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1

Introduction
Innovation and Accountability in Foreign Language 
Program Evaluation

John Norris, Georgetown University

Nicole Mills, Harvard University

Introduction
Despite rapid globalization within contemporary society and the seemingly obvi-
ous need for the study of foreign languages and cultures, numerous postsecond-
ary institutions are decreasing their investment in language education by closing 
or restructuring foreign language (FL) programs (Brockman, 2009; Lipsett, 2009; 
Wasley, 2008). In response to the challenges of today’s economic climate, under-
graduate recruitment to FL degrees has dwindled, graduate programs have dis-
appeared, and institutions have restructured independent language departments 
into “Language Centers” or mega-departments of languages, literatures, and cul-
tures (Corral & Patai, 2008; Lipsett, 2009). At the same time, FL and humanities 
disciplines have begun to engage in “soul-searching” exercises in an effort to un-
derstand and express a renewed sense of value for the study of FL and culture (see, 
e.g., MLA, 2008). As a result of these kinds of societal and disciplinary movements, 
FL programs, along with other educational sectors, are facing the heightened need 
to engage with heretofore peripheral forces like accountability and accreditation, 
to express and ensure their value through outcomes assessment, and to begin to 
think, innovate, and behave programmatically. Key to enacting these changes sys-
tematically and effectively is awareness of the importance of program evaluation, 
not only as a means to demonstrate how and why FL study is a valuable pursuit in 
today’s world but also as a heuristic via which sound improvements can be made, 
participants can learn, and educational relevance can be sought (Norris, 2009). 
According to Kiely (2009), program evaluation is “a form of enquiry which de-
scribes the achievements of a given program, provides explanations for these, and 
sets out ways in which further development might be realized” (p. 99).

Recent commentaries and case studies have pointed to the potential con-
tributions of program evaluation in college FL programs (e.g., Bernhardt, 2006; 
Byrnes, Maxim, & Norris, 2010; Houston, 2005; Mathews & Hansen, 2004; Morris,  
2006; Norris, 2006; Norris, Davis, Sinicrope, & Watanabe, 2009). Scholars and 
practitioners suggest that language program evaluation may allow departments 
and institutions to gain empirical information about the attainment of goals and 
outcomes, a program’s strengths and weaknesses, and a program’s congruence 
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2� John Norris and Nicole Mills

across the diverse areas of language learning and the complex structures of uni-
versity departments (Sullivan, 2006). Furthermore, language program evaluation 
can assist language program directors (LPDs) in demonstrating a program’s ef-
fectiveness to stakeholders like students, professors, chairs, and administrators 
(Kiely & Rea-Dickins, 2005), as well as encouraging the formulation of plans of 
action to enhance program achievements in the lower and upper levels of FL in-
struction (Faculty Working Group on Foreign Language Program Evaluation, 
2007; Kiely, 2006).

Importantly, the last AAUSC volume that addressed related topics was the 1991 
volume entitled Assessing the Foreign Language Proficiency of Undergraduates, 
and the focus was on the proficiency movement and associated testing practices. 
As the purview and scope of language program design has evolved considerably 
since the early 1990s, and the current state of the discipline might be described 
by some as in crisis mode, it would seem high time to revisit program evaluation. 
Our goal in doing so is to provide LPDs with contemporary approaches, tools, and 
recommendations for making the most of evaluation as a means for identifying 
and acting on a program’s strengths and weaknesses; enabling congruence across 
institutional, departmental, and professional goals; and perhaps contributing to 
the survival of FL programs in higher education. In this chapter, we address sev-
eral concerns related to how the field understands and engages in program evalu-
ation; we introduce the chapters in the present volume; and we point to the value 
of program evaluation as a key contributor to the future of FL education.

What Do We Mean by Evaluation?
A key preliminary concern has to do with the at-times-contentious, often mis-
understood, and sometimes misrepresented meaning of the term evaluation. As 
observed in surveys of college FL educators (e.g., Davis, 2012; Watanabe, Nor-
ris, & González-Lloret, 2009), evaluation is frequently used as a cover term for 
everything from grading student work to assessing language proficiency to solicit-
ing end-of-term student feedback on courses and instructors. Evaluation is also, 
perhaps most typically, interpreted to be a top-down, externally driven mechanism 
for exerting bureaucratic (governmental, economic, and/or institutional) control 
over curriculum, teachers, and students. Indeed, increasingly in the minds of 
some college faculty, evaluation seems to be equated only with external, account-
ability-driven measurement practices (e.g., Holquist, 2011).

While any of these notions may play a role in language program evaluation, it 
is important to understand that specific data-collection methodologies, the find-
ings they reveal, and the decisions that ensue are all governed by an overarching 
process that is at once programmatic, pragmatic, and systematic. Borrowing from 
Norris (2006), evaluation involves

the gathering of information about any of the variety of elements 
that constitute educational programs, for a variety of purposes that 
primarily include understanding, demonstrating, improving, and 

75096_intro_ptg01_hires_001-014.indd   2 9/18/14   5:34 PM



Innovation and Accountability in Foreign Language Program Evaluation� 3

judging program value. Evaluation brings evidence to bear on the 
problems of programs, but the nature of that evidence is not re-
stricted to one particular methodology. (p. 579)

Evaluation, then, is not singular in scope. While it may prioritize a focus on par-
ticular dimensions of language programs at particular points in time (e.g., stu-
dent learning outcomes), it does so in the context of the other elements that 
define a program (e.g., curriculum, materials, teachers, assessments, learners, 
learning spaces, or institutional settings). In the case of student learning out-
comes, in fact, without an understanding of these other aspects of the educa-
tional context, it would be essentially impossible to make sense of patterns in 
student achievement. Evaluation is also not arbitrary, purely theoretical, or 
ineffectual. On the contrary, when pursued in line with professional standards 
of practice (Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation, 1994), 
evaluation is both purposeful and useful; that is, evaluation is always done for a 
specific, well-defined reason that (a) responds to the needs of a program’s stake-
holders (individuals and groups who participate in and are influenced by a pro-
gram) and (b) leads to intended decisions made and actions taken on the basis 
of fitting empirical evidence. Where evidence is gathered but not acted upon, 
or where evaluative decisions are made without appropriately valid evidence, 
those are not ethical program evaluation practices. Finally, evaluation is not 
mono-methodological, nor is it measurement driven, nor is it an idiosyncratic 
once-and-done endeavor. The collection of empirical data to answer evaluative 
questions is driven by the needs of evaluation users (i.e., information that will 
help individuals and groups better understand how programs are functioning) as 
well as methodological standards. More often than not, multiple methods will be 
called upon to provide adequate answers to evaluation questions. For example, 
surveys, focus groups, and interviews of teachers, students, and administrators 
might be called upon to provide well-triangulated answers to questions about the 
appropriate expectations for a university language requirement. Evaluation also 
unfolds regularly and cyclically in language programs, with particularly high-
priority issues addressed at any given point in time, followed by the determina-
tion of new priorities and subsequent evaluation, in a continual cycle of program 
inquiry and improvement.

Why Bother with Evaluation in Language Programs?
Potentially, evaluation can involve a substantial amount of effort and a type of ef-
fort that FL educators are perhaps unaccustomed to—so, why should we bother 
with such an additional burden, especially when we are already pressed for time 
and resources in higher education? A simple and perhaps overly cynical answer is 
that if we do not bother, then we may not have such concerns at all any more (i.e., 
when our programs no longer exist). In this sense, evaluation is an imperative in 
the current environment, where colleges and universities are searching for pro-
grams to eliminate in cost-saving maneuvers and where demonstrating our value 
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4� John Norris and Nicole Mills

is essential for survival. A more positive outlook would suggest that program eval-
uation reaps numerous potential benefits for FL education, including:

1.	 Understanding shifts in enrollments and identifying strategies for 
improvement;

2.	 Identifying and disseminating particularly effective teaching practices 
across the FL faculty;

3.	 Providing a basis for curriculum development and the selection of ma-
terials through a careful analysis of student learning needs and faculty 
expectations;

4.	 Assessing critical aspects of student learning, both during and on com-
pletion of sequences of instruction, as a way of demonstrating program 
outcomes as well as improving instruction to achieve them;

5.	 Raising awareness about distinct sectors of FL programs and the learn-
ing expectations and pedagogic practices within them as a means for 
achieving curricular alignment and articulation;

6.	 Bringing faculty (of different types—tenured, nontenured, practi-
tioners, adjuncts, teaching assistants) together to communicate and 
collaborate in the shared interest of offering excellent educational expe-
riences to students;

7.	 Redressing the divides in many FL departments by clarifying how dis-
tinct courses and sequences are interrelated in pursuit of guiding in-
stitutional and program missions and goals, and by reflecting on the 
professional status and responsibilities of diverse members of the fac-
ulty and staff.

Certainly these benefits should appeal to most LPDs and coordinators, many 
of whom already engage in some form of evaluation. As Paesani and Barrette 
(2005) point out, there are three elements of well-articulated language programs: 
(a) a well-planned curriculum, (b) coordinated instruction, and (c) an awareness 
of the learner’s experience and development. In pursuit of these goals, coordina-
tors and LPDs are called upon to provide guidance, coordinate instruction, observe 
instructors, develop and implement common assessment procedures, and encour-
age consistency throughout language requirement courses and often beyond. 
Increasingly, as notions of FL curricula, degree program outcomes, and depart-
mental structure evolve to better meet the needs of students, institutions, and 
society, coordinators also must engage in open communication to foster effective 
transitions among levels, to establish continuity throughout course sequences, to 
represent the needs and rights of their instructional staff, and to operationalize 
FL education in response to the big picture of what precisely our value is in the 
academy. While all of these dimensions of a well-articulated language program 
are often cultivated by LPDs, contemporary challenges to FL education call for 
heightened systematicity, increased participation by diverse stakeholders within 
FL programs, the need to balance frequently competing values, and, fundamen-
tally, evidence that the decisions being made are effective in leading to high-
quality learning experiences. Program evaluation, done comprehensively and with 
legitimate engagement, offers precisely that.
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Innovation and Accountability in Foreign Language Program Evaluation� 5

How Should Language Educators Engage in Evaluation?
In pursuit of these potential benefits, what are the implications for how LPDs 
and coordinators (as well as department chairs, faculty, and others) engage in 
program evaluation? There are, of course, numerous handbooks and guide-
lines for evaluation practice and language program evaluation (e.g., Brown, 
1995; Kiely & Rea-Dickins, 2005) as well as accessible work from the broader 
program evaluation discipline. In particular, Michael Quinn Patton’s (2008) 
book Utilization-Focused Evaluation has inspired substantial developments 
in evaluation by FL educators (e.g., Norris, 2008; several chapters within this 
volume). There are also several recent collections of language program evalua-
tion in practice for a variety of purposes. These collections include evaluations 
conducted within college FL programs (Norris et al., 2009) as well as across di-
verse language education contexts (Norris, 2009), which provide insights into 
the specific approaches adopted by language educators engaging in program 
evaluation. These texts and collections of examples offer helpful and illustra-
tive starting points for language educators who wish to embark on program 
evaluations within their particular settings. On the basis of these accumulat-
ing examples, as well as several recent investigations into the roles for and 
usefulness of program evaluation within college language education (Davis, 
2012; Davis, Sinicrope, & Watanabe, 2009; Watanabe, 2014), we can recom-
mend several key dimensions of evaluation that are at once useful, feasible, 
and worthwhile.

If it is to encourage awareness raising, communication and collaboration, 
empowerment, and the likelihood of follow-through on findings, useful evalua-
tion within language programs involves critical participation by multiple and 
distinct stakeholders. In language programs, key participants might include pro-
gram administrators (directors, coordinators, chairs) who are well situated to 
enact structural changes, institutional administrators (deans, provosts) who con-
trol resources, and especially faculty and instructional staff (tenure-track, non-
tenure-track, adjuncts, and graduate teaching assistants) who are implicated in 
the day-to-day delivery of instruction. Participation may take different forms for 
distinct stakeholders; however, the degree to which evaluation will be understood, 
will be taken seriously, and will lead to actions is determined in large part by the 
extent to which such people are engaged throughout the process. Such engage-
ment may include identifying aspects of the program in need of evaluation, se-
lecting data-collection methodologies, or interpreting results and negotiating 
solutions.

At the same time, while broad and representative participation is essen-
tial, it is also clear that proactive leadership is a key quality of language pro-
gram evaluations that actually happen and that lead to positive iterations in 
program development. Leadership typically takes the form of administratively 
empowered individuals (e.g., directors, chairs) who have the authority and re-
sponsibility to encourage activities like evaluation, who have the programmatic 
vision to identify major purposes for evaluation, and who can bring together 
diverse stakeholders integral to the process. Leaders may also be particularly 
well informed and energetic individuals (e.g., faculty, instructors) who are able 
to generate enthusiasm among others and provide key input on evaluation 
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methodology. Regardless of who the particular individual may be (though they 
are almost always situated within, as opposed to outside of, programs), it is 
evident from research on language program evaluation to date that one or sev-
eral leaders must (a) take active responsibility for initially championing the 
potential contribution of evaluation and (b) exert a sustained commitment to 
enabling, encouraging, perhaps even cajoling others into engagement; with-
out such a point person, it is unlikely that substantive evaluation work will be 
accomplished.

Another important quality of useful evaluations is that they feature the pri-
oritization of needs, goals, and methods of evaluation. A much-cited challenge 
of evaluation is that it is overwhelming to collect data regularly on all of the 
important elements of language programs, from teachers to materials to infra-
structure to students, never mind review, interpret, and make changes on the 
basis of these data once collected. Within effective approaches to language pro-
gram evaluation, a consensus is emerging that evaluation should not attempt 
to tackle all possible questions, to solve all possible problems, or to monitor 
all possible dimensions within a given educational setting. Rather, leaders 
and other stakeholders develop specific foci for evaluation through a process 
of prioritization, wherein various possibilities are considered and consensus is 
reached regarding which one or two main concerns are in need of immediate 
attention. By prioritizing and focusing evaluation activities, and establishing 
reasonable timelines for their completion, the ensuing process of data collec-
tion becomes much more feasible, and the likelihood of making progress with-
out overwhelming participants is greatly enhanced. Prioritization also helps 
participants come to understand the ongoing and cyclical nature of evaluation 
as an essential piece of regular educational work, as opposed to a reactive en-
deavor typically undertaken in response only to external threats or accountabil-
ity impetuses.

A final, somewhat less tangible quality of evaluation that is nevertheless 
fundamental to its usefulness has to do with ownership over the process. Indeed, 
all of the qualities listed previously contribute to the realization that evaluations 
that are owned by program insiders (language teachers, coordinators, directors, 
chairs) are more likely to respond to the need for perpetual innovation in lan-
guage education as well as to meet external accountability expectations for 
ongoing quality assurance. By ownership, we mean the incorporation of evalu-
ative processes into the daily work of a language program, the shared valuing of 
evaluation as a regular and important practice essential to the sustained func-
tioning of language programs, and the capacity and drive to actively initiate and 
pursue evaluation without external warnings or incentives. Indeed, ownership 
over evaluation may even offer a basis for resisting uninformed, pernicious, or 
ineffectual evaluation mandates while providing alternatives (e.g., in the form of 
existing program-internal practices) that meet diverse expectations. In language 
programs, a spirit of evaluation ownership comes about through the development 
of language educators’ capacities (knowledge and skills) to engage in evaluation 
methods, through the sustained completion of evaluation cycles and ensuing 
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programmatic improvements, and through the creation of an ethos of collab-
orative inquiry, open communication, and willingness to change on the basis of 
empirical evidence.

Of course, the achievement of such an evaluation culture wherein owner-
ship is regularly practiced by all is a goal that may take some time to realize. Still, 
in programs where an evaluation culture is arguably the status quo, the benefits 
would seem to make the invested time and effort worth the while. For example, 
in the case of the Georgetown University German Department, evaluation owner-
ship emerged hand-in-hand with the need to innovate all aspects of undergrad-
uate curriculum and instruction in response to evolving goals of students and 
faculty, insights into language learning and humanities instruction, and the un-
certain role of FL studies in U.S. higher education. Over nearly 20 years, evalua-
tion has played an integral and sustained role in (a) providing an empirical basis 
for developing curriculum, materials, pedagogy, and assessment (see, e.g., Byrnes 
et al., 2010; Norris, 2008); (b) stating and assessing student learning outcomes in 
both language and humanistic terms (see, e.g., Byrnes, 2002; Norris & Pfeiffer, 
2003; Ryshina-Pankova & Byrnes, 2013); (c) understanding and improving the 
perceived value of the degree program and educational experiences (Pfeiffer & 
Byrnes, 2009); and (d) making incremental adjustments in the daily practices of  
instruction (see, e.g., Pfeiffer & Byrnes, 2009; Norris, 2008). In the words of 
two of the program leaders, this investment of energies has been important on  
two fronts:

Seen from the outside, the view of educational policy and adminis-
tration, assessment and evaluation can create and sustain the kind 
of departmental culture of reflective and actionable conversation 
about educational goals and praxes that is so much in demand 
in contemporary education. Seen from the inside, the perspective 
of the educational practitioners themselves, assessment and evalu-
ation can nurture the most sought-after commodity of university 
life: intellectual community. (Pfeiffer & Byrnes, 2009, p. 200).

It is against this backdrop of the qualities and contributions of useful eval-
uation practice that the chapters in the current volume provide important new 
examples of evaluation at work for diverse purposes in a variety of college FL pro-
grams. The individual cases presented here reflect programs at various stages in 
the emergence of a full-fledged evaluation culture, yet they all exemplify and build 
upon one or more of the key dimensions of an evaluation practice that can con-
tribute meaningfully, usefully, and responsibly to both innovation and account-
ability demands in higher education.

The Present Volume
The present volume provides LPDs and others with an overview of innova-
tive methodologies, guidelines, and frameworks in language program evalua-
tion as these have been applied in responding to actual evaluation demands in 
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postsecondary FL education settings. To reflect the diverse foci, purposes, and 
methods of the language program evaluation process as it unfolds in reality, the 
perspectives of various participants and stakeholders are included. Such perspec-
tives include directors of language centers and programs, department chairs, di-
rectors of undergraduate studies, tenure-track and tenured professors, adjunct 
faculty, assistant vice provosts, associate deans, and graduate teaching assistants. 
Distinct types of language programs are also represented, including individual 
languages and departments such as Spanish, French, German, as well as larger 
combined language programs, such as Romance Languages, and extending to the 
broadest levels, such as the university language requirement or an entire College 
of Languages. The examples also come from both public and private universities 
across the United States. In light of such diversity of contexts, it comes as no sur-
prise that the evaluation cases compiled in this volume range from large-scale 
quantitative analyses, to in-depth case studies, to proposed frameworks, to reflec-
tive essays, all highlighting how different stakeholders have sought to understand, 
improve, and ultimately transform their language programs.

The volume is organized in two overarching sections. In the first section, 
readers are presented with various methodologies, guidelines, and frameworks 
for language program evaluation. In Chapter 1, Kimi Kondo-Brown, John McE. 
Davis, and Yukiko Watanabe describe a graduating student’s exit survey initia-
tive in the College of Language, Linguistics, and Literature at the University of 
Hawai‘i at Manoa. This survey, designed to elicit feedback on educational expe-
riences and outcomes from all graduating students across some 30 programs, 
provided a means for jump-starting evaluation practices in response to accredita-
tion pressures, but with a primary goal of providing useful feedback to faculty and 
programs. The authors (an associate dean and, at that time, two PhD students spe-
cializing in program evaluation) highlight key stages in the survey development 
and implementation—critically including extensive consultation with program 
directors, chairs, and other insiders—along with issues, challenges, and lessons 
learned as well as meaningful and productive outcomes for faculty and staff.

In Chapter 2, Elizabeth Bernhardt and Monica Brillantes outline the mon-
etary and nonmonetary costs of the Stanford Language Center’s assessment pro-
gram across two years of instruction in 15 languages. Their chapter emphasizes 
the relationship between the monetary investment in the assessment program 
and student performance outcomes. From the perspectives of both the director 
and the program manager of the language center, the authors discuss the scope of 
the assessment program, the assessment instruments employed, and the impact 
that program evaluation via proficiency assessment has had on the language cen-
ter’s status within the university.

In Chapter 3, Peter Ecke and Alexander Ganz address the use of a variety of 
student analytics and longitudinal data to evaluate the German language program 
at the University of Arizona. Ecke, the director of the basic German language pro-
gram, and Ganz, a doctoral student in Transcultural German studies, describe how 
the careful analysis of institutional and external data on student enrollments, lan-
guage program offerings, and student profiles, accompanied by various internal 
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student surveys, have helped the department respond to key challenges faced over 
the past decade.

In Chapter 4, Judith Liskin-Gasparro and Raychel Vasseur present a case study 
that describes the department’s design and implementation of a rubric to assess 
the content knowledge and literary interpretation skills in writing of graduating 
Spanish majors at the University of Iowa, following a university mandate that all 
academic departments develop student learning outcomes for their undergradu-
ate majors. Liskin-Gasparro, a faculty member and program director, and Vasseur, 
a PhD student, describe the benefits and challenges of utilization-focused assess-
ment as well as the process of engaging departmental faculty in its development 
and implementation.

Finally, in a three-year longitudinal study, Elena Schmitt, the chair of the De-
partment of World Languages and Literatures at Southern Connecticut State Uni-
versity, describes the implications of the transition from a seat-time requirement 
to a proficiency requirement for FL learning (Chapter 5). Her chapter describes 
students’ performance on the Standards-Based Measurement of Proficiency 
(STAMP) test as well as the influence of course scheduling on student learning 
following a university-wide movement toward skill-based and proficiency-driven 
education.

In the second section of the volume, readers are presented with various 
language program evaluation initiatives and their relation to professional, 
institutional, and departmental goals and identities. In Chapter 6, Carol Klee, 
Charlotte Melin, and Dan Soneson describe the development of proposed educa-
tional outcomes and recommendations from the Second Language Acquisition 
Working Group at the University of Minnesota. This committee of faculty experts 
developed institutional benchmarks in foreign languages that aimed to align 
intellectual content in general education with language development goals in 
FL study. The authors, including the director of the language center and direc-
tors of the Spanish and German studies programs, suggest that longitudinal pro-
gram evaluation and oversight with input from various stakeholders and experts 
in the field of second language acquisition is essential for meaningful change 
to occur. They conclude that reorienting FL programs to encompass larger 
intellectual goals may reemphasize the relevance of FL learning in 21st-century 
higher education.

In Chapter 7, Alessandro Zannirato explicitly adopts empowerment evalua-
tion in his exploration of the organizational dynamics among language and litera-
ture faculty in two-tiered departments. As he explains, empowerment evaluation 
sets out to give voice to diverse stakeholders who may typically be disenfranchised 
in existing political or power structures of organizations. His survey research 
findings suggest that conflict and disempowerment are key factors that influence 
interactions among those in first-tier and second-tier faculty positions. Zannirato, 
himself an LPD, concludes by recommending that departments identify struc-
tural factors that are conflict generating and disempowering and then collectively 
implement specific plans of action that reduce inequities among language and 
literature faculty.
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Alan Brown then questions (in Chapter 8) the ambiguous role of course 
grades as a means of producing valuable information on student learning out-
comes. Brown, who serves as the director of undergraduate studies, first presents 
descriptive statistics on the use of grade-based metrics as prerequisites for un-
dergraduate courses at 73 research-intensive public institutions. He then reports 
the results of a correlational study of the relationship between student grades 
from two pre-major Spanish courses at one institution and students’ respective 
reading, speaking, and writing proficiency assessments. He concludes the chapter 
with a discussion of the role of course grades in the evaluation of FL students’ 
capabilities.

Lindsy Myers and Nathan Lindsay’s Chapter 9 presents a unique collabora-
tion of authors and perspectives. The authors are, respectively, the assistant vice 
provost of assessment and the coordinator of the first-year French program at 
the University of Missouri, St. Louis. The chapter provides a case study describ-
ing the implementation of an assessment program within the Foreign Language 
and Literatures department in response to a university-wide mandate. Temporal, 
financial, and organizational challenges are presented as well as positive out-
comes within the department, such as collaborative reflection among faculty and 
staff and learning to “speak the same language” as administrators and external 
stakeholders.

In the final chapter (Chapter 10), Theodore Cachey, the chairperson in the 
Department of Romance Languages and Literatures at the University of Notre 
Dame, describes the inception and sustainment of an outcomes-oriented assess-
ment project. He discusses how the process of evaluation led to curricular revi-
sions and innovations, enhanced collegiality and respect among faculty, and the 
reframing of goals and instructional practices within the department. Cachey 
argues that useful program evaluation may help language and literature depart-
ments achieve the reform outlined in the MLA Ad Hoc Committee on Foreign 
Languages (2007) report “Foreign languages and higher education: New struc-
tures for a changed world” as well as encourage faculty to become advocates for 
the value and importance of the study of foreign languages, cultures, and litera-
tures within the humanities.

Looking Ahead: Evaluation as a Heuristic  
for Innovation and Accountability
The chapters in this volume provide examples of evaluation at work in diverse 
college FL programs for a variety of purposes. As such, they continue to fill 
the gap in published cases of program evaluation specific to the FL educational 
context (along with other recent collections, e.g., Norris et al., 2009). Read-
ers should find ample inspiration, modeling, and discussion of both the how 
and the why of FL program evaluation, and we hope that the chapters help in-
dividual LPDs and others in FL education embark upon and/or sustain their 
own evaluation efforts. Collectively, the chapters also make an interesting case 
for how program evaluation provides a useful, possibly essential heuristic for 
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motivating and guiding FL educators as they respond to two critical forces at 
work in higher education, the humanities, and language education today: (a) 
the fundamental need for innovation from within and (b) the demand for ac-
countability from outside.

Innovation in FL education today is an absolute essential: Either we adapt, 
or we do not survive. Evaluation offers a systematic basis for language programs 
to pursue innovations of various kinds. On the one hand, evaluation offers the 
possibility of gaining empirical insights into the critical elements that constitute 
language programs, answering questions like: What are students’ learning needs 
and goals in our institution, college, and program? What are the expectations of 
employers, graduate programs, and the FL profession for what students know and 
can do after a course of FL study? How well does the curriculum address such 
needs and expectations? Where might we want to invest resources and adjust prac-
tices? Given data-based evidence in answer to these questions, FL educators will 
have a foundation for making informed decisions about changes that might be 
needed in their specific programs, rather than relying on intuition, overly global 
standards, or debilitating traditions of practice (such as resisting change). Evalua-
tion also provides a logic for aligning the distinct elements of language programs 
with each other: Program evaluation implies that specific parts of a program (e.g., 
syllabi, assessments, teacher training, and materials) are linked with each other 
in an overall instructional theory of just how teaching and learning should occur. 
Furthermore, in light of evaluation experiences in FL programs thus far, some of 
which are reported in this volume, it may also be that evaluation enables innova-
tion in the ways in which FL programs function. When engaged as a meaningful, 
participatory, and useful process, program evaluation seems to foster a newfound 
sense of collegiality and collaboration. It raises awareness among participants 
(e.g., tenured versus adjunct faculty) about teaching and learning in distinct sec-
tors of a curriculum, and it may serve to break down dysfunctional professional 
barriers that not only affect faculty’s working lives but also have a clear impact on 
a program’s responsibility to offer a consistent, articulated, and comprehensive 
learning experience to students.

Perhaps more obviously, evaluation offers a means for responding to ac-
countability demands. As public scrutiny of the worth of a college education 
mounts, financial pressures on universities grow, and the tools of accreditation 
shift increasingly toward assessment, it is apparent that FL programs will be 
held accountable to distinct audiences and in multiple ways. Adopting a reactive 
stance—“accountability is just a fad”; “humanities learning cannot be measured”; 
and so on—ignores the reality that educational programs that do not bother to 
inquire into and express their own value provide the easiest targets for elimina-
tion in cash-strapped higher education. It is also an abdication of responsibility to 
our students, ourselves, and the values of our profession(s) not to hold our pro-
grams accountable for providing a clearly stated value. However, how we choose 
to do so is a critical decision that FL educators must embrace. A decade of expe-
riences and investigations into accreditation-mandated outcomes assessment in 
college FL programs (e.g., Davis, 2012; Norris, 2006, 2013; Norris et al., 2009; 
Watanabe, 2014) suggest that a locally owned and sustained program evaluation 
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practice provides an optimal means for responding to accountability pressures in 
a useful way. If the intent of accountability and accreditation is to ensure that 
FL programs have clearly stated goals, engage in regular cycles of data collection 
about the achievement of those goals, and act upon findings formatively by mak-
ing adjustments in curriculum and instruction, then it is obvious that an evalua-
tion culture accomplishes precisely what accountability and accreditation seek to 
achieve. Such internally driven program evaluation, that which is owned by the 
program, may also prove to be quite effective in communicating beyond the walls 
of the program itself. This communication can extend to the broader institution 
and public about the extent to which FL educators take their responsibilities seri-
ously to offer students a valuable educational experience. There are, by now, quite 
a few examples of college administrators happily spotlighting the work of FL pro-
grams that engage in sustained program evaluation, especially when accreditation 
teams make their periodic visits to campus.

In the end, it is this kind of accountability—to our programs’ unique values, 
to our professional identities, and to our students’ needs and aspirations—that 
we hope to encourage through language program evaluation. And in the spirit of 
innovation much called for in recent years within language and humanities edu-
cation, we also suggest that innovation in our capacities for and attitudes toward 
program evaluation is an imperative.
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