
CHAPTER 1  

Quality Learning in the Context of “Student Swirl”

In 2011, the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) 
launched Quality Collaboratives: Assessing and Reporting Degree Qualifications 
Profile Competencies in the Context of Transfer, a three-year project that 
was part of a broader ongoing national effort to bring greater clarity to 
contemporary debates about educational quality. The project took advan-
tage of the release of the first version of Lumina Foundation’s Degree 
Qualifications Profile (see p. 3),1 as well as the experience of many two-
year and four-year colleges and universities that have used the resources 
of AAC&U’s Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative 
to advance campus-based reforms related to the quality of undergrad-
uate education.2 Through the LEAP initiative, AAC&U has taken the 
lead in highlighting and promoting educational programs and practices, 
assessment approaches, and institutional policies that contribute to the 
quality of college education. A part of that larger initiative, the Quality Collabora-
tives project addressed the need to define, document, and assess student progress 
toward the achievement of essential learning outcomes in the context of student 
transfer from two-year to four-year institutions. 

It is time now to build on the momentum of current efforts to improve cur-
ricular design and learning outcomes assessment, time to reclaim and redirect 
the national dialogue about what matters in college. This must be done in ways 
that honor the distinctive missions of individual institutions and that ensure all 
students are well served by higher education. The analysis and recommenda-
tions presented in this report are intended not as a fixed blueprint, but rather as 
an emerging and evolving framework. Educators’ work on quality is much more 
advanced than policy makers, the media, or the general public may recognize, but 
it is, nonetheless, a “work in progress.”

In shaping Quality Collaboratives, project leaders began with the realiza-
tion that, too often, public discussions of quality and value start in the wrong 
place—with a desperate search for usable metrics and measures, rather than a 
big-picture consideration of the purposes of education. In crafting policies and 

1. The Degree Qualifications Profile (DQP) is a postsecondary learning outcomes framework that specifies 
what students should be expected to know and be able to do at the associate’s, bachelor’s, and master’s levels. 
The DQP was first introduced in 2011. A second iteration, with alterations based on feedback from college 
and university campuses and from national associations, was released in 2014. The DQP is available online at 
http://degreeprofile.org.

2. Launched in 2005, Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) is a national public advocacy and 
campus action initiative designed to champion the importance of a twenty-first-century liberal education—for 
individual students and for a nation dependent on economic creativity and democratic vitality. Through LEAP, 
hundreds of campuses are making far-reaching educational changes to help students—whatever their chosen 
fields of study—acquire the broad knowledge, high-order capacities, and real-world experience needed to thrive 
in the economy and in a globally engaged democracy. LEAP promotes learning outcomes that both educators 
and employers endorse, engaged or “high-impact” educational practices that foster the learning outcomes, 
assessments that focus on authentic student work, and inclusive excellence—i.e., proactive efforts to provide all 
students with equitable access to high-quality educational programs, practices, and accomplishment. For more 
information about LEAP, visit www.aacu.org/leap.
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quality-assurance frameworks in light of the demands of the twenty-first-century 
economy and society, it is essential to begin with what students need to learn and, 
especially, with how well students are able to put knowledge to use as a result of 
their educational experiences. In other words, we need to be very clear about what 
we are trying to achieve before we settle on metrics for judging whether we have 
met our goals.

How does higher learning help students advance their own most important 
goals? How can higher education best serve the needs of a democratic society 
and a globally engaged world power? What kinds of learning prepare graduates 
to contribute to and succeed in the economy of today and tomorrow? What 
forms of embedded assessment can simultaneously help advance learning goals, 
deepen students’ engagement with their learning, and generate clear evidence 
about student achievement? Most importantly, who should take the lead on the 
various aspects involved in defining and generating evidence about the quality 
of student learning?

These are complex questions. But, using the frameworks developed through 
the LEAP initiative and the Quality Collaboratives project, campuses and state 
systems can answer these questions in terms readily understood by educators, 
students, policy makers, and other stakeholders. The most important policy and 
educational priorities are to define clearly what a “quality education” is, and 
then to insist on accountability for ensuring that it is provided equitably to all 
college students. 

In the twenty-first century, a quality college education is one that 
enables students to develop the knowledge, skills, and judgment they 
need to

•	 contribute to an innovation-fueled economy;
•	 participate knowledgeably in their own democracy and in the 

larger world community in which the United States wields 
enormous influence;

•	 pursue their own goals for personal flourishing.
Any compelling framework for assessing the quality of learning or for 
crafting educational policy in twenty-first-century America needs both to 
be aligned with this definition of quality and to address directly the chal-
lenge AAC&U has identified as “making excellence inclusive”: ensuring 
that the best forms of college learning are provided not just to the most 
privileged students, but to all students seeking higher education degrees. 
This requires a willingness to recognize and respond to the reality that, 
for most of the history of American higher education, educational excel-
lence and educational exclusivity have been seen as virtually synonymous. 
We can scarcely hope to provide or report on true educational value if, 
through a failure to address inequities in preparation and experience, we 

reserve the most powerful forms of learning for the fortunate few.
Any effort to close equity gaps or to develop policies and practices that are 

more closely aligned with a twenty-first-century vision of quality also must 
begin with the most important question: What kinds of learning do graduates 
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An overview of the Degree Qualifications Profile
A template of proficiencies required for the award of college degrees  

at the associate, bachelor’s, and master’s levels*

Knowledge
At each degree level, every college student should demonstrate proficiency in using both 
specialized knowledge from at least one field and broad, integrative knowledge from 
arts and sciences fields. Both kinds of knowledge should be pursued from first to final 
year, providing opportunities for integration across fields and application to complex 
problems—in the student’s area of emphasis, in out-of-school settings, and in civil society.

BroAD AnD IntegrAtIve KnowLeDge
Key areas include the sciences, social 
sciences, humanities, arts, and global, 
intercultural, and democratic learning.
In each area, students

■  learn key concepts and methods 
of inquiry

■  Examine significant debates and 
questions 

■  Make evidence-based arguments

In addition, at each degree level, students
■  Produce work that integrates 

concepts and methods from at 
least two fields

SPeCIALIzeD KnowLeDge
Students demonstrate depth of knowledge 
in a field and produce field-appropriate 
applications drawing on both the major 
field and, at the BA level and beyond,  
other fields. Students learn

■  Discipline and field-specific 
knowledge 

■  Purposes, methods, and limitations 
of field 

■  Applied skills in field 
■  Integrative skills and methods 

that draw from multiple fields 
and disciplines

Intellectual Skills
Students hone and integrate intellectual skills across the curriculum, applying those skills 
both to complex challenges within major fields and to broad, integrative problem-solving 
challenges in general education, and in civic, global, and applied learning. Skills include

■  Analytic inquiry 
■  Use of information resources 
■  Engaging diverse perspectives

■  Ethical reasoning
■  Quantitative fluency 
■  Communication fluency

Civic and global Learning
Students acquire knowledge required for responsible citizenship both from their 
formal studies (see knowledge and skills, above) and from community-based 
learning, and demonstrate their ability to integrate both forms of learning in 
analyzing and addressing significant public problems and questions, both in civic 
and global contexts. Civic learning may be demonstrated through research, collaborative 
projects and/or field-based assignments. 

Applied and Collaborative Learning
Students demonstrate their ability to integrate and apply their learning (see knowledge 
and skills, above) in complex projects and assignments, including collaborative efforts, that 
may include research, projects, practicums, internships, work assignments, performances, 
and creative tasks.

* This chart summarizes Lumina Foundation’s Degree Qualifications Profile, first released in 
2014. This edition is informed by feedback from faculty and leaders from hundreds of colleges, 
universities, and community colleges that worked with the “beta version” of the document, 
which was published in 2011. The full Degree Qualifications Profile is available for download at 
http://www.luminafoundation.org/publications/The_Degree_Qualifications_Profile.pdf. 

THE QualITy oF a CollEgE DEgrEE | 3



need to succeed in a fast-changing economy, to contribute in a democratic 
and increasingly global society, and to pursue their own dreams? Through the 
LEAP initiative, AAC&U has documented a broad consensus among educators, 
employers, and students on the most important outcomes of college (AAC&U 
2011; Hart Research Associates 2015). This consensus on learning outcomes 
can productively inform efforts to change educational policies and practices 
related to curricular requirements, transfer agreements, and assessment and 
accountability frameworks. 

This report explores how a twenty-first-century vision of quality can help 
bridge divides among educators, leaders of state systems, and policy makers, as 
well as how such a broad vision can contribute to efforts at the institutional and 
system levels to develop new frameworks for ensuring educational quality in the 
context of transfer and new forms of accountability for what really matters to 
students and to society.
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