliance-based assessment. Second, as the focus of assessment 
itself changed to include students, it became clear that an esoteric and iso-
lated collection and reporting of data was insufficient. What we decided to 
do was to go back to the faculty and build an assessment model based on 
their values which then could be measured, tracked and communicated to 
students and adjunct faculty.

We decided to try DCM after several attempts at elaborate but spectac-
ularly unsuccessful models of assessment that we’d hoped would provide 
a common language and methodology for the entire college. Part of our 
motivation was to find a way to talk about assessment that matched a con-
tinuous Academic Quality Improvement Program (AQIP) that the col-
lege had moved to for its own accreditation. As part of the North Central 
Accreditation system, MMCC had adopted a model of quality improvement 
that put process ahead of results, so the assessment question became what 
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do these results mean and how did we get there and not just another bar 
graph or pie chart that was unrelated to anything else. 

Part of the motivation was to generate a conversation that might make 
assessment part of our disparate faculty cultures and give us a common 
ground, a “third-space,” if you will, to work from. Finally, we wanted 
assessment to be grounded in real student work and not inferred from 
published instruments normed in populations of students that did not 
mirror our own for institutions that our students did not attend.

One of the first decisions we made was to use an outside facilitator 
to begin constructing our DCM model. In many of the other examples 
in this volume, people within the department serve as the facilitators, 
but it was clear in our case that a “fair broker” from outside the institu-
tion would be necessary when faculty from a variety of divisions and dis-
ciplines were involved. The decision was crucial in gaining the accep-
tance of faculty from across the college. This is another example of 
how an institutional context is different from a departmental one. DCM 
could not work if one of the disciplines owned it too much. A new start 
required a new face and a new discourse, even if the examples of stu-
dent work and shared outcomes were going to be intensely local. In addi-
tion, the process of drawing out comments in what the facilitator called 
an “anti-powerpoint,” made the process visual and not just numerical 
or discursive, something we know students often need but may under-
estimate in dealing with faculty. Having the facilitator list the hundreds 
of responses on the screen gave all of the faculty the chance to see that 
their suggestions were included and that the outcome wasn’t rigged by 
one group of faculty. This helped resolve the tension between depart-
ments which had previously had varying degrees of engagement in the 
assessment process. In fact, the maps we developed became a key compo-
nent of the DCM plan. Being able to “see” the relationship of ideas and 
components was critical in having a common reference point at a time 
in the process when the language was still developing and often unclear 
and unreliable. 
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In the first phase of DCM we collected samples of student work from a vari-
ety of courses and disciplines. In smaller groups and as a whole faculty we 
responded to four questions about the assignments collected:

1. What did we value in the work?

2. What would we advise the student to change/improve/revise?

3. What did we value about the assignment?

4. What would we change/revise in the assignment?

Under Bob Broad’s direction, the faculty produced almost 200 hun-
dred responses to the student samples. In a subsequent meeting the fac-
ulty, working in teams and as a whole, grouped these responses into three 
categories that became the “map” we would follow. This phase took most of 
a day-long faculty in-service and included lively debate before some visual 
and rhetorical consensus started to emerge. When the dust settled, we had 
a first draft of the maps, as shown in Figure 1.

��*	�;	����	�%/�"�%	�/%(.&"$	� !/"$

G�
 �����
�5
����
�������
�(	�
	/�	�
��
����5����
(����(
"
��/���?
������

"�� ��	��������
��@�"	� �����(
/	
�
(�	����''>��(����	
�
�	�
�	����/A���
�
?��''�2� (
���� �
��
��O�� 
�@���/,���	
����
	�	���
��	��
�(
/����
�����
��(���
 ���6�� (
���(	�
 ��	����
��

��	�������
(����
���
���
�	�
�	�,��	��6
�	�������
�"
���5
��������
��� ������	�	������
���
���8'��9�/
(����������
������
�A��

��(	������1���(�8�<<3,��==&9,�'���/�	"	�
�
��
����5����	"
�(

	6
�	��6��4	������
���
���/��

��
�A�(�������

critical thinking

1. Using Multiple
    Perspectives

2. Application
    Theoretical
    Direct

3. Communication

organization au
di

en
ce

information
literacy citation,

documenta-
tion

finding academic
sources

using appropriate
information



)�� � � �+��*�' ��+ �� �*� ��22$22�$*�

The faculty decided to focus on three areas:

1. Working from multiple perspectives

2. Application

3. Communication and presentation skills

We came to recognize from our discussions that while the appearance 
and content of what we expected from students might differ, the concept 
behind what we had them do was the same across disciplines. For exam-
ple, whether a student is choosing among competing theories and terms 
or choosing which clinical or technical application was appropriate, they 
were performing the same intellectual function. The maps allow us to talk 
across disciplines and programs in ways that make our expectations clear 
to our students and make them see connections among their various cours-
es. The forms and techniques of evaluation or measurement may be par-
ticular to the protocols and methods of a particular field, but the maps 
allow us to carry on a faculty- and college-wide discussion of their value 
and significance.

As that discussion continued, we kept coming back to the question of 
how different disciplines could use the maps, and how the maps were to be 
interpreted. As part of that discussion we developed a more concrete list of 
what “multiple perspectives” meant to us. Clearly, some of the suggestions 
are pretty specific and some are still pretty vague. An important observa-
tion here is that these lists came out of the same process as the maps. That 
is, we met as a whole, took public notes in the “anti–power point” model 
and dialogued until we reached consensus. If the list or rubrics that fol-
lowed were produced using any other process, they would invalidate the 
fresh start we made and threaten the buy-in of the whole faculty.

The following lists and rubrics were created using the same process that 
yielded Figure 1. Figure 2 and the outline that follows it were second and 
third iterations, or levels, of the first map.
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1. Commitment to Learning
a. Taking responsibility for learning

i. Curiosity and commitment to inquiry
ii. Setting goals and personal standards
iii. Developing autonomy as a learner

b. Contributing toward a learning environment
i. Thoughtful participation in class
ii. Respectful behavior toward faculty and fellow students
iii. A peaceful and violence-free classroom to contribute 

ideas without fear
iv. Sobriety to reduce distractions
v. No cell phones or pagers inside the classroom
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Commitment to learning 
    Taking  responsibility for learning
    Contributing toward a learning environment
 
Critical literacies
    Finding approriate sources
    Using multiple strategies in reading, 
 writing and listening
    Flexible textbook skills
    Audience awareness and analysis  
 
Problem posing and problem solving
    Conceptualizing a problem
    Willingness to use multiple approaches 
 to a problem
    Pattern recognition
    Using critical reasoning

1. Using Multiple Perspectives



))� � � �+��*�' ��+ �� �*� ��22$22�$*�

2. Critical Literacies
a. Finding appropriate sources

i. Choosing search methods and tools
ii. Evaluating credibility 

b. Using multiple strategies in reading, writing and listening
i. Reading and writing in different disciplines
ii. Learning how to participate in a discussion
iii. Learning to summarize and analyze
iv. Learning to synthesize
v. Rhetorical analysis and sensitivity
vi. Options for organization

c. Flexible textbook strategies
i. Different disciplines and discourse communities
ii. Learning terminologies and concept structures
iii. Different organizational approaches used in textbooks

d. Audience awareness and analysis
i. Academic audiences
ii. Protocols and expections
iii. Diversity of audiences

3. Problem Posing and Problem Solving
a. Conceptualizing a problem

i. Using tools and strategies to frame and articulate the 
problem

ii. Willingness to take risks to find new ways to pose 
problem

iii. Learning to frame academic problems
b. Willingness to use multiple approaches to a problem

i. Learning to see conflict as productive
ii. Willingness to engage a problem from more than one 

viewpoint
iii. Willingness to see value and credibility in divergent 

viewpoints
iv. Respecting alternative views

c. Pattern recognition
i. Generalizing
ii. Connecting
iii. Synthesis
iv. Creative patterns

d. Using critical reasoning
i. Use of sources and evidence
ii. Drawing connections and conflicts
iii. Creating a ‘third’ space 
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The next phase was to take the mapping process to a program or course 
level. We have identified discrete groups of faculty—English/humanities, 
social science, science, business, technical/occupational, and nursing/
radiography—who worked together to identify what the three categories in 
the maps mean in their discipline area. Specifically, we asked them to iden-
tify where in their programs or courses these attributes of student work are 
measured and how. In some areas there are common assignments, and in 
other areas there are assignments that parallel each other. In either case, 
faculty developed a common evaluation strategy, whether that be a rubric 
or point scale, that is connected to the way student work is evaluated and 
which can be communicated to students to help them understand the 
assignment and its evaluation. 

It is in this phase that the flexibility of DCM became most evident. In 
our previous attempts at assessment the differences in evaluation tech-
niques and metrics was a barrier to common assessment. That is, if one fac-
ulty member values essays, another uses multiple choice tests, and a third 
uses some form of performance assessment, what do they have in common? 
The answer became that they were different ways of teaching and assessing 
a common outcome, such as problem posing. It is fair to say that broad-
er terms, such as critical thinking, could facilitate the same discussion, but 
we could never agree what critical thinking was until we broke it down into 
smaller components. Plus, every academic already “owned” their own defi-
nition of critical thinking, but we created these categories together, which 
prevented them from being always already colonized.

�.&&/��( %��*	%.	�%/�"�%$

What follows in a description of the work we are currently (as of this writ-
ing) doing and planning. In the first two phases the emphasis was on facul-
ty-to-faculty dialogue. Now we are giving the maps to students and trying to 
help faculty use them to explain assignments and programs. At this point 
students become the primary focus of the plan. 
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We will work with all adjunct faculty to explain how to use the maps to 
help students understand both the expectations and means of evaluation. 
In the curriculum and program review process, we have created syllabi that 
are starting to look and sound consistent across programs and disciplines. 
That means that our students hear us talk about these outcomes and cate-
gories from course to course. When students in a technical program raise 
the inevitable question about the value of the humanities course they are 
in, the answer now goes back to a common theme of learning to think and 
act in ways consistent with the outcomes in the maps.

The revised maps from above have been attached to the college’s web-
site and to course syllabi to help introduce students to the DCM process. 
Those materials also include the materials presented in the next section.

�/<#�($	

In some DCM applications, rubrics are a dirty word. In fact, some DCM 
applications are driven by the desire to replace a rubric-driven assessment. 
It was never part of the “plan” to develop rubrics for our DCM maps, but 
both students and faculty, adjunct faculty in particular, wanted and need-
ed something they felt was more specific and concrete to help them under-
stand what the values and outcomes really meant. We developed the rubrics 
the same way we did the maps, in collaboration with the whole faculty. They 
reflect what the faculty identified as measurable standards for the items list-
ed as “multiple perspectives.” An example is included in table below.

The maps and rubrics attached are the result of two years of work with 
the whole faculty. They may be of little use to anyone outside the institu-
tion, but they help demonstrate some important and essential ways that 
DCM ‘fits’ the need for meaningful assessment that builds on faculty 
involvement and direction. They also help define and negotiate the ten-
sion between internal and external audiences. We are getting much better 
at connecting any data we collect about student achievement to this ongo-
ing discussion in ways that allow us to talk to outside evaluators using the 
structure of our internal discourse.
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MMCC Table 1: Conceptualizing a Problem
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The following are the points about our instance of DCM I think need 
to be emphasized:

�.( !	

DCM is always local, although the scope of “local” can be negotiated to 
larger collectives and regional agencies. Regardless of the size of the group, 
the key element is that the values are articulated from real student work 
with real faculty. When Brian Huot talks about a “culture of assessment” in 
his 2002 work, (Re) Articulating Writing Assessment, he is making a case for 
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a dialogical and integrated view of assessment that requires practitioners 
to put assumptions about how we evaluate and respond to student work 
on the table so they can be examined and interrogated. Bob Broad’s work 
in What We Really Value (2003) builds on that concept, but only by actual-
ly engaging in the dialogue can the work begin. The dialogue is always a 
specific and local event that cannot be scripted in advance. It is inevita-
bly “messy” and not always easy to direct, but the local nature of the assess-
ment is a strength. It also recognizes an ethical concern that working with 
open-admissions students brings into play: Is the assessment a screening 
device that, given the educational and class backgrounds of the students, 
will be used to deny them access? Or, is the assessment a means of improv-
ing the learning and recognizing the capabilities of these students? DCM 
has the potential to improve and measure performance without destroy-
ing the local context of learning and teaching that creates and supports it.

�# (% !

To say that something is fractal suggests that it is built not from linear 
and pre-configured models but is an iterative and organic approach that 
creates variable formations and multiple perspectives. DCM is a fractal con-
cept in two important ways. First, it allows us to change the level of specifici-
ty without losing the main or organizing concept. For example, we can talk 
about one of the points in a rubric at any of several different levels. It can 
be evaluated as a program goal, a course goal, a general education goal, as 
an outcome for an assignment, or even just part of an assignment. It can 
also be a piece of writing, a test score, a visual representation, or a perfor-
mance. Some of our best discussions have been between faculty from dif-
ferent disciplines or programs negotiating what it means for a student to 
show competency across those barriers. 

The second aspect of DCM as fractal is that it allows, or encourages, mul-
tiple hypotheses. This is significant because it allows us to reframe prob-
lems and results in many ways and for many different audiences. As Nuhfer 
(2006) suggests, fractal concepts help deal with situations with too many 
variables to approach them in a strictly linear fashion or a way to track 
things that move through time, both apt descriptions of assessment. This 
is another way that DCM succeeds because it is not a self-contained metric 
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of its own. In this sense, its fractal qualities allow a scan of possible inputs 
and outcomes. Instead of looking at the difficulty students have in posing 
problems in one class or one discipline, we see them in interconnected but 
not identical contexts that have multiple points of interest and multiple 
forms of dialogue and intervention. It has become, particularly in the gen-
eral education area, a rich source of dialogue about teaching and learning.


(.!.*�( !

Meg Syverson (1999), following the work of her mentor Edwin Hutchins 
(1995), talks about an “ecology” of composition. That is, she creates a rich 
and multi-modal view of what writing is and how it can be assessed. DCM 
moves in many of the same ways, although it adds something that Syverson 
cannot claim in her account. DCM helped us create a background against 
which the various results, teaching strategies, and outcomes could be 
arranged. It frames an ecology of interrelated but not necessarily similar 
efforts as a common project. As Hutchins argues in Cognition in the Wild, 
(1995), intelligence is as much a social and material (through tools and 
instruments) construction as it is a property of individual cognition. A 
DCM model helps make the construction visible and makes it possible to 
ask questions about how valuable or appropriate any individual measure is 
to the overall assessment of student learning. 

Syverson’s (1999) models depend on exactly the same kind of texture 
that DCM assessment creates. Sometimes it takes multiple exposures and 
frames of reference to evaluate what students are doing or how well a pro-
gram is working. Constructed this way, our dialogues about student out-
comes are never reduced to a test score or single point of assessment. 
Conversely, we know that merely raising a mean score doesn’t necessarily 
mean that the learning outcome has been met or understood. Our assess-
ment project has helped develop a significantly complex and multi-modal 
approach which, like any ecological system, requires a careful and humane 
interpretive approach. 

Two-year colleges lack some the “institutional insulation” that four-
year schools have from the demand for assessment from outside agencies. 
Without a culture of assessment within the institution to focus assessment 
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on student work and faculty values, the drive to find valid forms of assess-
ment often alienates faculty from the assessment process and tells the insti-
tution nothing about how it can be, in Hutchins’ (1995) terms, more “intel-
ligent.” When assessment is driven by the institutional research person or 
department or by the ill-conceived notion of assessment evident in the 
political discourse of educational reform, faculty are often left out of the 
loop and without a place at the table. 

It is significant that our assessment program has been recognized as via-
ble and as fulfilling our accreditation requirements. In other words, this 
isn’t just pie in the sky, this is real and viable assessment that can stand up 
to outside evaluation. In the end, it is assessment meant to help mirror 
and evaluate what we value in our teaching and our students and not an 
attempt to reduce teaching and learning to an assessment.
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