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Abstract 

There is very little written about assessment measures business schools use for assessing their programs that not only 
helps them meet the assessment criteria necessary for AACSB accreditation but also helps them improve the 
curriculum to build top-tier successful programs. This paper informs the literature on the assessment measure (and 
process) used by an MBA program to assess student learning through end-of-program capstone projects; success that 
is demonstrated by stabilized enrollments and a recent top-tier ranking. This paper is useful to any graduate or 
undergraduate business program that chooses to use capstone projects as an assessment measure to earn or renew 
AACSB accreditation. Following guidelines suggested by Banta (2004, 2007, 2011) and Polomba and Banta, (1999) 
a defined process is implemented to collect, assess, and disseminate assessment data to improve the MBA 
curriculum. 
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1. Introduction 

Business school accreditation is a way for business schools to differentiate their brand and demonstrate “…the 
highest standard of achievement,” (AACSB, 2014). To earn accreditation from the Association to Advance 
Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB) a business school must demonstrate that they have met standards in four 
broad categories including how the school is managed (Standards 1-3), how the schools participants contribute to the 
learning environment (Standards 4-7), learning and teaching (Standards 8-12), and academic and professional 
engagement (Standards 13-15) (AASCB, 2013). This paper will focus on Standard 8, Assurance of Learning; 
specifically, the use of student projects for assessment of the MBA program at a top-80 ranked university.  

This paper seeks to expand the literature on the use, analysis, and implementation of MBA projects as a means of 
improving the program and fulfilling the requirements for Assurance of Learning for the purposes of earning 
AACSB accreditation. While there are studies that inform the literature on business schools’ use of multiple choice 
questions (Santos, Aidong, & Douglas, 2014), individual course analysis (Christiansen, Judd, & Nicols, 2011), and 
course embedded direct assessment (LaFleur, Babin, & Lopez, 2009), there is no peer-reviewed research that assists 
business colleges in understanding how to use student projects as an AACSB Assurance of Learning (AOL) measure. 
Pringle and Michal (2010) suggest that most business schools use test items or written deliverables embedded in 
class assignments. Specific examples of what test items or written deliverable are used and how they are used will 
reduce the need to ‘reinvent the wheel’ in assessment activities. This paper can also be useful to undergraduate 
programs that use projects as a means of assessing a specific program. This paper is not meant to debate the 
assessment process defined by AACSB but instead will inform the literature in modeling an assessment process that 
has undergone two successful iterations of AACSB accreditation and resulted in “Closing the Loop (CTL)” 
procedures that have boosted enrollments, and led to a ranked program.  

We accomplish the objective of the paper by first addressing the importance of AACSB accreditation in a 
competitive higher education marketplace. We follow with a summary of the Assurance of Learning process as 
defined by AACSB and how this process informs the type of assessment measurement choices that university 
programs face. We follow with an MBA AOL assessment model that has undergone two successful accreditation 
iterations and resulted in programmatic changes that led the MBA program becoming nationally ranked. 
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2. Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB) 

AACSB will celebrate 100 years of service to business schools in a few short years. AACSB’s beginnings in 1916 
are rooted in bringing U.S. business school faculty together to discuss issues related to teaching business; today 
AACSB is an international organization that has a membership of 681 business schools across 50 different countries 
and territories (AACSB, 2013). While AACSB accreditation is fairly well known in the United States it has only 
become more prominent in the international arena in the last ten years. Currently fewer than 5% of the 
13,000-business schools worldwide have earned AACSB accreditation (AACSB, 2013). Business schools that earn 
AACSB accreditation must undergo a continuous improvement review every five years. For this reason assessment 
and AASCB AOL will continue to be of interest to business schools across the world. 

2.1 Assurance of Learning at the Program Level 

Assurance of Learning is a critical component of the AACSB accreditation process because it is the standard that 
documents that degree program goals have been met. Palomba and Banta (1999) define the outcomes assessment 
process as, “The systematic collection, review, and use of information about educational programs, undertaken for 
the purpose of improving student learning and development.” AACSB relies heavily on the work of Palomba and 
Banta (1999) in training faculty on how to define and measure AOL (AACSB, 2013). AACSB Standard 8 suggests, 
“The school uses well-documented, systematic, processes for determinining and revising degree program learning 
goals; designing, delivering, and improving degree program curricula to achieve learning goals; and demonstrating 
that degree programs learning goals have been met.” A critical building block to understanding AOL is that the focus 
is on programs not on individual classes.  

AACSB does not mandate how colleges collect the data or what data is used and this both an advantage and 
disadvantage for colleges undergoing accredidation or reaccredidation. In other words there is no panacea for 
business school assessment; no standardized test that fits the many varied programs. To this end AACSB has 
expanded the dialog on the word ‘program’ so that business schools focus on broad-based content and not on classes, 
concentrations, or majors (AACSB, 2013). An AACSB white paper (2013) explains that curricular content should 
drive learning goals and that curricula shared a common core are justified in assessing that content as a ‘program’ (p. 
6).  

2.2 The AACSB Assurance of Learning Model 

The AACSB assurance of learning model is a 5-step process that is based on the work of Palomba and Banta (1999): 

1. Define student learning goals and objectives 

2. Align the curricula with the goals 

3. Identify assessment measures 

4. Collect, analyze, and disseminate results and, 

5. Close the loop  

In this paper, we focus on steps 3-5 with emphasis on use of the capstone project as an assessment measure. 

2.2.1 Identifiying a Measure: Formative versus Summative Assessment Measures 

There are various approaches to assure student learning; however, AACSB (2003) suggests three approaches to 
assuring student learning including student selection, course-embedded measures, and stand-alone testing or 
performance. The first approach proposes that schools select students into a program based on the knowledge and 
skills they have already obtained previously and that support requirements of knowledge and skills for submission 
into the program. However, it is important to assess levels of student learning at the beginning of the program even 
after they meet the initial criteria standards. This type of initial assessment conducted at the beginning and midway 
through the program is known as formative assessment. This type of assessment is critical to establishing a 
foundation of analysis to truly measure advancements in learning (Suskie, 2009). Examples of formative assessment 
may include such instruments as observations of performance, assignments, short tests or quizzes, written questions, 
peer/self-evaluations, or projects. Though formative assessment practices are critical to further understand student 
learning in accredited programs, it is essential to recognize summative assessment practices in order to gain a holistic 
sense of what students have learned upon completion of the program (Suskie, 2009). Stand-alone testing or 
performance measures such as graduate exit exams and capstone projects provide an ideal opportunity to gather 
summative data on student learning. According to Palomba and Banta (2001), these assessment measures are idea for 
summative assessment since they can cover university-wide general outcomes as well as program specific outcomes 
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such as an MBA program. For the purpose of this discussion, we will focus on end of program projects like the 
capstone project. The intention of these summative assessments are to provide stakeholders such as faculty and 
administrators with a snap shot of student learning as a result of a culminating course experiences within the 
programs. Instead of a single writing project or oral presentation that may be covered in a specific course, these 
assessments yield areas within the curriculum where students are either flourishing or struggling within a program.  

2.2.2 Collecting, Analyzing and Using the Data 

The data collection process for course embedded assignments may be carried out through such assessment instruments 
as case studies where students provide evidence of their ability to integrate, transfer, and apply learning they have 
recently acquired. In some instances, faculty may choose to use rubrics to score levels of learning and in other instances 
faculty may prefer to employ outside evaluators to analyze and score the assignments (Maki, 2010). Similarly, faculty 
may choose to use more elaborate means of data collection such as videotaping or observations to identify emerging 
abilities students have learned within the courses. Stand-alone projects such as an end of program capstone project may 
be more robust than course-embedded assignments where faculty have the option of collecting data on the students 
chronological learning (Maki, 2010). Furthermore, these types of assessment approaches also allow for student 
self-reflection that can be captured in written reports supported by artifacts acquired throughout the program.  

Depending on the data collected, results may be analyzed in various ways. For instance, qualitative data may be 
analyzed by using themes, patterns, links and relationships among the results (Suskie, 2009). Categorical data such as 
responses to multiple choice questions can be tallied; however, it is difficult to provide means and medians (Suskie, 
2009). This type of analysis may be used only to explore and predict learning levels. Ordered results such as those used 
in surveys and rubrics provide statistical analysis. According to Suskie (2009), explanations and predictions can be 
extrapolated from such analysis but programs must determine from the beginning what questions they are trying to 
answer. Assessments are often used to describe student learning; however, determining how results will be analyzed 
provides further insight into the intentions of assessment such as using results to explain, predict, or explore areas or 
levels of learning. 

2.2.3 Dissemination of the Results & Closing the Loop 

All too often assessment results that are briefly pursued and filed away are many times considered a waste of time for 
faculty (Suskie, 2009). Using results to inform decisions can be one of the most difficult tasks in the whole assessment 
process but can yield valuable information to make evidence-based decisions. Some serious questions should be posed 
from faculty as a result of the assessment findings. For instance, faculty may ask why did certain groups of students do 
poorly on the assessment, is the assessment clearly addressing the learning goals, what decisions will be made as a 
result of the findings, is there a clear strategy in place to provide every student the opportunity to achieve the goals, are 
key concepts reinforced throughout the program (Suskie, 2009)? Pringle and Michael (2007) suggested that research 
should be conducted on how to reduce faculty resistance to assessment activities. Once faculty feels they have 
substantive evidence to address such questions, action plans should be formulated.  

Action plans (closing the loop) may consist of key faculty members or groups of faculty exploring such areas as the 
curriculum. Suskie (2009) suggested that faculty consider such actions as possibly replacing a program elective with a 
required capstone course, have faculty review skills or key concepts over several courses, and reduce attention to less 
important goals to ensure greater coverage of more important goals. Maki (2010) suggested that decisions should lead 
to agreed upon time tables and activities involving faculty and staff that emerge from reflections and discussions of the 
results. These activities should include changes that once implemented lead to improved student learning. A timetable 
to reassess the implications of the changes on student learning is essential for quality assessment processes (Maki, 
2010). Action planning is the key element to closing the loop—using data obtained by measuring student learning to 
plan, complete, and deploy improvements in educational programs and to reassess learning after improvements are 
made (Hersh, & Keeling, 2013). 

3. Anatomy of a Successful AACSB Assurance of Learning Model  

Exhibit 1 shows the successful assurance of learning model used for an MBA program for a top 200 ranked 
university and a top ranked online MBA program. How is success defined? Our program defined success in terms of 
three outcomes: two successful iterations of renewel of AASCB accreditation, a curriculum revision that was based 
on results from the implemented assurance of learning model, and two years of recognition as a top-ranked online 
MBA program. 
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Table 1. Summary statistics 

Rubric Mean Median St.Dev Kurt Skew Min Max N 

Communication skills 4.3 4.5 0.86 1.14 -1.21 2 5 20

Socially Responsible 3.9 4 0.55 0.77 -0.08 3 5 20

Global Perspective 4.1 4 0.79 -1.31 -0.19 3 5 20

Quantitative Skills 3.4 3.5 0.68 -0.45 -0.71 2 4 20

Monitor Financial 

Performance 3.8 4 0.79 1.12 -0.95 2 5 20

Sensitivity to Human Resource 4.0 4 0.51 1.65 -0.11 3 5 20

Integrate functional Areas 4.3 4 0.64 -0.44 -0.25 3 5 20

 

Table 2. Assurance of learning: Using the MBA project for an assessment measure  

Rubric Excellent Good Adequate Week Poor 

Communication skills 50% 35% 10% 5% 0%

Socially Responsible 10% 70% 20% 0% 0%

Global Perspective 35% 40% 25% 0% 0%

Quantitative Skills 0% 50% 40% 10% 0%

Monitor Financial Performance 10% 65% 15% 10% 0%

Sensitivity to Human Resource 10% 75% 15% 0% 0%

Integrate functional Areas 35% 55% 10% 0% 0%

(Percentage of Students Achieving Learning Goals) 

 

As shown in Table 1, the median scores for most of the SLOs are in 4 or better. Table 2 shows the percentage of 
students meeting and exceeding expectation. For instance, in terms of “Communication skills” most students do very 
well with a median of 4.5; 85% of students have reached “Good” or “Excellent” levels. In terms of “Socially 
Responsible” most students do well with a median score of 4 with 80% of students have reached “Good” or 
“Excellent” levels. In terms of “Global Perspective” the median score is 4.1 and 75% of students have reached 
“Good” or “Excellent” levels. Finally with regard to “Quantitative Skills” the median score is 3.5 respectively and 
50% of students have reached “Good” level, 40% have reached “adequate” level, and 0% have reached “Excellent” 
level. The “Monitor Financial Performance” SLO data shows a median score of 4.0 and 75% of students have 
reached “Good” to “Excellent” levels. In terms of “Sensitivity to Human Resource”, the median score is 4.0 and 85% 
of students have reached “Good” to “Excellent” levels. Lastly, the “Integrate Functional Areas” SLO data shows a 
median score of 4.0 and 90% of students have reached “Good” to “Excellent” levels. 

The area that was identified for further analysis and improvement is the “Quantitative Skills” SLO. 

4.1 Dissemination of the Results 

MBA faculty are encouraged, but not required to attend a CTL meeting once per year; attendance is typically around 
60%. To encourage participation in this activity a number of strategies are used including: choosing a day of the 
week that the majority of faculty will be able to attend, sending out an agenda in advance of the meeting, keeping the 
meeting concise and as short as possible, providing lunch for attendees, and including the university assessment 
director so that he can provide guidance and expertise when necessary. Results are presented by providing a physical 
document that faculty can take with them for future reference; the packet includes current and historical data which 
aids in getting a ‘big picture’ of how current results compare to past results. 

4.2 Closing the Loop 

Faculty are asked for their input and ideas for improvement in areas that show little or no improvement from 
previous years. Faculty are encouraged to brain storm without regard to costs or feasibility. These ideas are recorded 
and discussed during by the Graduate Business Studies Committee which is the primary decision-making committee 
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for the MBA program. The AOL process including declining measurement results in 2010 and 2011 led to a 
complete revision of the MBA progam including goals and curriculum. As a result of Closing the Loop—that is, 
making changes directly tied to student learning results, the program has increased from 36 to 39 credits and as a 
result, the program has stabilized enrollments and recently become ranked nationwide.  

We use the MBA project assessment to close the loop for each of our student learning goal in our AOL system. For 
instance, Table 3 and Table 4 demonstrate our results in closing the loop for each of our SLO from 2011 to 2014. 

Back in 2011 shortly after our MBA program revision, we conducted our program assessment using MBA capstone 
course projects. Results of 2011 project assessment show that our weakest area is the “Integrate Functional Business 
Areas” SLO which has a mean score of 2.88; 2% of students reached “Excellent” and less than 30% of students 
reached the “Good” level (see Table 3&4). According to Table 4 assessment results, after adding up the “Good” and 
“Excellent” categories of results for 2011, those SLO areas that need improvements are “Monitoring Financial 
Performance” (only 31% of students reaching “Good” or better), “Sensitivity to HR” (only 26% of students reaching 
“Good” or better), and “ Integrate functional business areas” (only 31% of students reaching “Good” or better). Thus 
each faculty teaching MBA capstone courses has taken various improvement efforts in increase student learning in 
these key areas. By the year 2014, according to Table 3, our project assessment results show improvement on all 
SLOs except “quantitative skills”. The most impressive improvement is with the “integrate functional business areas” 
SLO, a 47.5% increase in terms of mean scores. In terms of percentage of students reaching “good” or better for 
2014 as shown in Table 4, we have seen improvements in all SLOs except “Quantitative Skills”. The most 
impressive improvement areas from 2011 to 2014 are “Monitor financial performance” (142% increase), “Sensitivity 
to HR” (225% increase), and “Integrate functional business areas” (191% increase), the same three areas we 
identified that need improvements back in 2011. However, our assessment results in terms of mean scores and 
percentage of students achieving “Good” or better in 2014 indicate that the area that needs further improvement is 
needed for the “quantitative skills” SLO. As a result of faculty discussions and reflections the program has decided to 
improvement our AOL system for this SLO by adopting the Bloomberg Aptitude Test (BAT) as a supplementary 
measurement for students’ quantitative skills. BAT has also been adopted successfully in the undergraduate finance 
program assessment at this university. 

Table 3. Closing the loop using MBA project for assessment 2011-2014  

(Mean scores) 

 
 

Table 4. Closing the loops 

 

SLOs 2011 2012 2013 2014 %change 2011‐2014

Communication Skills 4.17 4.54 4.1 4.3 3.2%

Socially Responsible 3.60 3.89 3.7 3.9 8.5%

Global Perspective 3.57 3.46 3.8 4.1 14.8%

Quantitative Skills 3.57 4.14 3.85 3.4 ‐4.8%

Monitor Financial Performanc 3.10 3.64 3.65 3.75 21.2%

Sensitivity to HR 3.12 3.61 3.85 3.95 26.6%

Integrate Functional Areas 2.88 3.25 3.9 4.25 47.5%

SLOs 2011 2014 %change
Communication skills 81% 85% 5%
Socially Responsible 57% 80% 40%
Global Perspective 57% 75% 31%
Quantitative Skills 52% 50% -5%
Monitor Financial Performance 31% 75% 142%
Sensitivity to Human Resource 26% 85% 225%
Integrate functional Areas 31% 90% 191%

Excellent+Good
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5. Conclusion 

The AOL process is valuable for learning what areas of improvement are needed to ensure students are learning what 
we believe they are learning. Using integrated capstone projects as an assessment measure has helped our university 
identify weak areas and instigate changes that has resulted in marked improvements in student learning. We hve also 
learned that it is important to let faculty take ownership of AOL and the assessment process should be driven by 
faculty. 

Programs with successful AOL outcomes should begin to share their successes to build unambiguous alternatives for 
collecting and analyzing AOL data that result in successful program building. While successful student learning is 
the ultimate goal in higher education program success, renown, and respect are rewarding byproducts that validate 
and encourage faculty involvement in assessment activities. 
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