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Introduction to RBA 

The Regents Bachelor of Arts degree is a state-wide degree offered at every public college and university 

in WV. The degree was designed to facilitate the degree completion of adults who were returning to 

higher education after some absence. The graduation requirements and related policies are governed by 

state guidelines rather than by institutional policy. Therefore, RBA students are exempt from Marshall 

University general education/core curriculum requirements and from certain other MU requirements. 

Rather, the specific curriculum requirements of the RBA for graduation are: 

 128 hours of credit, including 

o 40 hours at the 300-400 level 

o 36 hours of general education, including 

 6 hours  in the humanities 

 6 hours in natural sciences  

 6 hours in social sciences  

 3 hours in mathematics or computers  

 9 additional hours from any of the general education areas 

The specific courses which satisfy each of the above categories are determined by individual institutions.  

There is no major although minors and Areas of Emphasis are allowed (but optional). The program also 

allows for College Equivalent Credit (CEC) which can be earned by examination for credit, military credit, 

and work experience equivalent credit.  As a result of the use of college equivalent credit and the 

flexibility of course options for general education, RBA students/graduates have widely varied 

transcripts and course histories. Some students have been out of school for 20-30 years, while others 

may have left high school only 4 years ago (the minimum requirement for entrance into the RBA 

program). These varied backgrounds, the inclusion of sometimes quite old previous coursework, the 

flexibility of courses and the use of CEC’s to satisfy both the general education requirements and other 

hours toward graduation make the assessment of student learning very difficult. 

Difficulties in assessing RBA students 

a. The State of WV determines the curriculum, forbids a major, and encourages flexibility and speed to 

degree. Currently there are no stated state-wide outcomes of student learning for RBA students. 

b. There is no common core curriculum; there are no classes that constitute a major. 

c. There are two subgroups of students which are very different. About half the RBA students are 

returning adults who frequently have CEC credits, while the other half are current Marshall students 

in their 5th (or more) year who have not (or cannot) complete a major in a timely fashion. 

d. Prior courses were taken in another time, place, or discipline, and the content or rigor may have 

changed radically. In addition, the retention of course-specific knowledge is not good unless one 

happens to use that knowledge on a regular basis. 
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e. There is no common core or standard of learning for the military credits, portfolios, CLEP exams, and 

standard awards. 

f. A sizable number of students transfer into the RBA program in the same semester that they 

graduate. Therefore, none of their “learning’ can be attributed to the RBA program. 

g. Another portion of RBA students are transfers from other institutions, so their learning may not be 

attributed to Marshall University. 

h. Because Marshall cannot change any aspect of the RBA program except which courses apply to 

which general education category, there is no loop to close, even if we did discover something 

meaningful about RBA students. 

Therefore, we must ask if it is possible to assess what RBA students have learned.  Is that learning 

equivalent to that acquired by students in other programs at MU? Is the vaunted “life-long learning” 

that results in CEC’s the same as learning in the classroom?  Should we expect it to be?  How can that be 

assessed?” 

Assessment Measures of Current Students 

ACT scores and GPA   The average composite ACT score for currently enrolled RBA majors is 18.76. An 

average score for the entire university is unavailable, but for 2006-2007 (the latest year that current 

students are eligible for the program) the 25th percentile for all entering MU students was 20. Therefore, 

RBA students started college with lower ACT scores than the average MU student. Many of the older 

RBA students and those who entered the military right after high school do not have test scores, so 

there is no comparison for many RBA students. Of the 428 enrolled majors,   165 or 38.6% do not have  

ACT or SAT scores. This prevents them from taking the CLA, so a significant portion of RBA students 

cannot participate in this university assessment measure of critical thinking. 

Of the 256 RBA enrolled students with ACT scores, 39 had a composite score of less than 16 (15% of all 

RBA students with scores). Of these 39 students with low ACTs, 18 took the ACT in the 80’s and 10 took 

it in the 90’s. It is interesting to look at the current academic achievement of these students with very 

low predictors of college success. Only 2 of the 39 have a GPA below 2.00 (5%).  9 students, or 23%, 

have a GPA above a 3.00, and 15 (38.5%) have a GPA between 2.5 and 2.99. Of the 9 students with 

GPA’s above 3.0, 8 started school in the ‘80’s and 90’s, so they are returning adult RBA students. 

Following the forgiveness of F’s over 4 years old, these students have proved themselves academically. 

Some number of previous students left college because their first semester or year was disastrous in 

terms of grades, but as the now adult student, their performance is totally different. This success 

supports the validity of encouraging adults to return to school, no matter what their earlier experience 

was like. 

Graduating Senior Survey: Spring 2010 

a. Several items on the graduating senior survey from the spring of 2010 are included in Appendix A.  

While the university had a 34% response rate, only 28% of the RBA graduates responded. 26 

students responded (16 female and 10 male), and their age distribution may reflect the 2 subgroups 
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of RBA students – the 5th+ years current students, and the returning adults (usually over 30). There 

were 10 respondents age 22-29 (a “typical” age student) and 16 students 30 years or older (8 

respondents were over 40 years old). Thus, while numbers were not large, the respondents do seem 

to represent our student population. 

b. On every question included in Appendix A, RBA students were more satisfied or rated themselves as 

more positive (a lower score, since “1” is the most positive rating) about their education and what 

they felt they learned compared to all MU students. Statistical analyses were not done, so we 

cannot say that all these differences are significant ( see the table below and Questions 1-13 in 

Appendix A). 

 
 

 

c. The greatest differences between the RBA students and the university sample were in the items 

about computer competency (Q 5 & 6) and appreciation of the arts (Q 12). Perhaps returning 

students initially feel less computer competent than younger students, so coming back to school 

increases their competence relatively more. Likewise, returning students may have less exposure to 

the arts while they were out of school, so taking classes in the fine arts might be perceived as more 

beneficial. 

d. The lowest perceived accomplishments were in science and math (Q 3, 13), and the highest were in 

the 2 computer competency questions. We do see the returning students struggle with completing 

the science requirements, and since RBA students can take a computer course instead of a 

mathematics course, they may be accurately perceiving weaker mathematical competency. 

e.  RBA students are more satisfied with their program than the university sample (Q 15.2), and they 

would recommend their program to others more highly than does the university sample (Q15.4).   

f. The remaining questions included from the graduating senior survey are specific to the RBA 

program, but may indicate the usefulness of various RBA credit options. (See Appendix A) 

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

Q 1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13

RBA Ave

Univ ave





 

5 
 

 

The following chart shows the number of graduate students enrolled in the fall of 2010 who graduated 

from each of the undergraduate MU colleges. There are 111 RBA graduates currently enrolled, which 

represents 8.6 % of the current graduate students and which puts the RBA 5th among the 9 colleges with 

graduates attending MU graduate programs. 

 

Graduation Success   -- Length of time in the RBA program. Of the 428 RBA students enrolled in classes 

this fall, 51 will be graduating. 71% of the currently enrolled RBA students are in their first 4 semesters 

in the program, and 66.7% of the enrolled graduating seniors are in their first 4 semesters (nearly half 

graduate within the first 2 semesters). It appears that the majority of students move into the program 

and graduate within 4 semesters. Because many students are part-time, this length of time is admirable. 

The following table shows the distribution of RBA students by length of time in the program: 

Length of time in RBA program  Number enrolled 
this semester 

Graduating students 
this semester 

   
1st semester 87 11 
2nd semester 93 12 
1-1.5 years 125 11 
2-4.5 years 91 14 
5-6.5 years 11 1 
7-7.5 years 8 1 
8 or more years 13 1 

Total 428 51* 

 This number of graduates does not include students who are not enrolled in 

classes this term but will be graduating 

number of students

RBA 

COB

COEHS

COFA

COHP

CITE

JRN

COS

COLA





 

7 
 

Proposed Assessment Plan 

Mission statement  

There is no state-wide mission statement for the RBA. However, the implied intention for the 

development of the program seems to be:  The Regents Bachelor of Arts degree is designed for 

returning nontraditional students who never completed a four year baccaulaurate degree. There is no 

major in the RBA, so students can design a flexible course curriculum that meets their current 

educational needs. The general education core requirements provide for a broadly educated person, 

while the 40 hours of upper division credit ensure that all students receive a challenging academic 

experience. Other unusual components of the degree allow the application of all military credit and 

other work experience equivalent credits as determined by university faculty and the RBA program. The 

overriding program goal is to facilitate the graduation of nontraditional students through a general 

studies background and work experience/college equivalent credits. 

Learning outcomes for general education   Currently there are no stated learning outcomes for the RBA. 

Because the curriculum is established by the State, learning outcomes also ought to be established by 

the State. Until this happens, it may be possible to establish some local outcomes based primarily on the 

5 areas in general education, although the same difficulties of assessing the degree also make it difficult 

to create learning outcomes. Since there is no major, students will not have any common learning 

beyond the flexible general education choices. The 5 areas in the general education core are:  [These 

are not defined in any way by the RBA state guidelines] 

 Communications  (6 hours) 

 Humanities  (6 hours) 

 Natural sciences (6 hours) 

 Social sciences  (6 hours) 

 Mathematics OR computers ( 3 hours) 

Part of the future RBA plan would be to create learning outcomes for these areas until they are created 

on a state-wide basis for a common assessment used by all RBA programs. Possibilities for doing this 

include using applicable MU core curriculum outcomes (although these are written from the perspective 

of E-portfolios, which RBA students are not required to do), using the old Marshall plan general 

education core learning outcomes, or adapting outcomes found at other universities. Eventually an 

outcome focusing on critical thinking should be included, as hopefully more MU courses come to be CT 

designated and RBA students include those in their course selections. (Appendix B includes possible 

outcomes and the rubrics intended for evaluating the new MU core curriculum)  

Proposed Assessment measures  

A. For students who transfer into the RBA after 4 or more years in another MU college, assessment 

measures can be based on the E-portfolio assessment measures developed with the new core 

curriculum.  Transferring students can submit relevant artifacts for assessment by the faculty 

who will be doing university general education assessment. This will necessitate a sample of RBA 
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students who must be identified as RBA students in the assessment process, and results 

provided to the RBA coordinator for interpretation. This will need to be coordinated with the 

University’s Assessment committee, and it may be determined that in-house transfers into the 

RBA must continue to maintain and develop their E-portfolios if they do not have artifacts in all 

the general education areas. While the RBA does not require critical thinking as a ‘requirement”, 

that area should be assessed in RBA students as long as they have taken some CT courses in the 

university curriculum. Luckily there is overlap between the university’s general education 

curriculum and the RBA general education requirements, so this process can probably be 

worked out without too much difficulty. However, this won’t be available for at least the next 4 

years (the first time this year’s  freshmen will be eligible to enter the RBA). 

B. The real difficulty in assessment comes with the returning students whose previous curriculum 

is varied, perhaps old, and may include military and other CEC’s. Hopefully the development of 

learning outcomes for these students will clarify assessment plans, but there are several 

possibilities for RBA general education areas: 

a. Communications. This might be the easiest place to start since the English and 

Communications Studies departments have developed assessment activities for the 

university general education assessment. There are several courses that returning RBA 

students tend to take because they are online and satisfy gen ed requirements (like 

courses in ethics, classical studies, and history). RBA student papers submitted to these 

classes could be obtained from the instructors (with the authorization of the university 

Assessment Director). These could be submitted to reviewing faculty in the English 

department for evaluation. Student names would be removed, but the RBA 

“membership” would be identified.  It might be possible to find online Communications 

studies courses that require an oral presentation (perhaps CMM 319 or CMM 302) and 

faculty review engaged. Finally, although it is a small sample, students taking the GRE 

could demonstrate their ability in communication skills with GRE verbal scores. For 

example, for RBA students who graduated in 2008 and 2009 and who are enrolled at 

Marshall University Graduate College in 2010, the average verbal GRE score is 440.7 , 

which is below the national average. Likewise, passing scores on appropriate 

CLEP/Dantes exams can also indicate student learning.  

b. Natural Sciences. It would be possible to develop a generic scientific thinking exam (the 

COS developed one in an earlier general education assessment process), or there may 

be a standardized exam somewhere which could be administered to RBA students 

during assessment day.  Passing scores on appropriate CLEP/Dantes exams can also 

indicate student learning. 

c. Social Sciences and Humanities are areas that are so broad, and course options so 

diverse that identifying measures is difficult.  Passing scores on appropriate CLEP/Dantes 

exams might indicate student learning an a number of social science areas. 

d. Mathematics or Computers:  Passing scores on appropriate CLEP/Dantes or perhaps the 

PPST exams can be used.  GRE quantitative scores would provide an assessment 

measure for a small sample of RBA graduates. The average GRE quantitative score for 
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currently enrolled graduate students who graduated with the RBA in 2008 and 2009 is 

410.4, also below the national average. 

There may be a standardized exam that covers all or most of these general education areas, and if so, 

perhaps it could be administered to some subset of graduating seniors.  

The CLA cannot be used as a measure of RBA student learning outcomes because students must have 

ACT or SAT scores in order to take the CLA. Many returning students and veterans do not have those 

scores. Portfolio success and other CEC awards are also not good measures of student learning because 

almost no credits are earned for courses in the general education areas.  

Assessment of CEC’s 

 Eight portfolios were submitted for review in Fall 2009 and Spring 2010, and these portfolios 

combined for a total request of 276 hours of credit from 14 different departments. Students 

received a total of 174 hours of credit from 13 departments for a credit awarded/requested rate 

of 63%. However, 101 of the 174 hours awarded credit were from one department, constituting 

58% of the total credit awarded. This is not necessarily desirable, because too much portfolio 

credit is dependent upon one faculty member. It appears that Marshall faculty award less credit 

to RBA students than do faculty in other RBA schools in the state (personal opinion based on 

conversations with other RBA Coordinators). At this point we cannot tell whether the lower rate 

of both requests and awards is due to the quality of our students’ work experience, the quality 

or (in)appropriateness of the portfolio presentation, or faculty resistance to awarding credit for 

experience outside the classroom. These issues should be addressed by RBA personnel. 

o The Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) and the American Council on 

Education (ACE) are currently piloting a national portfolio review and crediting process 

which will result in earned portfolio credit on an ACE transcript, which can be put on any 

student transcript, and it may be a better option for portfolio review than our existing 

“in-house” procedure.  We could then compare RBA student success with students 

nationwide and avoid the faculty resistance here. The disadvantages will be a higher 

cost per student (though still not unreasonable), and the loss of income for Marshall. 

 Credit by examination.  One measure of RBA student extra-classroom learning could be scores 

on the CLEP exams. Since January 2009, 37 students have taken 61 CLEP exams at Marshall’s 

testing Center. 14 of those students were RBA students who took 23 exams.  The pass rate for 

RBA students was 60%, and the pass rate for non-RBA people was 72%.  Perhaps there is a need 

to encourage RBA students to prepare before taking these tests. 

o However, pass rates are a little better for RBA students who took exams in the general 

education areas: 

 In Communications, there was one pass in Composition and one fail in public 

speaking (1/2) 

 In Natural sciences there was one pass in biology (1/1) 

 In Social Sciences, there were 8 passes in a range of subjects, and 4 fails (8/12 ) 

 In Humanities, there was 1 pass and 3 failures in a range of subjects (1/4) 
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 In Mathematics or Computers, there 2 passes and no failures in computer 

subjects (2/2). 

Based on this limited sample, Humanities seems to be the weakest area, although in the 

non-RBA students taking exams, Mathematics was the greatest weakness. No RBA 

students took an exam in mathematics, and many RBA students avoid mathematics 

courses. 

Analysis of RBA Graduates Fall 2009, Spring 2010, and Summer 2010 

It is possible to assess the RBA program efficacy in the facilitation of graduation by examining 

characteristics of the 189 students who graduated with the RBA during the most recent one year cycle. 

The following data reflects RBA success at achieving the statewide goal of helping people graduate who 

have not done so in the minimum 4 years since they left high school: 

A. Number of RBA graduates in 3 graduation periods (2009-2010): 189. The RBA has one of the 

highest numberof graduates in the university. 

 Of the 189 graduates, 33.9% were transfer students to MU.  Of those transfer students, 42.2% 

transferred to Marshall to enter the RBA program.  According to the BlueBook, in 2009-2010 there were 

only 81 seniors who transferred to Marshall as seniors. 64 of them apparently graduated with the RBA.  

 Another 23.9% of the total graduates were previous MU students returning to school to finish. 

 Of the 189 graduates, 66.1% were current MU students transferring to the RBA from another 

MU college, and 33.9% were either transfers from another college/university or returning adults who 

were not enrolled at another school (the person for whom the RBA was “intended”). 

 30.2% of the graduates had entered the RBA program in the same semester that they 

graduated. Some portion of those did not need to take any classes during that final semester. 

 13.8% graduated with honors. This is a commendable proportion, because honors graduates 

cannot have any F’s forgiven from their academic records (the RBA can forgive F’s that are more than 4 

years old). The MU registrar says that an estimate of Marshall students graduating with honors is 10%, 

so RBA students may be somewhat above average in this regard. 

B. The average number of credit hours upon graduation was 150.7.  7.9% of the graduates had more 

than 170 hours of credit, with 2.6% graduating with more than 200 hours.  

C.   The years in which these 2009-2010 graduates started school is as follows: 

Years first attended college % of graduating students (189) 

1970-1979 4.2% 

1980-1989 14.3% 

1990-1999 31.7% 

2000-2005 45% 

2006 (the last eligible year) 3.7% 

2008 (only previous military credits) 2% 
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D.  Forty-eight (48) graduates had been awarded CEC’s of the following sorts: 

 Portfolios:  6 (3.1%)  graduates had submitted portfolios for an average of 27 hours awarded per 

student. 

 Military credits:  32 graduates (16.9%) had military credits with an average of 60.2 hours per 

student. 

 Other work experience CEC standard awards: 10 graduates had other CEC’s for an average of 

50.8 credits hours per student (this is rather high because 2 students had 75 hours each in CEC’s). 

The awarding of portfolio and standard award credits indicates that these RBA adult students have 

successfully reached a level of learning outside the classroom that is equivalent to successful classroom 

credit. 

Summary:  The RBA program graduates students (the largest single degree-granting program in 

the university), and RBA graduates do move into graduate programs. Some students successfully utilize 

the CEC opportunities allowed by the state and the program to achieve graduation. The RBA program 

has two subgroups – the returning adult who may very well have CEC’s, and traditional students who 

transfer into the program when they meet an obstacle or do not want to spend any more time in 

another degree program. These 2 groups are very different, and the university may want to examine 

whether the RBA does a service for the latter group. It seems better for these students to graduate 

instead of dropping out and never earning a baccalaureate degree (they would become the returning 

adults of the future, perhaps). 

  In some ways the analysis of the RBA graduates assesses Marshall University’s effectiveness in 

graduating (or not) its students. Of the 189 graduates,  at least 89 (47%) had met obstacles in graduating 

from any other MU degree program – 57 were current student transfers within MU and 32 were former 

Marshall students who left school before graduating from another program.  In order to facilitate the 4 

year graduation rate, the University might want to examine options to assist students who meet these 

obstacles. The RBA should not always be the answer. 

A second area of concern should be the average number of hours RBA students earned before 

they graduate.  While this average is inflated somewhat by a few students with large numbers of military 

hours, this number reflects the inability of students to graduate within a reasonable time frame. Why is 

this? The University should examine students with high earned hours to see what is preventing them 

from graduating from a degree program other than the RBA. Again, the RBA should not be the answer. 

A third area of interest is the high number of transfer students who graduate with the RBA. Is 

this a problem? Does it indicate that transfer students simply cannot achieve a degree from Marshall 

without spending (for them) an excessive amount of time or money? Should this be examined? I don’t 

know if the RBA is the answer. 








































