
It’s one of the most unnerving sentences you can hear your wife say. It sends shivers up your spine and 
often makes you hang your head. “Honey, can you come here and look at something, because I think we 
have a problem.” On the ceiling of the entryway on the first floor there was a small water spot. That 
spot was directly below the bathroom on the second floor. Ugh. 

Thus began an 18-month odyssey that rivaled Odysseus’ troubled journey home from defeating Troy, 
granted with a few less Cyclopes. We marked the stain with a pencil to see how fast it was growing. 
Turns out it was very slow. That meant we had some time to find the issue. Water runs everywhere so 
one never knows where the leak might be coming from.  

I thought it was coming from the shower, given the stain's location, so we caulked that area again. And, 
for a while, the stain stopped getting bigger. Then the stain grew again. 

The toilet was having issues so I had it replaced, thinking that with a new wax ring that would be the 
solution. And it seemed to work. The stain was the same size for months. It’s all fixed! So, we repainted 
the ceiling and moved on. 

Until the stain came back, then got bigger quickly, then stopped growing again. Keep in mind we are still 
using that bathroom every day, but the stain seems to grow very inconsistently, not changing 
sometimes for weeks or months at a time. What is happening?  

Then I got a call from my wife who was home for lunch. “You need to come home and look at 
something. The water is now dripping through the ceiling.” It was actively but slowly dripping, even 
though that bathroom had not been used for hours.  

I knew the time had come to do what I didn’t want to do in the first place – open the ceiling and see 
what was happening. I knew it was going to be a messy process and may reveal a bigger problem, but it 
was time to face that problem and get it fixed.  

Author’s note- My ceiling is now wide open, and the plumbers are here. Have you guessed what the 
problem was? Keep reading for the answer! 

At Neosho County Community College, we undertake a similar inspection on a regular basis. Of course 
we try to solve water problems too, like the soon-to-be open outdoor plaza that should help the storm 
water runoff from getting into the gym again. No, I’m talking about spotting where there is an issue with 
what students are learning and fixing it. It’s a process called Outcomes Assessment. 

I have written in the past on this subject, but I wanted to give you an update on how it is going. To 
review, Outcomes Assessment means a real shift from how learning was measured for many years.  

In the old days, the only real measurement of student learning was the final grade. A student enrolled in 
a course, took tests and turned in assignments, which were graded and tallied up. The student then got 
a letter grade of some kind, usually A, B, C, D, (no E for some reason), or F. If a student made a C, for 
example, they met expectations (not exceeded them) or had an average score. But what did they learn, 
or more importantly, not learn from that class? All we know is the student earned a C. 

With Outcomes Assessment, instead of just a letter grade at the end, we break down the class or even 
the general education into outcomes, a list of the information and skills that the student is expected to 
know before they leave the class or college. We then examine how the student did on each of those 



outcomes individually so that we can see specifically what learning had occurred and where we missed 
the mark. We then look at the whole class — or even the whole student body in the case of the general 
education outcomes — and see if there is a pattern.  

For example, a class outcomes assessment may show that a majority of the students are learning 
outcomes 1, 2, and 4, but few are learning outcome 3. So now we know where to focus our efforts to 
improve. We try to teach that outcome differently, then retest later to see if that made a difference. It’s 
the concept of continuous improvement. 

Like opening up my ceiling, it can be a messy situation and show you things that maybe you didn’t want 
to see or have to fix. Instructors have to face the fact that maybe something isn’t perfect with part of 
their methodology and needs repair. Maybe more time is needed on a concept, more learning artifacts 
might be useful, additional assignments could help, or the test is flawed. Until you open up that part of 
your course or program, you won’t really know.  

Believe me, it’s not fun to discover that your students are struggling with something you thought you 
were doing a great job in teaching them, but the data — like the drip in my ceiling — is sometimes 
undeniable.  

However, it also gives you purpose to improve things for your students. We measure our general 
education outcomes on a yearly basis, and occasionally we find areas that need some improvement.  

For instance, in the 2019-2020 data we noticed a big drop off in our general outcomes of Analytical 
Thinking and in Citizenship (a score 78% in both). Our faculty in those areas got to work coming up with 
different ways to improve the learning. I’m proud to say that we were able to raise those scores to 82% 
in Analytical Thinking and 84% in Citizenship in the latest data! Wonderful work, faculty! 

Similar situations are happening at the course level as well, as instructors take a good hard look at the 
data about student learning in individual outcomes and make the changes needed to improve those 
scores. We even assess the outcomes system and give awards to instructors who do the best job 
documenting changes in their classrooms to achieve greater student learning. 

It’s a messy, sometimes even slightly embarrassing, process to acknowledge those words, “Come and 
look at this, we might have a problem.” It makes you hang your head a bit as a college and as an 
instructor. But ultimately it is good! We found the problem, now we can quit guessing about how to fix 
it and actually fix it so that learning is increased! 

So, have you figured out what was causing my leak? The stain comes and goes seemingly randomly, and 
fixing the shower and the toilet had no effect. Here’s another hint. It seemed to get worse in the days 
following a rainstorm or snow. 

It turns out the vent pipe (the part that sticks out of the roof to provide the air pressure for the sewer) 
was not fully connected to the sewer line, with a small gap between the vent pipe and the sewer pipe. 
Each time it would rain or snow, a small amount of that water would escape through the tiny gap. That’s 
why months went by without the stain getting any bigger – remember the mini drought we 
experienced? No rainwater in that pipe for a long time. 



It’s being fixed now (thanks to Hal Jones and Lamplighters!). I can’t believe I messed around with this 
problem for 18 months before finally opening the ceiling. I’m glad I did. Now I just await the next “Brian, 
can you come look at this? I think we have a problem.” *sigh* 

If you have any questions about outcomes assessment, or anything else (except maybe plumbing), 
please write me at binbody@neosho.edu. 
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