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CHAPTER 3

What Is Good
Assessment?

Some Valuable Ideas You'll Find in This Chapter

, + The best assessments are those whose results are used to
i‘; ;;|. improve teaching and learning and inform planning and bud-
il geting decisions.

s + The greater the variety of assessment evidence, the more confi-
T dently you can make inferences about student learning.

b * Students should have multiple opportunities to develop and
ol achieve key learning goals.

o i = Itis unfair to place full responsibility for a key program or insti-
tutional goal on one faculty member or one course.

il * Assessment is a perpetual work in progress,

More than anything else, a good assessment is one whose results
are used to improve teaching and learning and inform planning
and budgeting decisions (Chapter Eighteen). In order for results to
be used with confidence in these ways, assessments must have the
four characteristics in Table 3.1,

This chapter focuses on just the first of these four criteria:
‘ designing assessments to yield reasonably accurate and truth-
. ful information on what students have learned. Chapter Four dis-
| cusses assessment purpose, and Chapter Five examines ways to
engage faculty and staff. Student learning goals are discussed in
detail in Chapter Eight, but clear and important student learning
goals are the underlying foundation of each of the other criteria

36
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..Table 3.1. The Four Characteristics of Useful Assessments

. They yield reasonably accurate and truthful information on what students have learned, so that we
can use the assesstnent results with confidence to make plans and decisions.

They have a clear purpose, so that the assessment results are valued and don't end up sitting
on a chelf,

They engage faculty and staff, so the asscssment becomes a useful part of the fabric of campus life.

They flow from and focus on clear and important student learning goals, so the results provide infor-
mation on matters the college or university cares about.

and consequently are addressed in all of these chapters—and,
indeed, throughout most of this book. '

Is It Possible to Assess Completely Accurately?

No, it's not possible to determine with complete confidence exactly
what students have and haven't learned, because we can’t get
inside their heads to find out what they truly know and what they
dorv't. The best we can do is to look at samples of their behavior—
what they write, produce, say, and perform—and from those sam-
ples try to estimate or infer what they truly know. Even under the
best of circumstances, making an inference from these snapshots
of behavior is bound to be at least somewhat inaccurate because of
what psychometricians call measurement error—fluctuations in
human performance that we can’t completely control—such as:

« Whether a student is ill on the day she completes an assign-
ment or takes a test

Whether a student is preoccupied with an argument he’s
had and isn’t focusing sufficiently to do his best

Memory fluctuations (we all periodically blank out on key
names and facts)

Luck in whether a particular assignment or test question
focuses on something a student knows well (we all learn
some aspects of a subject better than others)

Luck in guessing on multiple-choice questions

Mental set (sometimes we have flashes of insight; some-
times we seem inexplicably in a mental rut)

A perfect assessment—one giving absolutely accurate informa-
tion on what students have learned-—thus does not exist. As Carol
Geary Schneider and Lee Shulman (2007) have noted, “"One of the
most dangerous and persistent myths in American education is that
the challenges of assessing student learning will be met if only the
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right instrument can be found” (p. vii). We must instead simply
strive to make assessments sufficiently truthful that we will have
reasonable confidence in our findings and can use them with enough
assurance to make decisions about goals, curricula, and teaching
strategies. The approaches discussed in this chapter will help.

Start with Clear and Important Goals

e Assessments yield reasonably accurate, truthful results and are
: ‘ used only if they truly assess what we want them to assess: our
- learning goals for our students. This is why it is critical to begin
with clear statements of the most important things you want stu-
dents to learn from your course or program. Chapter Eight dis-
cusses how to articulate clear statements of student learning goals.

Next, plan your assessments carefully to make sure they
assess the important goals that you've articulated. Aim not only
to assess your key Jearning goals but to do so in a balanced, rep-
resentative way. If your goals are that students understand what
happened during a particular historical period and evaluate the
decisions key individuals made during that period, your test
should balance questions on basic conceptual understanding with
questions assessing evaluation skills.

If the assessment is a test, plan the test by creating a test blue-
print: a list of the key learning goals to be assessed by the test and
the number of points or questions to be devoted to each learning
goal (Chapter Eleven). Then write the test questions so each clearly
corresponds to the learning goal you've identified for it in your test
blueprint. This creates a fair, balanced test.

Similarly, before creating an assignment, write a scoring guide
or rubric (Chapter Nine): a list of the key things you want students
to learn by completing the assignment and to demonstrate on the
completed assignment. Then write the assignment itself, making
: sure that it will elicit from students what you are looking for.

! Finally, have clear, appropriate standards for acceptable and
exemplary student performance (Chapters Nine and Fifteen). If
you are evaluating student papers, for example, have a clear sense
of the characteristics of outstanding, adequate, and poor work.

Use a Variety of Assessments

| Because any one asscssment is imperfect and imprecise, collect
more than one kind of evidence of what students have learned.
il The greater the variety of evidence, the more confidently you can
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il infer that students have indeed learned what you want them to.
i Lee Shulman (2007) calls this a “union of insufficiencies” (p. 24).
i Instead of assessing students solely through multiple-choice tests
or writing assignments, assess them using a combination of tests,
writing assignments, and other projects. One assignment might
be a panel presentation, another a chart or diagram, and a third a
written critique. Students might convey the essence of a novel's
protagonist through a diagram, video, or oral presentation rather
than only through a traditional essay. If you are assessing learn-
ing across an entire program, rather than give students just one
culminating examination, look at samples of papers students have
written or perhaps internship supervisors’ ratings of their skills.
Table 10.1 offers other suggestions for varying assignments.

Using a variety of assessments acknowledges the variety of
prior knowledge, cultural experiences, and learning styles that stu-
dents bring to the classroom:

e Maria is not a strong writer but can easily visualize con-
cepts. She will better demonstrate her understanding of
a complex concept if she can draw a diagram rather than
write an explanation.

¢ Robert’s culture values collaboration, and he learns more
from working with others than by studying alone. He will
better demonstrate his understanding if he can work with
others on a group presentation rather than make a solo
presentation.

= Janice is not a good test taker but is very creative. She will
better demonstrate her understanding if she can create a
video explaining a complex concept rather than take a test.

* Jason was home-schooled in a home without a computer, so
he is still insecure using a computer. He will better demon-
strate his understanding on a paper-and-pencil test than on
a computer-based test.

* Leah attended a high school that stressed rote memorization
and drill, She will better demonstrate her knowledge of key
events in American history on a fill-in-the-blank test than in
.a term paper that requires critical thinking skills.

» Omar has poor test-taking skills. If question 2 stumps him,
he’ll likely spend the whole testing period pondering that
question and never answer the remaining ones. He will bet-
ter demonstrate his understanding by writing a term paper
than by taking a multiple-choice test.

Thus, if all your course assignments are oral presentations,
you may unfairly penalize those who have truly mastered the
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: | material but are poor speakers, unless one of your major learning
Al goals is to strengthen oral communication skills.
I As you plan multiple assessment strategies, be sure to include,
' if possible, direct—tangible, visible, and self-explanatory—-evidence
of student learning such as samples of student work. As discussed in
Chapter Two, this kind of evidence is more compelling than indirect
A . evidence such as surveys or self-ratings. Because we are preparing
13 students to lead productive and fulfilling lives, assessments that mir-
I
|
|

ror real-world experiences can be especially useful.

Multiple assessment strategies are especially important
i for goals to instill attitudes and values because direct evidence
of these goals is often difficult or impossible to collect. Chapter
3 Twelve discusses strategies to assess these traits.

Choose and Create Fair and Unbiased Assessment Strategies___

or offensive material. But it's easy to use tools that inadvertently
favor some students over others. The following tips minimize the
possibility of inequities:

Don't rush. Assessments yielding fair and reasonably accurate
and truthful results take some time and thought to choose or create.
The maxim “garbage in, garbage out” applies here. Assessments
| thrown together at the last minute invariably include flaws that
greatly affect the fairness, accuracy, and usefulness of the results.

\
‘ |
‘ ' No one wants to use an assessment tool with obvious stereotyping
|
\

Aim for assignments and questions that are crystal clear. If stu-
dents find a question difficult to understand, they may answer
what they think is the spirit of the question rather than the ques-
tion itself, which may not match your intent. Creating clear assign-
H‘“ ments, test questions, and survey questions is discussed further in
H Chapters Ten, Eleven, and Twelve, respectively.

i Guard against unintended bias. A fair and unbiased assessment
IR tool describes actlivities that are equally familiar to all and uses
ot words that have common meanings to all. A test question on quan-
i | titative skills that asks students to analyze football statistics might
i not be fair to women, and using scenarios involving business sit-
3: ‘ uations may be biased against students studying the humanities,
| i unless you are specifically assessing understanding of these topics.
ik One way to detect some kinds of potential bias, especially in sur-
i veys and interviews, is to ask, “If someone were hoping to see the
exact opposite of the results that I'm hoping for, would he or she
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conduct the same assessment in the same way?” If you're trying to
collect information to support the need for increased funding for
library materials, for example, imagine you're trying to cut back on
funding (difficult though this may be for you!). Would you still ask
the same questions and phrase them the same way?

Ask a variety of people with diverse perspectives to review
assessment tools before implementing them. This helps make
sure the tools are clear, appear to assess what you want them to,
and don't favor people of a particular background. Chapter Five
discusses the importance of collaboration, and here it is especially
important. If you are developing an assessment for a course, share
it with those teaching the same, similar, or related courses such as
the next course in a sequence. You’ll help promote communication
on what you're all collectively trying to accomplish. if you are con-
sidering published tests or surveys, Chapter Fourteen offers ques-
tions to consider as you review them.

Try out assessment tools with a small group of students before
using them on a larger scale. Consider asking some students to
“think out loud” as they answer a test question; their thought proc-
esses should match those you intended. Read students’ responses
to make sure their answers make sense, and ask students if they
found anything unclear or confusing.

Attitudes, values, and the like are particularly difficult to assess
fairly and accurately. Chapter Twelve offers specific suggestions on
ways to do so.

Conduct Assessments Ethically

A number of professional organizations engaged in the assessment of
human performance have developed statements of ethical standards.
Virtually all of these statements agree on several principles of good
practice for conducting assessments. Principles of good practice for
sharing and using assessment results fairly, ethically, and responsibly
are discussed in Chapters Seventeen and Eighteen, respectively.

Inform Students of the Nature, Purpose, and
Results of Each Assessment

Students should be fully informed about each assessment and
how it fits into their overall learning experience, Peter Ewell (1996)
has noted that we often operate with four curricula—designed,
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delivered, expectational, and experienced—that may not be con-
gruent. Increasing this congruence through communication with
students is thus not only an ethical practice but also good peda-
gogy. Students learn more effectively when they understand
the goals, rationale, and structure of courses and programs (see
Table 18.3).

Help students understand what and why they are learning
by sharing answers to the questions in Table 8.6, along with your
learning goals, rubrics, and test blueprints. It may be helpful to
revise Web pages, catalogue descriptions, program brochures,
course syllabi, and the like to make this information clear and easy
to find.

If students have add-on graduation or program completion
requirements, such as compiling a portfolio, completing a survey,
participating in a focus group, or taking a comprehensive examina-
tion, inform them of this in writing and as early in their program as
possible, as discussed in Chapter Two.

Assessment activities can be valuable learning opportunities
for students only if they receive prompt, concrete feedback on their
performance {Butler & McMunn, 2006). To require students to par-
ticipate In an assessment activity and not give them feedback on
their performance diminishes the overall value of the assessment
experience and is inconsiderate of their contributions to an assess-
ment effort.

Protect the Privacy and Dignity of Those Who Are Assessed

Take appropriate security precautions before, while, and after you
conduct an assessment, and protect the confidentiality of individ-
ually identifiable information. Password-protect computer files
with identifiable information, and store paper records with iden-
tifiable information in locked file cabinets. If several people are
reviewing samples of student work or accessing a computer file,
removing information that identifies individuals may be a wise
precaution.

While it is important to protect student privacy, faculty and
staff must have sufficient information to be able to do their jobs,
and this can often mean sharing identifiable information. Some fac-
ulty and staff, for example, periodically hold department meetings
to discuss the progress of each of the students in their program.,
They also consult with their colleagues about their students less
formally; a faculty member concerned about a student’s slipping
performance might consult with the student’s advisor for ideas
on how to help this student get back on track. Faculty and staff
are simply carrying out an important part of their responsibilities
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when they hold such conversations, and considering identifiable
assessment results can make the conversations more fruitful,

Give Students Ample Opportunities to Learn the
skills Needed for the Assessment

The second step of the assessment process (Chapter One) is ensur-
ing that every student in your course, program, or college has suf-
ficient opportunity to achieve every fundamental goal that you've
articulated. All students, no matter what curricular and cocurricu-
lar choices they make, deserve to have confidence that if they com-
plete their work successfully, they will be prepared for what lies
next, be it the next course in a sequence, a subsequent program, or
their life work. This is called curricular alignment and is discussed
in Chapter Seven.

If you are truly serious about ensuring that students achieve
key learning goals, design the curriculum to ensure that students
have multiple opportunities to develop and achieve those goals. It
is simply not fair to place full responsibility for student achieve-
ment of a major goal on just one assignment, one faculty member,
or one required course,

Multiple learning opportunities in courses. We all learn best
with practice (see Table 18.3), so give students repeated, purpose-
ful opportunities to learn the major concepts and skills that they
will be assessed and graded on. If one of your course goals is that
students develop an appreciation of other cultures, for example,
include in your syllabus several assignments and classwork specif-
ically designed to help students develop this appreciation.

Multiple leaming opportunities in programs. Students should
have repeated opportunities to achieve major program goals
throughout the program. If a program goal is that students write
effectively, for example, the curriculum should ensure that all stu-
dents, regardless of curricular choices, take multiple courses in
which they learn how the discipline defines good writing, learn
how to write in the discipline, and receive constructive feedback
on their writing.

Multiple learning opportunities for institutional goals. If
an institutional goal is to instill a commitment to community
service, for example, curricula and degree requirements should
ensure that every student, regardless of major or extracurricular
involvement, has ample opportunity to develop this commit-
ment before graduation. Simply offering service opportunities
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that students may or may not participate in, at their option, will
not suffice,

Use proven pedagogies. Give students plenty of practice and
feedback, and find ways to engage and encourage them, Positive
contact with faculty greatly influences the performance of some
students.

Evaluate Student Work Fairly, Equitably, and Consistently

No matter how carefully assessments are constructed, most remain
essentially subjective (Chapter Two) and thus prone to uninten-
tional evaluation errors and biases, as discussed at the beginning
of this chapter. Rubrics (Chapter Nine) can help ensure fair, con-
sistent evaluation of student work, but they are nonetheless subject
to scoring errors and biases such as those in Table 3.2.

Table 3.3 suggests strategies to minimize scoring errors and
biases and achieve greater scoring consistency. Some of these strat-
egies are easier said than done, of course, and following all these
steps can be time-consuming and expensive, (Faculty and staff

Table 3.2. Examples of Scoring Errors

Leniency errors occur when faculty and staff judge student work better than most of their
colleagues would judge it.

Generosity errors occur when faculty and staff tend to use only the high end of the rating scale.

Severity errors occur when faculty and staff tend to use only the low end of the rating scale,

Central tendency errors occur when faculty and staff tend to avoid both extremes of the
rating scale.

Halo effect bias occurs when faculty and staff let their general impression of a student influence
their scores, perhaps giving higher scores to a student who seeks extra help or lower scores to
a student who is quiet in ¢lass.

Contamination effect bins occurs when faculty and staff let irrelevant student characteristics
(such as handwriting or ethnic background) influence their seores.

Similar-to-me effect bias occurs when faculty and staff give higher scores to students whom they
see as gimilar to themselves, such as students who share their research interests.

Eirst-impression effect bias occurs when faculty and staff's early opinions distort their overall judg-
ment. A student who presents her outstanding research in a sloppy poster display might suf-
fer from first-impression effect bias, as might a student whose generally excellent essay opens
with a poorly constructed sentence.

Contrast effect bias occurs when faculty and staff compare a student against other students instead
of against established standards. Faculty might give a rating of “unacceptable” to the worst
paper they read, even though the paper meets stated minimally acceptable standards.

Rater drift occurs when faculty and staff unintentionally redcfine scoring criteria over time, As
faculty and staff tire while scoring student work, some get grumpy and more stringent, while
others skim student work more quickly and score more leniently.

{THU)HAY 20 2010 7:23/5T. 7:15/No. 7500000332 P S50
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Table 3.3. Strategies to Minimize Scoring Errors and Biases

Consider using a descriptive rubric (Chapter Nine)—one that describes student achievement at each
of the rubric’s performance levels.

Remove or obscure identifying information from student work before it is scored, This is called blind
scoring.

Practice scoring consistently when faculty and staff are scoring student work together. First, discuss
and corne to agreement on the meaning of each performance level. Then score a few samples
of student work, share your scores, and discuss and reselve any differences in your ratings.
Once you're reasonably sure that you're all interpreting the rubric consistently, you can begin
the actual scoring.

Have each sample of student work scored independently by at least two faculty or staff members. If
thase two disagree on any sample of student work, have that work scored by a third person to
break the tie.

Rescore the first few samples when scoring many samples of student work to guard against
rater drift.

Periodically schedule a refresher scoring practice session when faculty and staff are scoring large num-
bers of papers, in which they all compare their scores and discuss and resolve any emerging
differences.

may expect extra compensation for spending hours or days scoring
student work beyond that in the courses they teach.) To decide if
these steps are worthwhile, consider the following questions.

Do we have a problem with scoring errors and bias? Look at the
scores that faculty and staff are awarding. Are they reasonably con-
sistent across faculty and staff, or are some faculty and staff more
lenient or more stringent than the majority? If there may be reason
for concern, do a spot check: ask a faculty or staff member or two
to rescore—blind—a few student work samples to verify that there
is indeed a problem with consistency.

What are the consequences of scoring errors or bias? If the
scores are simply part of several pieces of information used
to inform faculty and staff about teaching and learning suc-
cesses and concerns, it may not be worthwhile to invest time
and resources in rigorously eliminating scoring errors and bias.
But if the scores are used to help make major decisions, such as
whether students graduate or whether a program continues to be
funded, ensuring accurate, consistent scoring becomes extremely
important.

Are the scores of sufficient quality that we can use them with
confidence for their intended purpose? If you don’t think so,
you may need to increase your investment in scoring accuracy and
consistency.
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Look at Enough Evidence

Obviously, the more assessment evidence you collect and con-
sider, the greater confidence you will have in your conclusions
about student learning. Faculty and staff who look at three hun-
dred essays will have more confidence in their conclusions about
student writing skills than those who look at ten essays. But more
evidence means more precious time spent collecting and exam-
ining it, $0 an important question is, “How much evidence is
enough?”

Should You Collect Evidence from Everyone or
Just a Sample?

The temptation to ask only samples of students to participate in
assessments of program or institutional goals is strong. Published
test and surveys such as the Collegiate Learning Assessment
(Council for Aid to Education, 2006) and the National Survey
of Student Engagement (Indiana University, 2007) can be quite
expensive, and the cost of administering them to everyone may
be unaffordable. While the direct costs of locally designed sur-
veys, focus groups, and interviews are not as high, the time
needed to administer these to all students may be prohibitive.

Another reason to ask only samples of students to partici-
pate is that a representative sample can yield information that is
almost as accurate as information from everyone. Consider that
professional pollsters, trying to determine the opinions of millions
of people, rarely survey more than a thousand people. If you've
seen the results of such surveys, you may have noticed that poll-
sters note an error margin of about 3 percent. This means that if a
pollster finds, for example, that 76 percent of the public think an
elected official is doing a good job, the pollster is very sure (actu-
ally 95 percent sure) that if everyone could be surveyed, between
73 percent and 79 percent (76 percent plus and minus 3 percent)
would say that the official is doing a good job.

The drawback of asking only a sample of students to partici-
pate is that, because participation is obviously not required, it can
be very difficult to convince students to participate. Even if they
do, they may not give the assessment their best thought and effort.
Chapter Two discusses strategies to motivate students to partici-
pate in voluntary add-on assessments. If possible, a better strategy
than inviting a sample of students to participate in an assessment is
to require all students to participate and then choose a representa-
tive sample to examine.
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How Much Evidence Should You Look At?

The sample size you choose depends on how great an error margin
you're willing to tolerate. Table 3.4 lists the error margins of vari-
ous sample sizes,

While professional pollsters often aim for samples of about a
thousand people, with an error margin of 3 percent, unless your
assessments may lead to major (read expensive) changes, a sam-
ple of no more than three or four hundred is probably sufficient.
What if that many is still too large to be practical? What if faculty
and staff have the time to score only, say, fifty or a hundred essays?
You can use smaller sample sizes—whatever number you think
is feasible—if you recognize that your error margin will be larger.
If the assessment will likely lead only to minor changes, such as
adjusting the curriculum of a course or two, a smaller sample may
be fine. Consider looking at sequential samples. Start with a rep-
resentative sample of, say, ten essays. Then look at another repre-
sentative sample of ten essays to see if they add any new insight.
If they do, look at a third sample of ten cssays. Eventually you will
look at a sample of ten essays that adds no new insight, and at that
point, you may conclude that you have looked at enough essays.

What if you have a very small program or college? Obviously,
you don’t need to examine 300 papers if you have only 250 stu-
dents in your course or program. Table 3.5 lists the sample sizes
needed for a 5 percent error margin from some relatively small
groups of students.

The ultimate answer to, “How much evidence is enough?” is
to use your common sense. Collect enough evidence to feel reason-
ably confident that you have a representative sample of what your
students have learned and can do, The sample should be large
enough and representative enough that you can use the results
with confidence to make decisions about a course or program. And
take careful steps to ensure the accuracy and truthfulness of your
assessment findings.

Table 3.4. Error Margins of Various Sample Sizes

Random Sample Size Error Margin
9,604 1%
2401 2%
1,067 3%
600 A%
384 5%
264 6%

196 7%
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Table 3.5. Sample Sizes Needed from Small Groups
for 5 Percent Error Margins

Random Sample Size

i ‘ 1,000 278
: ‘ﬂ | 500 217
3?““3‘53 350 184
ik 200 132
100 80

50 4

What Is an Acceptable Participation Rate?

%‘

-
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Just because you invite students to participate in a survey doesn’t
mean that they will all do so. In this age of survey fatigue, it is
not uncommon to have a participation rate of only 25 percent—or
less—of those invited. How high a participation rate should you
aim for?

This question has both simple and complex answers. The
simple answer is that survey experts have traditionally aimed to
have 70 to 80 percent of those contacted participate in a survey or
interview and have considered a 50 percent participation rate muni-
mally adequate. The complex answer is that the quality of partici-
pants is more important than the quantity. In other words, having
participants who are truly representative of the group from which
you are sampling can be more important evidence of your assess-
ment’s credibility than its participation rate.

Imagine that faculty and staff at two large universities, each
graduating about eight thousand students annually, want to learn
about their seniors’ self-perceptions of their thinking skills. Faculty
and staff at Fastern State University send a survey to all eight
thousand seniors, of which 400 are returned. Faculty and staff at
Western State University send a survey to a random sample of six
hundred seniors. They make strong efforts to convince students to
complete and return the survey and, as a result, 360 are returned.

Which is the better approach? While more students com-
pleted Eastern State’s survey, its response rate is only 5 percent.
This makes it unlikely that the respondents represent all seniors.
Some cohorts may be underrepresented (perhaps students in cer-
tain majors or students with certain experiences), which calls the
value of the survey into question, Western State’s survey yields
a more respectable 60 percent return rate, which gives more con-
fidence that the respondents are a good cross-section of all sen-
iors, even though the number of returned surveys is smaller.
Furthermore, Western State’s approach may be more cost-effective;
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it may be less expensive to survey six hundred students intensively
than eight thousand scattershot. Relatively small-scale assessments
with high participation rates may thus yield more credible results
than larger assessments with low participation rates.

No matter what your participation rate is, collect demographic
information on the participants. When you share the results, report
the participation rate and describe how representative the par-
ticipants are of the group you're surveying (Chapter Sixteen}, so
audience members can judge for themselves how credible the sur-
vey results are.

How Might You Choose a Representative Sample?

Samples can be selected in a variety of ways. Here are three ways
particularly appropriate for student learning assessment.

“Simple” random samples. These kinds of samples, in which
every student has an equal chance of being selected, are a straight-
forward way to ensure that the sample is representative of all stu-
dents. A simple random sample might be drawn by writing every
student’s name on a separate slip of paper, putting all the slips in
a bag, shaking the bag, and drawing out as many names as you
need. This can be done electronically by using software to gener-
ate a random sample. If such software isn’t available (check with
technical support staff), select students based on the last few dig-
its of their student identification numbers, because the last digits
are usually randomly distributed. If you have 250 students and
wish to examine writing samples from 50 (20 percent) of them, for
example, you could choose all students whose student identifica-
tion numbers end in, say, 4 or 5 (20 percent of all possible digits
0 through 9).

Simple random samples aren’t always practical. If you want to
administer an in-class survey, for example, it wouldn’t be feasible
to choose a random sample of the entire student body, go to every
class, and ask just the sampled students in each class to complete
the survey while the rest of the students sit idle. If a simple random
sample is not realistic, other kinds of samples are possible.

Cluster random samples. These kinds of samples are taken by
choosing a random sample of subgroups of students and then col-
lecting information from everyone in those subgroups. You could
take a random sample of first-year writing classes, for example,
and then assess essays written by everyone in those classes, Or you
could take a random sample of floors in the residence halls and
interview everyone on those floors.
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fix Purposeful or judgment samples. These kinds of samples are
carefully but not randomly chosen so that, in your judgment, they

are representative of the students you are assessing. Suppose that
i you want to assess essays written by students in first-year writ-
ing classes and would like to select a random sample of classes.
Unfortunately, you know that while some faculty will gladly coop-
erate, others will decline to provide you with copies of student
essays. You can still obtain a good sample of essays by choosing,
from those classes with cooperating faculty, a sample of classes
that meet on various days and at various times and seem, in
your judgment, to represent a good cross-section of all first-year
writing classes,

Or suppose that you want to assess student learning in general
” education science courses. While students may meet this require-

ment by taking any of seventeen courses, 80 percent take one of
just two courses: Introductory Biology and Introductory Geology.
i Collecting assessment information from just these two courses will
- be far simpler and more cost-effective than collecting information

from all seventeen courses and will give useful information on 80

percent of your students.

‘ Keep in mind that if you must use a small or nonrandom sam-

J ple or have a low participation rate, it's especially important to
collect information showing that your sample is representative of

students in general.

Consider Assessment a Perpetual Work in Progress

‘ ’J Good assessments are not once-and-done affairs. They are part of
J TalE an ongoing, organized, and systematized effort to understand and
li improve teaching and learning.
AL When assessment is truly systematized, some assessment
: ‘;ggt\ activity is happening every year, Assessments conducted just once
Al every five or ten years take more time in the long run because there
IE is a good chance that no one will remember, find the documenta-
tion for, or understand the rationale behind the last assessment.
This means far more time is spent planning and designing a new
assessment—in essence, reinventing the wheel. Imagine trying to
balance your checking account once a year rather than every month
or your students cramming for a final rather than studying over an
entire term, and you can see how difficult and frustrating infre-
quent assessments can be compared to those conducted routinely.
“Systematized” does not necessarily mean doing exactly the
same thing, semester after semester or year after year. Some good
Synonyms are progressive, iferative, and spiraled. As David Hollowell,
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Michael Middaugh, and Elizabeth Sibolski (2006) have noted, a
“planning document is not an immutable course of actions” (p. 7).
As the needs of your students evolve in a rapidly changing world,
50 will your goals, curricula, teaching methods, and assessment
practices. There is no point in repeating assessments that have
become outdated or no longer provide new insight, so periodi-
cally take time to sit back with your colleagues and evaluate your
assessment efforts and their outcomes. Chapter Nineteen discusses
this further.

Should You Document Evidence of the Quality
of Your Assessment Methods?

The answer depends on how the results will be used. An assess-
ment used to make minor curricular modifications does not need
thorough evidence of its quality. But assessments that help deter-
mine placement of incoming students, whether expensive modi-
fications should be implemented, or whether a program should
be terminated need more compelling evidence of their quality.
Assessments whose findings are likely to be challenged (Chapter
Seventeen) also need evidence of their quality.

Obviously the more rigorous and extensive your assessment
evidence is, the more compelling it is, but also the more time-
consuming it is to collect and evaluate. So balance the need for
quality with the need for cost-effectiveness.

One important way to document the quality of assessments
is to keep records of everything that has been done to maximize
assessment quality. This can include reviews of assessment tools by
others, fryouts of assessment strategies, rubrics used to score stu-
dent work, blind scorings by colleagues, and the other strategies
discussed in this chapter. Should you decide to take further steps to
evaluate the quality of your assessment activities, Chapter Sixteen
discusses how to do so.

The Role of Institutional Review Boards in Assessment

Title 45, Part 46 of the Code of Federal Regulations (U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services, 2005) describes federal policy for
the protection of human research subjects. The regulations stipulate
that colleges must establish institutional review boards (IRBs) to
ensure that research protects and poses no significant risk or threat
to the rights and welfare of human subjects. There are three levels of
review: full review (which requires appearing before the entire IRB),
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{I' expedited review (in which at least one member of the IRB reviews
M the research plan), and exempted from review (under which the
if”“ research plan must still be sent to the IRB).

The regulations define research as “a systematic investigation,
including research development, testing, and evaluation, designed
i to develop or contribute to generalizable knowledge.” Two kinds
‘ of research activities are exempt from the policy. One is research
conducted in educational settings involving normal educational
o practices, such as research on instructional strategies or the effec-
i tiveness of teaching methods. The other exemption is for research
involving the use of educational tests, surveys, interviews, and
observations. The only exception to this second exemption is when
the information obtained can be linked to the subjects and any dis-
closure of their responses places them at risk of liability or might
i damage their financial standing, employability, or reputation,

1 Should an assessment effort come under IRB review? Some
b colleges take the position that their assessment activities are “action
i : research” (Chapter One), designed only to inform local teaching and
| learning practices and not to develop or contribute to generalizable
||‘ knowledge. Under this position, faculty and staff are not engaged
gk in research as defined by this policy, the assessment activities are
exempt from the policy, and there is no reason to involve the IRB.

| Some colleges take the position that they conduct assessments
I: in established educational settings involving normal educational
l practices, or the assessments involve educational tests, surveys,
g and interviews that do not place subjects at risk. Under this posi-
I tion, assessment programs are exempt from this policy and there is
‘5 | no reason to involve the IRB.

Some other colleges require that assessment plans be submit-
ted to the IRB with a formal request for exemption. Still other col-
in leges take the position that assessment activities should undergo
review, The rationale is that even though most assessments are not
| designed to contribute to generalizable knowledge, faculty and
o staff may decide later to share what they have learned with profes-
I sional colleagues in a conference or journal,

i When an assessment plan undergoes IRB review, the IRB
requires the activities to meet the following criteria;

* Risks to subjects are minimized.
Risks to subjects are reasonable,
Selection of subjects is equitable.

Informed consent is sought and documented.

Adequate provisions are in place to ensure subjects’ safety,
protect their privacy, and maintain confidentiality.
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Some colleges that require IRB review of assessment activities
take the position that assessment activities pose minimal risk to
subjects—no more than that “ordinarily encountered in daily
life”"—and therefore qualify for expedited review.

Obviously interpretations of the federal regulations vary, and
there is no clear consensus on the role of IRBs in assessment pro-
grams. Ask the chair of your IRB for your college’s interpretation.

Time to Think, Discuss, and Practice

1. The history faculty are assessing students’ writing skills by
evaluating senior theses for organization, focus, style, and
mechanics.

* Brainstorm three ways that the faculty might help ensure
that this assessment will give them accurate, truthful
information.

¢ What might the faculty do to protect the privacy of
the students and their professors as they conduct this
assessment?

2. One of the goals of Mackenzie College’s general educa-
tion curriculum is for students to develop a tolerance for
perspectives other than their own. Brainstorm three sur-
vey questions faculty might ask that you think would yield
unbiased results.

3. The business program at Calvert College requires every
student to compile a portfolio of his or her work. The pro-
gram’s ten faculty would like to assess stucdent learning
by examining a sample of portfolios from its two hundred
graduating students. It takes about twenty-five minutes to
review each portfolio. How many portfolios would you rec-
ommend that the faculty examine? Why?

Recommended Readings

The following readings are recommended along with the references
cited in this chapter.
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tion as collaborative and integrative, Washington, DC: Author.
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