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Preface

LENs is a comprehensive faculty development program developed by
staff from three League for Innovation colleges–Humber College,
Johnson County Community College, and the Dallas County
Community College District.  The development team conducted several
pilot programs to test and modify the materials.  Faculty and staff from
twenty League campuses experienced and assessed the modules and
workshop curriculum, as well as the supporting ancillaries and media.
Almost three years in development, and many versions later, LENs is
now available electronically to any school wishing to enrich its faculty
and enhance the learning of its students.

Because LENs is available electronically, on-site and on-demand
publishing provide instant access, low cost, and no obsolescence.   The
modular approach to the principal topics and the flex-menu structure of
the workshops provide the freedom to custom design any style program
for you campus.

LENs was created by teachers for teachers–new to your campus,
experienced classroom teachers, adjunct faculty, and many other
audiences.  In all cases, LENs honors the experience and creativity of
its audience.  We believe teachers exchanging ideas, challenges and
innovative solutions not only puts these teachers at the center of the
learning process but also creates an enduring network of support and
collegiality.  Hence, the acronym LENs.  

The flexibility of LENs provides for numerous modes of delivery and a
wide range of scheduling arrangements.  Clearly, “trying to be all things
to all people” is difficult and dangerous.  Difficult because every aspect
of our audience is so diverse, community college programs are so
comprehensive, and teaching and learning are noble but extremely
complex ventures.  Dangerous because we had to provide depth within
economy and avoid prescription while describing “best practices.”  We
hope we have succeeded.  

Walt Klarner

LENs Editor and Principal Writer
Johnson County Community College

Copyright © 2003   The League for Innovation in the Community College
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Introduction

Module 6, Instructional Evaluation: Summative Strategies, is the second
of two explorations in the LENs series which attempt to answer the key
question: “How will we know when our students have achieved the
learning outcomes that will help them meet their academic, vocational
and social goals?”  In its companion Module 5, Classroom Assessment:
Formative Strategies, we begin with a discussion of the complex
language of assessment and define some common terms.  The many
and varied purposes of assessment are reviewed, both to give feedback
to students on the success of their progress, and to provide feedback to
teachers about how well the course is progressing and what
modifications may need to be made.  Several models and strategies of
classroom assessment are outlined, the three domains of learning and
their taxonomies are applied to teaching, and the notion of assessing
work-in-progress is explored.  The module concludes with a discussion
of analyzing and interpreting assessment data.

Module 6 involves the specific design, construction and administration
of evaluation instruments and processes, as well as grading of student
achievement.  Whether student achievement is measured through a unit
test, a final exam, a project, observation of an activity, an interview or
any one of many other possibilities, we must design the most effective
ways our students can demonstrate that they have successfully
achieved the learning outcomes of the course.  The module concludes
with a discussion of the controversial, but ever present, annual
evaluation (summative) of teachers and their performance.

The Self-Study Guide

This study guide provides a range of alternatives for evaluating student
achievement, together with the strengths and weaknesses of each
approach, examples of what works and what doesn’t, and practice
exercises throughout the module.

We begin with a brief review of purposes and basic terminology.  Then,
a variety of specific testing strategies will be described in detail. Finally,
some of the nuts and bolts issues that face all teachers will be
addressed, such as administering and scoring test instruments,
assigning grades (including a discussion of contract grading) and
dealing with academic dishonesty.

This study guide is designed to be completed on a self-study basis. The
development of this module, as with all the modules in the LENS series,
was a faculty-driven process. This material has been compiled by your
associates, and you will find suggestions and examples of evaluation
strategies that have been tried and tested by your colleagues across a
wide variety of testing situations. Of course, you will already have used
several of these strategies in your own courses, and we hope you will
find some new ideas among the tools outlined here. 
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The Workshop

A workshop series has been designed to give you the opportunity to
work cooperatively with your colleagues in sharing ideas and
techniques. You’ll have a chance to analyze and evaluate your present
testing instruments and processes, as well as explore alternatives in an
atmosphere of free exchange of ideas and points of view.

The workshop is guided by one or more of your colleagues, who will act
as facilitators of communication among peers working together toward a
common goal–better measures of learner success. The best workshops
are those in which people come with the intention of sharing ideas and
challenges with openness and enthusiasm.

Rationale

Like so much of teaching, testing and grading can be complex and
time-consuming activities. Often evaluation processes challenge us to
ask ourselves some basic values questions about fairness, objectivity
and the conflict which may exist between the best way to measure
student achievement and the methods that are most expedient. Some
of these questions reflect an ongoing discussion among the authors of
the module which challenges us to explore our own intent–are we
testing to help our students demonstrate what they have achieved, or to
demonstrate to them what they have failed to achieve?

Many teachers find assigning grades to student work to be the hardest
and least rewarding part of their job. We often hear our colleagues say
something like this: “I enjoy reading their projects, but I hate having 
to put a mark to them,” or “I thought they were really clear on this
material, but their results tell another story.” There are many possible
explanations as to why we find grading so difficult:

• Maybe there is an element of subjectivity in assigning a grade to 
a given piece of work, and we feel uncomfortable about having 
to “justify” our evaluation.

• Maybe we are disappointed and discouraged by the students’ results, and
know that they will be too when they receive their grade.

• Maybe students are complaining that the same piece of work was evaluated
differently by two different instructors.

• Maybe the content of a student’s response is heartfelt and personal, and it
seems disrespectful to have to assign a number to it.

• Maybe we are just plain exhausted at the load of marking that faces us, and
feel we don’t have time to do justice to each individual piece of work.

• Other commitments may be competing for precious time.

There is no fast answer to many of the issues described above.
However, if we have carefully analyzed the domain and level of each
learning outcome in the course, and how it can best be evaluated, there
is a greater likelihood that one or more of the problems outlined above
will be minimized. Of course, our success in reducing the gap between
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expectations and student performance will depend on our ability to
communicate, assess and give and receive feedback in an unending 
cycle from the first meeting until the submission of the final grades.

Goals

This study guide will assist you to:

1. Determine whether your evaluation tools and processes
accurately reflect the course learning outcomes at the
appropriate level and domain.

2. Adapt, modify or extend your repertoire of evaluation strategies
based on the ideas and models presented.

3. Apply a variety of evaluation strategies and be able to respond 
in a flexible manner to unusual situations.

4. Respond professionally to annual evaluations of your teaching
involving administrative summative review.

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of this self-study guide, you will be able to:

1. Define and describe the terminology and purposes of evaluation,
and apply these terms to an analysis of your present evaluation
tools and processes.

2. Analyze your syllabus/course outline and your evaluation tools
and processes in the context of several guiding principles. 

3. Describe evaluation tools and processes, analyze the
characteristics of testing practices and evaluate their advantages
and disadvantages for your course material.

4. Choose appropriate evaluation techniques based on identified 
criteria keyed to learning outcomes.

5. Create evaluation tools and processes which are valid and
reliable measures of student achievement.

6. Devise strategies to reduce or redirect incidents of academic 
dishonesty.

7. Determine and assign grades appropriate to student
performance on tests and assignments.

8. Provide adequate and productive feedback on all evaluation
instruments and processes.

9. Document evaluation methods and policies in your course
outline and syllabus.
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UNIT

1
Principles of Evaluation





Unit 1: Principles of Evaluation

When individuals work hard toward a significant learning goal, the
moment when they put their efforts “to the test” is an important 
milestone. Positive test environments can reinforce learning and
enhance students’ ability to demonstrate their mastery of the course
learning goals.

This unit will reflect on the basic purposes and principles that guide
effective evaluation tools and processes.

Unit Competencies

Upon completion of Unit 1, you will be able to:

1. Describe the purposes of evaluation and its role in motivating 
students to succeed.

2. Differentiate between the linear model of evaluation and the
systems approach.

3. Describe the format and importance of an evaluation blueprint.

4. Explain why testing instruments and evaluation processes must
be tailored to the learning domain and taxonomy level.

5. List and explain seven guiding principles of evaluation and 
describe how each contributes to the overall establishment 
of an evaluation strategy.

6. Enumerate specific steps in test construction which include 
planning, preparing and evaluating test procedures.

7. Create an evaluation checklist to see if your intended evaluation
incorporates the above guidelines. 

8. Describe some of the “disturbing discrepancies” in evaluation,
explaining the problem they create.
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Introduction to Evaluation

Well, there’s one point of view, pretty strongly stated. Do you agree 
or disagree? Or do you find yourself saying, “Yes, but . . . .” 

• If students evaluated themselves, wouldn’t they be biased in their own favor?

• What about my professional judgment as an educator and expert in my field?

• Who’s going to be held accountable for whether the learners have achieved
the course goals?

• Does all evaluation have to be so subjective, or can it be connected to clearly
stated criteria for success? (Criterion-referenced vs. norm-referenced
instruction will be revisited briefly in the section that follows.)

• In the end, doesn’t it really depend on what we are trying to achieve by
evaluating student performance?

Why Do We Evaluate Students?

Educational theorists maintain that the act of teaching involves four
principal elements: 

1. Establishing course learning outcomes.

2. Creating and maintaining positive learning environments.

3. Selecting and implementing appropriate teaching methods.

4. Measuring student success in achieving learning outcomes.
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“Students go to school to learn, not to take
tests.  In addition, tests cannot be used to

indicate a student’s absolute level of learning.  All tests can do
is rank students in order of achievement, and their relative
ranking is influenced by guessing, bluffing and the subjective
opinions of the teacher doing the scoring.  The teaching/
learning process would benefit if we did away with tests and
depended on student self-evaluation.”

N.E. Gronlund, Measurement and Evaluation in Teaching

CORNERSTONE



These four elements interact continually in an ongoing cycle. In the 
context of this book, our focus is on the whole range of activities
teachers engage in:

1. To establish a coherent, usable evaluation system that will 
adequately measure the stated goals and learning outcomes 
of our courses. 

2. To reinforce learning itself through evaluation of experiences that
reflect critical thinking and contexts appropriate to the course
goals and learning objectives.

3. To gain feedback from our students to help us assess and
modify our teaching materials and methods.

The first purpose is familiar to all of us, taking the form of traditional
pencil and paper tests, demonstrations, observations, discussions,
one-on-one conferences, essays, research papers and so forth.  The
second purpose–to reinforce learning–is so commonly expressed by
student and teachers with “This test was really a learning experience!”
Whenever a student reads your comments to a passage in an essay
exam or research paper, learning is happening.  Even completing the
test or assignment is, for the student, a way to put the learning outcome
into practice.  The third purpose–assessment–helps form or reform our
teaching materials and methods and is the subject of Module 5.

How Do Measures of Achievement 
Affect Students?

On the surface, improved student motivation appears obvious.  After all,
earning an “A” or “B,” or even just passing the course, seems logical
and admirable.  However, you can be reasonably certain that if half your
students are trying to do their best, the other half are trying to avoid
doing their very worst.  Half of your students will flourish in the
challenge (exciting and somewhat mysterious) of “beating the exam.”
The other half may be suffering from test anxiety so severe that some
predictably will fail. Furthermore, the emphasis on grades in our culture
may cause some students to care more about their GPA than the
beauty of a mathematical formula or the precision of a haiku.  (What
ever happened to the Affective Domain?!)  

Almost all teachers entered the profession because they thrived in the
grade-oriented world of academe, usually viewed exams as exciting
personal challenges and, ultimately, cared more about learning than
grades.  As graduate students, they knew when every test, assignment
and paper was due and probably were the students who challenged an
exam answer.  They may have even begun a lecture’s note-taking with
“Good morning, class.”  Our students, quite frankly, are different.

For the sake of

simplicity, we 

will use the word

“test” very

broadly to signify

any kind of

activity, inside or

outside the

classroom, that

results in a grade

for achievement

being assigned

and recorded.
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No doubt, grades are important and an approaching test or paper
provides a short-term goal for students which helps them to focus their
activity.  Grades also provide valuable feedback, avoiding the somewhat
common complaint:  “I really don’t know how I’m doing.”  The very act of
taking a test or writing a paper increases learning and retention.

In spite of the arguments against testing and grades, evaluation of
students, regardless of where and when it takes place, can achieve the
following purposes:

1. To determine if course learning outcomes, or the competencies
for a particular unit of instruction, were achieved.

2. To determine the level of knowledge, behaviors and attitudes the
students have acquired.

3. To form a basis for customizing a program to meet the needs of
individual students (such as additional remedial work).

4. To determine levels of student mastery with one unit of
instruction before moving on to the next. (Particularly important
when the curriculum is composed of several blocks of instruction
in a set sequence.)

5. To foster both student comfort and confidence that result from
well-designed and reasonably frequent evaluation.

As well as the following formative benefits, described in Module 5:

6. To determine how effective the teaching process has been.

7. To determine student response to aspects of the curriculum.

8. To allow for student input into the design/redesign of the
curriculum.

Models of Evaluation

A Linear Model

Traditionally, we have sometimes planned for the teaching/learning
process by deciding on the content (what is to be taught) of the course
or lesson.  Next we considered how the content would be taught.  Our
last consideration was the evaluation of learning.  The traditional
sequence looked like this:

Today we

recognize that 

the complex

teaching and

learning process

looks more like 

a spiral than like

a straight line.
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A Systems Approach

When you write course learning outcomes, you are describing what
your students should be able to do at the end of your unit or course.
You can then determine the best way for a student to demonstrate that
they have this expertise at the required level. From this will flow the
teaching/learning strategies best suited to helping students achieve the
desired outcomes. 

This sequence is not linear because, as you will see in the next few
pages, determining appropriate evaluation strategies might lead you 
to revise your learning outcomes. Changes in either learning outcomes
or evaluation strategies will lead you to review and possibly revise your
teaching objectives and strategies.

Do your grades measure course learning outcomes? If not, what
DO they measure? 

This guide assumes that your course outline includes clear statements
of learning outcomes (described in detail in Module 2, Developing
Learning Outcomes and Competencies). These course learning
outcomes are evaluated in order to determine if a learner has
successfully completed your course or a specific unit of the course. 

As previously mentioned, there are many uses for evaluation. But when
an evaluation contributes to a final grade, it must be related to the
learning outcomes. This provides your students with clear guidelines for
what they are expected to know and helps avoid questions and
complaints about fairness.

When student grading procedures are not seen as part of the entire
teaching-learning process, students tend to focus on the grading
procedure, rather than the overall learning.

Where do grades

enter into this?
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Evaluation Strategies

• Which evaluation
strategies best
demonstrate whether or
not the learning
outcomes have been
achieved?

Learning Outcomes
• Which critical skills,

knowledge and attitudes
should students
demonstrate on
successful completion of
this course?

• What are the criteria for
achievement?

• Under what conditions?

Learning Strategies

• Which strategies and
activities will best help
the learner to achieve
the desired learning
outcomes?

• What are the learning
objectives?



Developing an Evaluation Blueprint

Do your grades reflect the relative importance of course
learning outcomes?

As you review your course learning outcomes, you might decide that
they are not all of equal importance. Some are essential, some are 
more important than others, and some might be supplementary but 
not essential to successful completion of the course. Some learning 
outcomes take up a large number of classroom hours, while others are
just alluded to in passing. The relative importance of each learning 
outcome will be reflected in an ideal grading process.

The relative importance of course content can be indicated by assigning
each outcome a weighting factor that reflects its relative importance.
These weightings can be adjusted to percentages so that they add up 
to 100%. This then indicates roughly how much of the total course
assessment should be spent on each outcome.

For example, if the first outcome is introductory and is not essential 
to successful completion of the course, it might have a low weighting,
perhaps 5% of the course. Then it should not be more than
approximately 5% of the final course grade. Another outcome that is
very important, perhaps 30%, might be evaluated through a term project
and the final exam, for a total of 30% of the final grade. 

If you use weighting in developing your evaluation procedures, you will
be confident that the grade the student receives is a good reflection 
of achievement of the important learning outcomes. This is easily done
through a process known as “blueprinting.” A typical course includes
several evaluation processes (assignments, tests, products, etc.) at 
different stages of the students’ learning throughout the semester. A
student’s final grade comprises some weighting of these pieces. One
way to check that your final grade reflects the relative importance of
learning outcomes is to use a “blueprint” approach to evaluation. This
process is best explained by looking at the following examples.

Example 1:  A course has five separate, equally weighted learning 
outcomes (thus, each is weighted at 20% of the total grade). The 
grade for the course is based on:

• An early test worth 10%

• Assignment A worth 20%

• Assignment B worth 30%

• A final test worth 40%

How much weight

do I place on the

various outcomes

of learning for 

my course?
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When each of the tests and assignments is analyzed according to which
course outcomes it measures, the following blueprint is the result:

Completing a chart like this makes it obvious that achievement of the
first outcome is valued less in the final grade than the others, and more
value is placed on the third outcome, despite the stated equal weighting. 

While grades are seldom precise measures of achievement, such
disparity in what the grade reflects should be intentional, not accidental.
If the final grade does not reflect the same relative importance of each
learning outcome, then both the weighting of learning outcomes and the
evaluation procedures should be reviewed and one or both revised.

Example 2: A science course has seven learning outcomes, broken
down into theory and lab work. The theory is evaluated through two tests
which cover the first four learning outcomes. There are 10 labs that must
be completed, each of which contributes to the last three learning
outcomes. A passing grade must be obtained in each of the lab and
theory sections.

In this example, the final grade accurately reflects the emphasis placed
on each learning outcome, while still allowing a separate grade for
theory and lab work.

Course
Learning

Outcomes

1

2

3

4

5

Weighting  of
Each

Outcome

20%

20%

20%

20%

20%

Test #1
10% of

Final Grade

5%

5%

Assignment A
20% of

Final Grade

10%

10%

Assignment B
30% of 

Final Grade

10%

10%

10%

Test #2
40% of 

Final Grade

10%

10%

10%

10%

Total Final
Grade 100%

5%

25%

30%

20%

20%

Course
Learning

Outcomes

Theory

1

2

3

4

Labs

5

6

7

Weighting
of Each

Outcome

10

20

15

25

10

10

10

Test #1
30%

10%

20%

Test #2
40%

15%

25%

10 Labs Worth
3% Each

1x10=10%

1x10=10%

1x10=10%

Total
Grade
100%

10%

20%

15%

25%

10%

10%

10%



A similar process can be helpful in developing the grading scheme for
an individual assessment tool, such as a multi-item test, in order to
relate what is being evaluated to the stated learning outcomes. 

Taxonomies and Tests

Do your assessments measure the TYPE and LEVEL of learning
described in your learning outcomes?  When determining learning
outcomes for your course, you probably struggled with the choice of an
appropriate word to suggest the domain and level of learning
appropriate to that course. You probably did this naturally, even if you
were not familiar with the various taxonomies which have been
developed to describe the complexity of learning tasks.

The three domains of learning and their taxonomies are listed below,
ranging from the most basic (1) to the most complex (6) in each
category. If you would like to review this material in greater detail, refer
to Module 2.  The complete taxonomies are included in the appendix in
this module.

Many factors will determine which level of learning is most appropriate,
including the level of the course and its sequence in the program.
Identifying the level and domain of learning will guide you in selecting 
an appropriate evaluation strategy. 

This can be a very complex task! What is it that we want our students to
know? Recalling information may be satisfactory in an introductory
course. However, in a “capstone” course, graduates may be required 
to take information, work with it and develop their own hypotheses. 
A look at the kinds of verbs that describe student achievement at the
various taxonomic levels in the cognitive domain (Bloom, 1968) may
help to illustrate this:

Am I evaluating

and are the

students learning

at the appropriate

level?
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1. Knowledge

2. Comprehension

3. Application

4. Analysis

5. Synthesis

6. Evaluation

1. Receiving

2. Responding

3. Valuing

4. Organization

5. Characterization

6. Adaptation

1. Perception

2. Set

3. Guided Response

4. Mechanism

5. Complex Response

6. Origination

COGNITIVE AFFECTIVE PSYCHOMOTOR



Clearly, an outcome identifying a behavior to be acquired may
necessitate a practical demonstration, whereas a knowledge-based
outcome may be measured adequately by way of a paper test. 

Example 1: In the following example, two learning outcomes in the
same domain need to be evaluated in different ways because they
require markedly different levels of skills demonstration.  Read the
following two learning outcomes and suggest how each would be
measured.

Learning Outcome          Domain    Level                  Measurement

If your course outline states learning outcome 1, it would be
inappropriate for you to evaluate it by using a case study (and would,
potentially, leave you open to a student appeal).  A short answer
question would be most appropriate.

If your course outline specifies the second learning outcome, but your
evaluation asks only for a list of duties, you would not be adequately
measuring the achievement of your desired learning outcome.

I need to be 

sure that my

evaluation tools

don’t measure

only low-level

learning.
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1. Knowledge

2. Comprehension

3. Application

4. Analysis

5. Synthesis

6. Evaluation

describe, recall

explain, give examples

change, show how

analyze, differentiate

devise, compose

draw conclusions

Level of Taxonomy Test Lead-Ins

1. The student will list four
responsibilities of
managers.

2. The student will
determine appropriate
managerial responses
to sample situations

Cognitive

Cognitive

Knowledge
(recalling
appropriate facts)

Application
(selecting general 
rules, procedures
and methods for
specific situations)



When deciding on how you will evaluate your learning outcomes, you
might find that you need to rewrite some of the outcomes. This is 
a natural back-and-forth process which reflects the relationship between
the stated learning outcomes and their evaluation. 

Sometimes you will find that, after considering the most appropriate
evaluation method, you will decide to group some of the learning 
outcomes (e.g., Do you need to state that the student will understand
certain terminology, or is that understood by the outcome that states
that the student will apply the appropriate concepts?) This might also
cause you to reflect on and possibly adjust your teaching strategies.

Example 2: In a culinary class, a paper test may be useful to
ascertain whether or not the student has mastered the components of a
recipe.  However, to prepare the recipe requires an observational type
of evaluation.  Accountability to the learning outcome is an important
consideration in the development of evaluation tools.

Does your choice of evaluation tools match the learning
outcomes? 

Now you have determined:

• What you want to evaluate (learning outcomes)

• How much of your grade should be devoted to each learning 
outcome (relative weighting)

• The level of learning and domain to be measured (criteria for success)

You are ready to select and design evaluation tools.

If a learning outcome states that a particular skill is to be demonstrated,
the evaluation of that outcome must reflect what is actually required of
the student. 

Consider the following basic scenario:

Learning outcome:

. . . the student will be able to ride a bicycle safely on the 
first attempt without the aid of training wheels . . .

A very practical outcome! Now, how would it be assessed?

a) true/false?

b) multiple choice?

c) observation/demonstration?

d) case study?

e) oral presentation?
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The most suitable answer is, of course, (c) observation and
demonstration. If we were only dealing with the safety issue, pencil and
paper questioning would suffice. However, the required outcome is
clear. 

The student will be able to . . .

• ride (action)

• a bicycle (topic)

• safely (criteria)

• on the first attempt (condition)

• without the aid of training wheels (condition)

Given all the elements of this outcome, the only way we’ll know if
students can do it (as opposed to knowing how to do it) is to watch
them demonstrate their skill.

Lest you think that this example is too silly, consider the number of
times that most of us have fallen back on a cognitive testing method,
when the skill we really want to test is in the affective or psychomotor
domain!

For many purposes, completion, true/false, essays, short answer
questions, etc., are all viable means of evaluation and, given the proper
circumstances, can be effective evaluation tools. However, the link
between the learning outcome and the evaluation is critical!

We recognize that human and physical resources do not always allow
for the ideal evaluation for each student. But it is important that there be
some relevance between the learning outcome and the way in which it
is evaluated.

Beginning the Evaluation Process

Preparing Your Syllabus

In preparing course outlines, many activities occur which culminate 
in the development of a total package, from general outcomes to 
specific instructional objectives, topic outlines, timelines, lesson plans
and eventually, an integrated evaluation plan for the course. But this
complex process is not a linear sequence. Thinking about how to 
evaluate student achievement begins at the same time you develop 
your course learning outcomes. 

Without a clear

syllabus, your

students may feel

that they’ve been

dropped down in

a strange country

without a 

road map.
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Your syllabus should act as a guide to your students for what to expect
and how to succeed in your course. Matters specific to evaluation
policies and procedures should be recorded here or set out in a
separate “guidelines for evaluation” which would include:

• The timelines and weighting of each test or assignment. (In setting timelines
for your tests, you may wish to consider your students’ workload, and try to
ensure that they are not writing your test or assignment along with three or four
others on the same day. You may wish to raise this issue in your division and
encourage some “divisional blueprinting” to avoid scheduling overlaps.) 

• Information on how students can reach you if they are unable to attend a test
or submit an assignment on time.

• Your policy on late or missed tests or assignments, make-up tests, if any, etc.

• When, and in what form, your students can expect to receive feedback.

• Any strategies you have put in place to support your students’ test-taking skills. 

Guiding Principles of Evaluation

• Tests of achievement should measure clearly
defined learning outcomes that are in harmony
with the published goals and objectives of the
course. 

• There must be a strong and obvious connection
between outcomes and evaluation. 

• Testing tools must properly evaluate the student
at the prescribed level of learning. For example, 
if the learning outcome is developed at a higher
level of Bloom’s taxonomy (application, analysis
or synthesis), then the evaluation instrument
should be consistent with this. A simple
demonstration of knowledge and recall will not be 
sufficient.

• Achievement tests should include the types of
test items which are most appropriate for
measuring the desired learning outcomes. 

• There must be a strong and obvious connection
between the learning process and the methods of
evaluation. For example, if the entire course was
based in a laboratory setting, a demonstration
would be more appropriate than a pencil and
paper test.

Here are the 

basic premises

that underlie 

any tool or

technique of

evaluation.
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• Each course of study should include a variety of
evaluation approaches which take into account
the range of learning styles in any group and
individual students’ strengths and weaknesses. 

• Learning is a complicated process and may occur
in many different forms. Compounding this is the
diversity that is found in the typical college
classroom, where many students may have
languages other than English as their mother
tongue. 

• College students have had previous learning
experiences in a wide range of traditions with
access to varying resources, so students entering
college may have different levels of
preparedness. 

• In order to accurately evaluate each student’s
progress, a number of different evaluation tools
should be used. 

• Ideally, there should be a series of informal and
formal evaluations at regular intervals throughout
a course of study, so that all students have more
than one opportunity to demonstrate their ability. 

• There must be a clearly published evaluation plan
for the course or the year which is communicated
to all students at the beginning of a course of
study. 

• Unless there are exceptional circumstances, and
a clear understanding/consent by all parties,
these plans should not be changed or deviated
from. In a nutshell, what has been established is
the norm for the class. 

• When there is more than one teacher for a
course, teachers need to communicate with each
other to create consistency in the way the
learning outcomes of the course will be
evaluated. 
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• Achievement tests should be designed to provide
results specific to their purpose:

i) Survey tests, which are designed to
evaluate student progress toward the
course outcomes, should canvas the full
range of the outcomes that have been
covered thus far, according to the
weighting or importance assigned to each
outcome in the evaluation “blueprint.” 

ii) Pretests are used to determine if the
students have the necessary prerequisites
before beginning a course of study. They
can be used effectively for self-paced
learning.

iii) Mastery tests allow teachers and students
to determine the extent to which students
have mastered the course learning
outcomes at the end of each unit, before
proceeding on to the next unit of study.

iv) Diagnostic tests can be used to determine
the nature and level of specific learning
difficulties. 

Designing Evaluation Procedures

In planning the test, ask yourself:

• Which course learning outcomes and specific unit objectives should this test
measure?

• What purpose(s) is this test intended to serve: motivation, diagnosis,
placement, mastery?

• Are the most important learning outcomes being tested, not simply the most
obscure?

• What weight have you assigned to each outcome to be tested? Does your
choice of test items or processes, and the number of marks assigned to each
test (percentage of the total), reflect those weights?

• What domains and taxonomic levels do you want to test to be sure that
learning outcomes have been achieved?

• Should you develop some sample tests items and assignments to distribute to
students at the outset of the course? 

While they are writing their course learning outcomes, many teachers
save themselves time by jotting down several potential test items or
procedures for each learning outcome, at varying levels of the
taxonomy in the appropriate domain(s) of learning. If these are placed
on file cards, or items are collected on a computer file, they provide a
bank of items to choose from when it comes time to make up the test.

Inch by inch,

putting it 

together . . . 
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In preparing the test:

1.  Develop the test specifications. 

• How many questions will you have (on a written test or interview)?

• What proportion of the final course grade is this test worth? How many marks
can be obtained for each item on this test? 

• What will students be asked to demonstrate, perform or submit (for a product
or performance assessment)?

• How long will the test take? What provision, if any, will be made for students
who need more time?

• Where will the test be conducted? (Is the space available appropriate for the
tasks to be performed, the number of students, equipment availability, etc.?)

• What resources, if any, will students be able to use while being tested? (Open
book? “Cheat sheet”? Calculator? Dictionary? etc.)

• What provision will you make to ensure that opportunities to cheat are
minimized? (This topic will be dealt with in considerable depth later in this
module.)

2.  Select or devise appropriate and relevant test items. 

For those of us whose evaluations include pencil and paper tests, some
textbooks come with handy banks of test items. These are very
seductive, but be aware that not all test items are created equal. Some
useful questions to ask yourself:

• Does this item test the learning outcome at the level you want to measure your
students’ achievement?

• Is the test item free of the pitfalls outlined later in this module for various kinds
of test items?

• Do you really want to include this test item? Is it important to you that your
students know this? (Sometimes, to avoid all the pitfalls, test items become so
trivial or specific that they miss the point.)

• Is this a trick question? If it is, you are testing your students’ “test-taking ability”
rather than their mastery of the learning outcomes, and your test will not be
valid. Test items should be phrased so that the content, rather than the form,
will determine the answer.

• Have you included several kinds of test items? In a written test, for example,
you may want to mix some recognition items, such as multiple choice, with
some supply items, such as fill-in-the-blanks or short essays. In this way,
students with different learning styles will have a chance to work to their
strengths.

• Do not use too many different test item styles. Three different types of items
should be sufficient. You do not want to rely on only one style (all essay or all
multiple choice). At the other extreme, too many shifts overtax the students’
thinking processes and your marking scheme. The key is to create a test that
presents a balanced challenge to each student.

Now is the time to

remind  students

of policies or

procedures you

follow during 

the test.
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3.  Assemble the test.

• It is essential that clear instructions be included at the beginning of the test or
assignment and reiterated, when necessary, to guide students through the
process. This applies to both question headers and lead-ins. You can’t overdo
this. Considering the diversity of the learners, the last thing that you want is for
students to get tripped up on the interpretation of the question. When students
are under pressure, they will find many creative ways to misunderstand your
directions. 

• In a test of performance or submission of a product, clearly think through and
communicate the criteria against which the performance or product will be
evaluated.  Will these criteria be shared with the students?

• You’ll probably want more than one test item–even if your test is only covering
one learning outcome. A variety of methods of testing each outcome will give
you a better reading on the validity of your assessment, and give students
more than one try at demonstrating their competence.

• It’s a good idea to keep all items of any one type together, so that students do
not waste valuable time “shifting gears” mentally to accommodate different item
styles.

• Try to avoid any regular sequence or pattern of responses (such as having
every second item be “true” on a true/false test). On the other hand, the
system for students to record their answers to the test should be consistent for
all similar items.

• Note the number of points available in the marking scheme for each item. This
gives students a helpful guideline to your expectations, particularly on essays
or projects that have several stages toward completion.

• You may wish to ask a colleague to peer-review your test and help you identify
areas where there may be a lack of clarity or consistency.

• When you are putting together your tests, it can be helpful to set up a test
“blueprint” similar in intent to the course evaluation blueprint described earlier.
Below is a sample chart which provides three types of questioning processes,
for a combined value of 70 points.

• Make sure that the number and nature of the test items are appropriate for the
time allowed.  The rule of thumb for multiple choice test items is to allow one
minute per question.
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In evaluating the test:

1. You will want to analyze your test results to see what you can
learn from them.

• If your evaluation was an objective paper and pencil test, are there questions
which everyone got right or everyone got wrong? If so, these may be “outliers,”
test items which lie at the two extremes of too easy or too difficult to be
accurate measures of student achievement.

• If you have your tests scored by computer, the printout will supply you with
interesting information, such as the mean, median and mode for each set of
test scores, which “distracters” on multiple choice questions were answered
most often, etc.

2. Are there any major surprises?

• Did an unusually high proportion of students do very well or very poorly on
their evaluation? If so, could it be that there is an uneven match between
learning outcomes and the way they were evaluated?

• Are you getting answers on “supply-type” test items that seem to you to be “off
the wall”? You may need to rework one or more questions (or reconsider your
evaluation criteria).

• On essays, projects or product evaluations, are the results indicating confusion
about what was expected?

• Did the level of the work produced live up to the acceptable standard?

3. Should you go over the test results with the students in class?

• If you take up written tests or assignment results in class, you will learn a lot
from your students, and they will gain by having one more opportunity to clear
up any misunderstandings.

• Are the students indicating to you that the test was “not what they expected”?
If so, it is worth checking carefully to find out what they mean. Students should
have the opportunity to indicate those items which were ambiguous or which
were misinterpreted.

• Are students arguing that another way of interpreting a question is equally
valid?  If so, you may want to reword or throw out that test item.

• Are students complaining that subjective grading is “unfair” (e.g., similar
products or performances are receiving widely differing evaluations from two
different teachers)? If so, the criteria against which your students’ assignments
are being evaluated may need to be reviewed.

4. Use the results to make revisions where necessary.

• Your students’ success or lack thereof in “making the grade” is 
an important barometer by which to measure the validity of your evaluation
strategies. Sometimes, as we indicated above, the problem is easily addressed
by modifying or getting rid of a particular test question or assignment. 

Did your test 

pass the test?
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• However, as you analyze your test results, you may find that you need to go
back to the learning outcomes and review your original statement of what
learners would be able to demonstrate as a result of instruction. Is that what
you taught? Is that what you tested?  Are students at this level of instruction
capable of responding to the test question or assignment?

5. Giving students feedback.

• Where possible, student work should be graded and returned promptly,
certainly before the students have to take another test or submit another
assignment for grading. Many teachers use the next class meeting as their
target for returning tests or assignments. Students need to be able to use the
feedback they receive, whether formal or informal, to make necessary
adjustments to improve subsequent efforts. 

• Conscientious students want to understand the benchmarks of success and
are very demotivated if a complex piece of work receives only a grade without
explanation or suggestions for improvement. This is particularly true if the
assigned grade is lower than expected.

• Some teachers believe that a student’s paper should be treated like a painting
or a piece of fine cabinet work, that is, it represents the student’s work and
should not be “defaced” by corrections, “red-penciling,” comments, etc. Other
teachers want to be able to write “between the lines” on student papers to give
more specific feedback and enter into a responsive dialogue with the student’s
ideas. Accordingly, they instruct students always to keep a clean copy or
backup disk of any paper or computer product they submit for grading. 

Disturbing Discrepancies in Evaluation

Before we move into discussion of specific types of evaluation
instruments and process, we should consider a range of issues that
complicate evaluation.  The best of intentions—fairness, efficiency,
coverage, precision, even accountability—have degraded the grading
process.  As a result, several disturbing discrepancies have developed
between learning and evaluation practices.

• Although 90% of evaluation instruments and processes are of the
subjective/supply type, over half—and in many cases, 90%— of college tests
are composed of objective/selection type items.

• In spite of the emphasis on higher order thinking during lectures, group
discussion and homework assignments, critical thinking is, essentially, not
evaluated.  Ninety percent of class time may be devoted to Analysis, Synthesis
and Evaluation, yet exams (usually selection type) mostly evaluate the lowest
three cognitive levels—Knowledge, Comprehension and Application (especially
Knowledge).

• Although the Affective Domain has, of late, achieved parity with Cognitive
competencies, very little of an exam evaluates Affective competencies . . . on
any level.

• Although writing across the curriculum (WAC) and cooperative groups are
considered among the most effective and valuable types of learning in the
contemporary classroom, writing accounts for less than 25% of exam
responses and cooperative group learning almost graded not at all.  A notable
exception is the grading of a research or term paper, which is quite popular yet
represents the most challenging application of writing across the curriculum for
both student and teacher.
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• Grade inflation is a common concern for many teachers, yet it is increased
when teachers award “points” for attendance, homework submission, even
class participation—all of which are means to an end we call competency.
Using negative point penalties, although it guards against grade inflation,
deflates a student’s grade, which creates an equally inaccurate representation
of a student’s mastery of stated course learning outcomes and competencies.
(Such measures are often objective, meant for motivation and easy to keep
track of.)

• Tests and quizzes are often described as “a learning experience” by students
and faculty alike.  However, feedback and debriefing of an evaluation are
sometimes minimal.  Either the exam is heavy on selection type items, so no
written feedback is appropriate, or is mostly a supply type exam but with hardly
any written explanation for the grades.  In the first case, a follow-up class
discussion would be an ideal way to continue the learning experience of the
exam. In the second case, specific written responses to the students’
performance, keyed to outcomes and competencies, continue the learning.  (Of
course, both written and classroom follow-up may be ideal, and many teachers
do both.)

• Concern about “teaching to the test” causes some teachers to provide very
little guidance for student exam preparation.  However, if a teacher expects to
evaluate specific issues, content areas and types of critical thinking, students
do need some indication of the teacher’s expectations. On the other hand,
simply telling students they will have to apply Marxian theory to the American
Revolution may oversimplify exam preparation and limit student review for the
exam.   
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Personal Reflection and Workshop Preparation

1. Try to recall some of your strongest memories of exams and
testing from your college days.  What were your most positive
evaluation experiences?  Describe.  Conversely, what were the
most negative ones?  Why?

2. Review the course(s) you teach (course outline, syllabus and
textbooks), as well as the exams and assignments that
contribute to the final course grade.  Are all major topics and the
course learning outcomes thoroughly evaluated?  Are the
subordinate competencies (specific and discrete) adequately
evaluated?

3. Do the graded assignments and examinations reflect the
domains (cognitive, psychomotor, affective) and specific
taxonomy levels listed in the course outline?  In other words, are
high level learning outcomes and competencies evaluated?
Furthermore, are psychomotor and affective domain mastery
evaluated (or just cognitive)?  

4. Are there adequate evaluation opportunities in your course(s)?
Are a variety of evaluation processes used?

5. What does the phrase “teaching to the test” mean to you?

6. Do you think the concluding section “Disturbing Discrepancies in
Evaluation” is warranted?  Explain your rationale for your
response.
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Unit 2: Subjective/Supply Type 

Tools and Processes

Many of the tools and processes that we customarily use to evaluate
our students’ achievement are effective and appropriate measures of 
the course learning outcomes, but some are not. In some cases, both
instructor and students are surprised and dismayed by an apparent lack
of fit between the level and domain at which the course learning
outcomes were taught, and the students’ success at test time.

In this unit, a wide range of testing procedures is described, their 
effectiveness or ineffectiveness as measures of specific learning
outcomes is discussed, and advantages and disadvantages of each
method are considered.

Unit Competencies

Upon completion of Unit 2, you will be able to:

1. Define supply type, selection type and observational evaluation
techniques.

2. Describe various evaluation techniques under each category
above and discuss when and where they may be most
effectively used.

3. Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of each evaluation 
technique. 

4. Explain how the realities of the writing process can be
accommodated in designing and administering essay exams.

5. Identify examples of essay topics and essay exam questions for
each of the following categories: aims of discourse, taxonomy
level, domains of learning and scope.

6. Explain why subjective/supply type evaluation is essential to
verifying learning outcomes and competencies have been
mastered.

7. Assess potential applications of portfolios, observations and
essay exams to improve evaluation of learning outcomes and
competencies in your courses.
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Essay Tests

Essay testing is an example of supply type, free response testing,
where the students must organize their thoughts and develop a
complex answer in order to be evaluated. In most theoretical subjects,
an essay test can give the evaluator a more complete and accurate
overview of the achievement of higher level cognitive and, in some
cases, affective outcomes than can a short answer, fill-in-the-blanks or
matching test. 

When is the best time to use an essay test?

• When learning outcomes call for evaluating the students’ ability to apply,
analyze, synthesize and/or evaluate ideas and present them in an organized
and logical manner.

• When the instructor wants to explore/survey student attitudes, as opposed to
specific areas of achievement.

• When the time available for test preparation is shorter than the time available
for grading.

Advantages of using essays

• They can be relatively quick and easy to prepare.

• They can sample several different learning outcomes in one unit of evaluation.

• They can evaluate a range of levels of learning, in both the cognitive and
affective domains.

• Guesswork on the part of the student is greatly reduced.

• Essays allow for the expression of diverse student backgrounds and
experiences.

Disadvantages of using essay tests

• Essays are time-consuming to grade.

• It is challenging for teachers to be consistent and objective in establishing a
grading system. Those of us who have marked many essays at a sitting, while
racing the clock, will recognize the “Sunday night syndrome,” when your critical
faculties are glazing over and there’s a tendency to compare any given essay
with the ones that came before and after, rather than against the previously
established grading criteria.

• Success in writing essay responses relies on the students’ ability to manage
their time effectively. (Students who are struggling with self-expression in
English may run out of time and be at a disadvantage in demonstrating their
mastery of course learning outcomes.)

• Assessment of grammar, spelling and writing styles may overshadow the
actual thesis. Many teachers prefer to assess these mechanical factors
separately from the content of the argument (or not at all).

• Because essays are time-consuming to write, only a few of the outcomes
being tested can be covered by any one essay test.
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Suggestions for the Preparation of Essay Tests and 
Essay-Style Projects

• Be sure that your test items are clear and unambiguous, with minimal room for
misinterpretation. If you do decide that you want to give your students
maximum latitude for producing creative, open-ended responses, guard
against the tendency to form a pre-conceived idea of what a “right” or “good”
answer would look like.

• It’s a good idea to “test drive” your essay questions (and indeed any test items)
with your colleagues to help you weed out questions which may be open to
“creative” misinterpretation. On the other hand, extended response essay
questions do leave students a lot of latitude in structuring and presenting their
arguments. If you want more focused and precise answers, restricted response
(short answer) questions may be better.

• Ask questions or set tasks that will require the student to demonstrate a
command of essential learning outcomes.

• Give students plenty of advance notice and opportunities to practice organizing
and presenting their ideas in an extended response. Many teachers “shape”
essay writing skills by having their students hand in outlines, and then rough
copies, and giving the students feedback each step of the way before they are
expected to hand in the final copy for grades.

• Pre-plan how student responses will be graded:

- Identify a range of acceptable responses that is both structured and
flexible.

- Rank the acceptable responses according to previously identified criteria
so that your ratings are as objective and fair as possible.

- Prepare a structured key for scoring, and share model answers with
students when you take up the assignment.

• The more completely you identify and describe a set of grading criteria, and
communicate those criteria to your students in advance, the fewer problems
you will likely have in defending your grades.

Essays and Essay Exams

The recognition that writing is both a process and a product spelled the
death of the impromptu essay as an evaluation instrument for major
grades.  However, writing, especially essays and essay tests, can be a
valid and fair method for evaluating learning outcomes and
competencies.  In fact, writing is the principal measure of high level
critical thinking.  Effective writers–students and teachers–do follow a
process that may be quite unique but, nonetheless, proceeds something
like the following:

Inventing Discovering ideas, supporting details, reading and
reviewing texts, and recalling both personal and
academic experience with the topic.

Drafting Composing both a “discovery” draft and an
outline–beginning with either one.

It’s a good idea 

to “test drive”

your essay

questions (and

indeed any test

items) with your

colleagues to 

help you weed 

out questions

which may be

open to “creative”

misinterpretation.
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Revising Composing several drafts, reviewing each to determine
what the writer might add, cut, change, move.

Editing Refining and crafting sentence structure and diction
(word choice) to improve readability and impact (style).

Proofing Detecting and correcting miscues in punctuation, usage,
spelling and grammar, especially cosmetic errors.

Of course, the stronger students will follow such a pattern, and the
weaker ones need to!  If you assign essays (say, three 2-4 page
papers) to be completed out of class, accommodating and taking
advantage of the writing process are relatively easy. Students have time
to stage their writing activity.  In fact, requesting prewriting (invention)
sheets and a tentative outline two weeks before a paper’s due date
keeps the process in front of the students and allows you to do some
assessment (ongoing formative feedback).  This approach is especially
productive with first year students who have not completed their
freshman composition courses (or with returning students, too).  There
is also time for students to spend, say, 20-30 minutes in cooperative
groups reading and reacting to discovery drafts a week or more before
the due date.  Easy enough.

On the other hand, the essay examination presents problems,
especially the time constraint.  Usually, the test lasts one hour (actually
50 minutes).  Some things to think about . . .

• Will the students have received the essay question(s) one or more class
periods before the test day?

• Will the students be writing one essay (an extended response) or several short
essays (150-200 words each)?

• Will the students have a choice of essay questions (say, select one of three)?
If so, how much time will a student take in deciding which one to respond to?

• Are the writing and language skills of your students adequate to the task?

• Have you assessed student readiness to write the essay exam?

• What can you do to ensure reasonable success with this evaluation
performance?

• Because students have little time to edit and proof (especially significant for
students who have become so comfortable with and dependent on word
processors), will you be distracted by cosmetic errors or even mark down
otherwise good content?

• If I want students to analyze, synthesize and evaluate, do they have time to
recall facts, details and examples?

If your goal is to evaluate relatively high level competencies and
learning outcomes, then writing makes sense. But even the best
teachers refer to their notes, present prepared handouts and overhead
transparencies, or show a short video clip when lecturing (an oral
essay).  

On the other 

hand . . . 
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So if you prepared ahead of time and used resources to lecture, will
students be allowed to use their notes, their texts, even prepared “cheat
sheets” as resources to write the essay exam?  Should they?  That’s
one way of accommodating the writing process and ensuring students
focus on your high level competencies and learning outcomes.  

Some students complain that the “open book” test is more difficult, but
only because they are reading the text (truly reading it) for the first time.
The impromptu essay test is also more difficult because students may
be considering high level responses for the first time.  What if . . .
students began the process of inventing, outlining and even composing
a discovery draft before test day?  Let’s outline some exam preparation
possibilities:

• List topics (not questions) that are your source of essay exam questions.
Then, explain the kinds of high level cognitive and affective domain issues your
essay exam questions will deal with.

• List three essay questions, allowing the students to prepare all three in
advance.  The exam requires a response to only one of the three (which they
discover the day of the exam).

• List three essay questions, allowing students to select the one they want to
prepare for and respond to.

• Ask students to assemble notes, prewritten guides (“cheat sheets”) and
annotations to their texts–all to support one or more essay questions they see
for the first time on exam day.

• Take a more directive–assertive approach by staging the writing into two class
periods.  The first day is devoted to reading and interpreting the essay
question(s), creating prewriting lists and notes, and composing either a
tentative outline or part of a discovery draft.  Collect all materials from your
students.  The next 48 hours provide students with incubation time (and more
reviewing).  At the next class period, distribute the students’ preliminary work
and allow them to complete the essay exam.

• Prepare students for the kind of thinking you expect in the essay exam.  Spend
the class period before the exam either modeling how to respond to a typical
essay exam question or have students in cooperative groups actively work
through the process.  Advantages:  Students know what to expect, how to
respond, how you will grade (include that!) and how to prepare for
performances on the higher end of the taxonomies.

• Provide an “essay exam criteria guide,” an outline of your grading criteria
keyed to competencies and learning outcomes (samples provided later in this
unit).  Students may understand your stated learning outcomes and
competencies quite well but be mystified about the criteria (qualities and
elements) of an effective essay answer.  Also reduces student frustration and
teacher grief from appeals or complaints.

Let the games

begin . . . 
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Types of Essay and Essay Exam Questions

Although the process, evaluation criteria and the grades themselves
involve a teacher’s creativity, the actual essay questions and topics also
arrange themselves in fairly predictable and coherent categories.  Here
are the most common, with examples of each:

1. The Three Aims of Discourse

• Expository (informs, explains, teaches)
“Explain the apparent conflict with assisting/supporting/helping those in need
with the notion of individual responsibility.”

• Persuasive (argues, evaluates)
“The American Revolution was a bourgeois revolution–attack or defend.”

• Expressive (describes impact or perspective created by the topic on the
author)  
“Describe the realities of the workplace you expected and did not expect,
assessing how the service learning experience either changed your view of
work and career or confirmed it.”

2. Taxonomy Level (Cognitive, in these examples) 

• Analysis
“Compare the significant similarities and contrast the significant differences
between the Impressionist and the Pop Art movements.”

• Synthesis
“Devise a recruitment plan for a company about to lose many long-tenured
employees due to retirement.”

• Evaluation
“Evaluate the campus website, including an assessment of its organization,
navigational features, depth of development, attractiveness and value to a wide
variety of audiences.  In your conclusion, justify proposed changes.”

3.  Domains of Learning

• Cognitive
“Considering the recent development of cyber reality on the Internet, argue for
or against the notion that art needs to be experienced first-hand, that is, in a
museum.”

• Affective
“After visiting the four sites, evaluate your choice of or interest in an
engineering-related career, including your suitability for the work involved, the
role you would play and the setting you are likely to encounter.”

• Psychomotor
[All five levels of this domain involve a physical response or performance.
Writing is inadequate for this domain.]

4. Scope

• Restricted Context (specific case, problem, incident, etc.)
“Describe the factors involved in the following case of the XYZ Company and
remedies to its problem.”

• Restricted Idea (specific theory, procedure, concept, etc.)
“Illustrate the theory of ‘learned helplessness,’ using adequate support 
from your reading and class experiences.”
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• Restricted Mode of Development (classic modes—classification,
cause/effect, classical argument, comparison/contrast, etc.)
“Classify the causes and effects of any economic downturn in America (such
as the 1929 Stock Market crash or the relative collapse of the NASDAQ in the
late 90s).”

• Restricted Length of Development
Sometimes, the length of the essay is the dominant factor.  A short essay (150
words) can deal with only one case, one effect, one reason, one example, one
perspective, etc.  So even if there are five reasons for a downturn in the
American economy, seeing how a student develops one may be quite
adequate.  Even if there are three differences between the Impressionist and
Pop Art movements, developing one may demonstrate mastery of a particular
learning outcome or competency.

Short Essay Questions

Short answer responses are very useful for in-class tests, when you 
are testing students’ mastery of specific and focused learning
objectives. Although clarity of expression is always important, the
emphasis in a restricted response question is more on content than on
form. Students are not so much preparing and constructing a complex 
argument, as they are recalling and responding to a specific probe.

Short answer questions can involve a mini-essay–usually a page or
less–or a diagram to be filled in, labeled and/or explained. If you work
out your grading scheme in advance, and make it apparent to the
students, they will have a good chance of knowing exactly what you
expect.

Here’s an example:

Question:

Behavior modification experts seldom recommend punishment as a
strategy for changing behavior because it so often has undesirable
or ineffective outcomes. List and explain, using examples, at least
five things that could go wrong in using punishment to control
behavior. (10 points)

Potential Pitfalls

A student reading the above question may know the answers but be
misled.  For example:

• Is it clear that each outcome is worth one point and each example worth one
point?

• Is it clear that “explain” means a paragraph or more (mini-essay), and what
does “explain” mean here?

• Is it clear that “at least five things” is both the minimum and maximum the
instructor wants?

Be sure 

to let your

students know

your policy on

partial points

grading.
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• What happens if the student presents seven outcomes and three examples (or
the reverse)?

• Does the question allow for multiple examples for one or more of the
outcomes?

• What happens if the student exceeds the number of items requested, but some
are incorrect?  Grade the first five?  Pick out the best five?

Clearly, the above exam question needs to be revised—either formatted
as a fill-in-the-blanks test item or as a truly open-ended essay question.

As a fill-in-the-blanks item:

Behavior modification experts seldom recommend punishment
as a strategy for changing behavior because it so often has
undesirable or ineffective outcomes.  In Column A, list five things
that could go wrong in using punishment to control behavior.  In
Column B, briefly describe (in one or two sentences) an example
for each item you listed in Column A.

(The test item would then provide blank lines to insert the
answers.)

A B

1.  ______________ __________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________

2.  ______________ __________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________

( . . . and so forth.)

As a short essay:

Behavior modification experts seldom recommend punishment
as a strategy for changing behavior because it so often has
undesirable or ineffective outcomes.  In a short essay of 150-
250 words, list three things that could go wrong in using
punishment to control behavior, providing examples of each and
why these three outcomes (of the eight we studied) are so
significant.

The test instrument is specific (length), focused (list, provide examples
and explain significance) and limited (three can be handled in 15
minutes, but not five).  Furthermore, the student is allowed some choice
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of outcomes and considerable freedom to develop the answer, both
involving relatively high levels of critical thinking.

Which is better here?  It depends on the Cognitive Domain level the
teacher is evaluating.

Oral Response Tests

Oral tests can be devised to meet a variety of learning outcomes:

• Students may be required to present research findings orally, either individually
or as part of a group. You may choose this form of evaluation particularly if
good oral or public speaking skills are among your course learning outcomes.

• Individual interviews may be a desirable alternative where you want to assess
your students’ ability to think “on their feet” or respond to specific probes, such
as in a career skills development course where you are conducting practice job
interviews.

• Individual interview evaluations allow you to draw out a student with the
assurance that their responses will not be influenced by the prevailing opinions
of the group.

• Oral tests provide alternatives for students who face a physical barrier to
expressing themselves in writing.

• If a capable student has “blown” an important written test, or a low functioning
student suddenly “surprises” you with an exceptionally high quality piece of
writing, oral tests allow you a chance to gain a more realistic assessment of
the student’s achievement of the course learning outcomes.

Pitfalls of Oral Tests

Most of the advice for developing essay type test items applies to oral
tests as well. In particular, tests or interview questions, and the criteria
for evaluating the range of acceptable responses, will have to be very
clearly thought through in advance to ensure impartial evaluation.

Simple Completion Tests (Fill in the Blanks)

Completion tests are used to test students’ recall of factual items. These
types of tests are relatively easy to use and evaluate, but some
teachers feel they are unsatisfactory as a fair barometer of student
learning at the basic levels of the cognitive taxonomy. There are some
subtle pitfalls to be avoided when constructing completion tests. The
most common are based on the teacher’s assumption that students will
interpret the meaning of a question in the same way the teacher
intended.
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Completion tests have certain advantages:

• They are relatively easy to score. 

• Several areas of content can be sampled quickly.

• Students must supply an answer, which limits guesswork as long as the test
stems are correctly constructed.

Some disadvantages of these tests are as follows:

• They do not usually test the higher levels of the cognitive taxonomy.

• The students have limited opportunities for creativity.

• Test items can be tricky to write so that there is only one correct response.

Suggestions for the construction of completion tests:

• State the item so that only a single, brief answer (single word or short phrase)
is possible.

• Where possible, placing the blanks at the end of the statement will make the
grading job much easier.

• Avoid testing insignificant bits of knowledge. 

• Avoid the use of articles (a or an) and singular or plural verb forms that may
give away the answer.

• For numerical answers, state the degree of precision required.

• Avoid the use of multiple blanks in one short statement. If you put in too many
blanks there won’t be enough significant information left in the item for
students to know how to answer it.

• Keep all the fill-in-the-blanks items together so students don’t have to jump
from one mental task to another.

Consider the following examples:

1. Water will boil at ____________ .

(Although one specific answer may be required, there may be
any number of equally appropriate responses, such as degrees
Kelvin, Celsius or Fahrenheit, location or height, and so on.)

2. _______________,  _______________, and ______________
are main ingredients in the production of bread. (Many answers
may apply here, and students can [and will!] argue that their
answer is plausible.)

3. Humber College is the _______________ Community College
in Canada.(The clue “the” precludes a certain type of response.
And again, a variety of different answers could be defended.)

4. The technology required for widespread use of the Internet was
developed by ___________________. (company? individual?
government? country?)
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Completion item tests do have a number of advantages, and can be
used to test knowledge and recall, but they have serious limitations
when trying to test at a higher level. Another consideration in the
evaluation of these tests may be the objectivity of the evaluator. For
example, consider the following:

5. Question: Mary Shelly created the fictional character
_______________ in her famous Victorian novel.

The answer in this case is Frankenstein. How many ways can this be
spelled? Does a student get credit if the answer is reasonably correct?
Or, as it is the important premise here, does it need to be spelled
absolutely correctly? If this sample was of a chemical or medical nature,
does accurate spelling now take on greater importance? (Come to think
of it, Mary Shelley created several fictional characters in this novel. Are
you going to allow other answers?) 

Group Presentations

Group presentations, whether presented to the class or submitted in the
form of a major project, offer students and teachers alternative ways to
achieve the learning outcomes of the program. As with any type of
instruction, there are both advantages and disadvantages to the use of
group presentations.

On the plus side, group presentations:

• Provide to the students a greater resource base from which they can share
experiences or learn from each other.

• Allow for a greater scope of learning outcomes to be covered.

• Allow for the emergence of natural leadership, as the need for organization of
the project develops.

• Provide for individuals to experience team management, group dynamics and
synergy.

The outcome, if it works well, is a dynamic, energetic presentation with
all members of the group contributing equally to the outcome. 

However, as we know, there may be some pitfalls along the way.

For example:

• Students may not see the value of such an exercise and may not buy into it.

• Disharmony among group members may be caused by cliques (when students
are left to choose the members of their team through a process of “natural
selection”) or friction (when students are arbitrarily grouped by the instructor).

• Varying levels of work ethic or work commitments outside of class may leave
some students feeling that they are shouldering more than their share of
responsibility for the outcome.

• Students with varying schedules may be unable to come up with a common
meeting time outside of class.
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One of the premises about group work is that the students will share the
grade. In other words, the project is collaborative, not cooperative.
Ordinarily, this should be an incentive for all members to participate
fully. However, it often happens that students may feel that one or more
of their group may not be pulling their weight. How can we compensate
for this? Most group presentations are evaluated on the basis of the
overall group performance. However, the process can be more
accurately reflected if students are also required to contribute a self-
evaluation and, in addition, each group member is asked to rate the
contribution of all other members of the group. In this way, teachers
have a much more detailed and balanced set of data on which to base
their ultimate decision than they would have if they were relying on their
own judgment alone. Many teachers discover that students will deliver
frank and accurate assessments of their own contribution, sometimes
tending to be more critical of themselves than they are of others!

Portfolio Evaluations

Increasingly, students are being given an opportunity to prepare and
present portfolios which demonstrate work they have accomplished that
relates to their chosen field. Portfolios are particularly useful in
evaluating and giving students credit for prior learning. 

However, learning portfolios are more than simply tools to help students
get credit for previous or non-formal learning. They are much more than
just another way for teachers to evaluate students’ learning. The
analytic activities that result from putting together a portfolio are a
learning process in themselves. They help learners to clarify their
learning goals, take pride in the discovery of all they have accomplished
and develop a clearer awareness of their own potential.

Portfolios . . .

help learners to

clarify their

learning goals,

take pride in the

discovery of all

they have

accomplished

and develop a

clearer awareness

of their own

potential.
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IN FOCUS . . . PORTFOLIO EVALUATION
By Pamela Mitchell

Portfolios are an organized and impressive way for you and your students
to showcase your accomplishments. Despite what your mother always told
you, in a portfolio you get to brag a bit, placing your activities and evidences
of your work in their best light.

WHAT IS A PORTFOLIO?

A portfolio is a carefully organized collection of documents that describe and
provide verification of specific experiences you have had, your
accomplishments and the competencies you have gained. Whether the
evaluator of your portfolio is a teacher, a project coordinator or a
prospective employer, your portfolio is evaluated against specified criteria
(e.g., course learning outcomes, job specifications, project objectives, etc.).



Contract Incomplete

Sometimes, student crises or emergencies require individual treatment.
For example, a student has performed well for 12 weeks of the course.
Then, emergency surgery forces the student to miss the final month of
instruction and the final examination.  Does the student receive a W
(withdrawal), an F (failure) or . . . an I (incomplete)?  Most teachers
would try to accommodate the student (if she or he is willing and able)
with a Contract Incomplete.  Most colleges have a policy (and a form!)
to handle such events.  When the student is well enough, teacher and
student enter into a contract, allowing the student to make up the work
missed.  Usually, there is no grade penalty for this option.  Typically, the
student has a full semester to make up the work.  However, most
contracts are completed in one or two months–whatever the student
and teacher feel is reasonable.  All unfinished assignments–out-of-class
papers, quizzes, exams, lab work, etc.–are listed, with due dates.  Any
student-teacher conferences (to help overcome missed classes) may be
described.  This process takes time and effort, but most teachers are
more than willing to accommodate in such situations.  Of course, there
is a limit!  Missing half or more of a semester, most likely, calls for a W
(withdrawal) and any formal Contract Incomplete requires
documentation of the problem.

Learning Contract

Some students with special needs may require extra time writing an
essay or exam, a note-taker who actually fills out exam sheets, or even
require a different evaluation format (for example, an oral exam for a
blind student).  Usually, your college has a policy, procedure and
resources to help you make this accommodation.

Contract Grading

Some courses, especially those involved with enrichment or
experience-based learning, can be evaluated, in part or completely, with
a grading contract.  For example, many teachers employ service
learning as an option (sometimes a requirement if indicated in the
course outline).  If the service learning replaces a research paper, then
the student contracts with the instructor for that choice.  Some teachers
quantify the service learning experience.  If the assignment option is
worth 30% of the course grade, the students can further opt for 20
hours of service for a C, 30 hours for a B or 40 hours for an A. (In any
case, students would write a short report of their experience.)

On the other hand, a composition teacher set up grading contracts that
determined the course grade on the number of acceptable papers
submitted by the students.  Five papers earned a C, seven a B and
nine an A.  Certainly, the A writers are able to sustain an acceptable
quality level, but did the students earning an A really perform at the A
level?  The teacher solved the problem by requiring two of the last four
papers to be an A (revised or not).
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Another writing teacher allowed students to revise any of the first four
papers.  If the new version(s) earned a higher grade, then the student’s
final grade reflected that new grade.  This innovation created more work
for teacher and students, but emphasized real learning with the four
papers of the course.  Did the procedure inflate grades?  Yes.  But it
also raised true competency.

There are many variations, but the best advice for the first-year teacher
is to limit contract grading to contract incompletes and learning
contracts.  After a year or so of teaching, you can design grading
contracts based on learning goals, not just expediency. 

Syllabus Description of Evaluation

You should provide a relatively detailed inventory of your evaluation
methods and instruments in your syllabus and course outline.  This
“contract” should also explain any relevant caveats or processes.
Points, percent of total grade, and a final course grading scale or
rationale must be included.  If you offer evaluation options, such as a
make-up policy, procedures for late arrival at exams or late submission
of work, include those.  Anything pertaining to penalties or point
deductions must be spelled out.

As they say, a picture is worth a thousand words, so here are four
examples from (1) hospitality management, (2) astronomy,
(3) microbiology and (4) respiratory care.  You will note the mention of
make-up policies in examples 1 and 3, the mention of the timing of
quizzes in example 3, and the detailed commentary concerning “Lab
Competencies and Clinic Practice” in example 4. 

Example 2 (astronomy) is very underdeveloped.  No policies are
mentioned, let alone developed.  “Chatroom Participation”–although an
innovative learning strategy—needs a discussion of how it will be
evaluated.  What criteria will be used?  Will the evaluation measures be
quantitative, qualitative or both?  The research paper assignment needs
a brief discussion of documentation style and appropriate evaluation
measures or criteria.  

Example #1 - Hospitality Management

COURSE EVALUATION:

1. EXAMS - Three (3) exams, job evaluations, case studies and a
required comprehensive final.

Some updated operational figures will be given in class and may
differ from the operational figures given in the textbook.  The
updated material will be on the exams.

2. LATE WORK - Late work will be accepted NO LATER than one
(1) week past due date, with a 10% loss penalty.
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3. MAKEUP EXAMS - Will be given ONLY under the following
conditions:
a. If the instructor is notified PRIOR to the scheduled exam

date and time.
b. Medical emergencies, auto accidents, etc. (must be

documented).
c. The exam will be placed in the Testing Center with a

deadline of the next scheduled class date and time.
d. The exam will cover the same material but may not be the

same exam that was given in class.

Summary:

Three Exam Scores @ 100 points 300 points (50% of grade)
Comprehensive Final at 200 points 200 points (34% of grade)
Job Evaluation 50 points (  8% of grade)
Case Studies   50 points (  8% of grade)

TOTAL 600 points 100% total

Grading Scale:

A = 90 - 100% (540 - 600 points)
B = 80 -   89% (480 - 539 points)
C = 70 -   79% (420 - 479 points)
D = 60 -   69% (360 - 419 points)
F = below 60% (359 - below)

Example #2 - Astronomy

METHODS OF EVALUATION:

The Fundamentals of Astronomy course grade will based on five (5)
tests, a research paper, chatroom participation, quizzes and a final
exam according to the following scale:

Five Unit Exams (100 pts. each) 500 pts.
Chatroom Participation 100 pts.
Research Paper 100 pts.
Quizzes 100 pts.
Final Exam   200 pts.
Total Points 1000 pts.

Letter grades are determined as follows:

90 - 100% = A
80 - 89% = B
70 - 79% = C
60 - 69% = D
Below 60% = F
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Example #3 - Microbiology

METHODS OF EVALUATION:

Students are required to take four exams and twelve quizzes primarily
from the lecture and handout material.  The exams and quizzes will vary
in format, ranging from true-false, multiple choice and matching, to fill-
in-the-blank and short answer.  Dates for the exams and quizzes are
listed later in this syllabus.  The quizzes will be given at the beginning
of class - the points from the quizzes count as a maximum of 110
points, the lowest quiz score is dropped.  Total points from exams and
quizzes will be 510.

Make-up Policy:

For Exams 1 - 3, only ONE exam may be made up.  The instructor
must be notified prior to the beginning of the exam if a student is going
to miss an exam - otherwise it will be graded as a zero (0).  The make-
up must be taken within 72 hours of the original class exam period
(unless special arrangements are made with the instructor).  All other
missed exams will be graded as a zero (0).  The final (fourth) exam is
mandatory and can only be taken on the scheduled day.  No make-up
will be given.  Quizzes cannot be made up if you are absent.  If you
miss a quiz, that will be graded as zero (0).

Final Letter Grade:

Final letter grades, based on 510 points, will be assigned using the
following guidelines:

A = 90% or better
B = 80 - 89%
C = 70 - 79%
D = 60 - 69%
F = 59% or less

Example #4 - Respiratory Care 

METHODS OF EVALUATION:

Evaluation of student mastery of course competencies will be
accomplished using the following methods.

Written Examinations 60% of total grade
The four exams may contain questions from previous modules.
Each module exam will be scaled to 100 points.

Comprehensive Final Exam 20% of total grade
A score of 75% or greater must be achieved on the comprehensive
final for successful completion of the course, regardless of overall
average.  A second comprehensive exam may be taken after
showing evidence of further study as directed by faculty.  A
maximum of two exams may be taken.
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Lab Exercises/Questions 10% of total grade
Lab activities are required and most will require a sign-off by the
instructor.

Student Clinic Book Check-offs 10% of total grade
Lab Competencies and Clinic Practice “Satisfactory” on

Satisfactory/Needing
Improvement evaluation by
instructor

Clinic practice will begin after initial didactic and laboratory
preparation as noted on the course schedule.  The written
evaluation for clinical performance will be pass/fail with each
component of the evaluation evaluated as being “satisfactory” or
“needing improvement.”  In addition, procedural check-offs will be
documented in the student blue book.  A midway clinical evaluation
will be completed to acquaint the student with the evaluation
process and to provide formal feedback.  All “needing improvement”
ratings with an “*”, as determined by the clinical instructor, warrant
action that minimally requires remediation.  It may also require a
faculty decision regarding program promotion and constitute a
reason to fail RC 125, regardless of didactic performance.

Grading Scale:

A = 92 - 100%
B = 83 -   91%
C = 75 -   82%
D = 67 -   74%
F = 0 -   66%
W = withdrawal initiated by college deadline
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Personal Reflection and Workshop Preparation

1. Do you use evaluation criteria lists or grading guides to maintain
consistency and coverage in your grading?  If you don’t, can you
visualize assignments where those might help?

2. Have you ever had a student protest a grade or have you ever
protested a grade?  What was the rationale for the complaint?

3. What is the hardest part of assigning grades on student
performances for you?  Why?

4. How often do you evaluate student work?  How quickly do you
return the results to students?

5. Look over the grades you’ve given in the last year.  How would
you describe yourself as a grader?  Hard, easy, average?  How
do your students rate your grading?

6. Do you think there is too much emphasis on grades?  Why? 

7. Write a note to a student, explaining a failing grade and,
especially, what you suggest.

8. After rereading the four items regarding academic dishonesty, do
you recall an example of your own?  If you were the teacher,
what did you do?  If you observed the incident in one of your
classes when you were a student, what did the teacher or
school do?

9. Do you think that all the warnings and precautions reduce
academic dishonesty or do they merely insult honest, hard-
working students who deserve our respect?  Explain.

10. Do you have any strategies, beyond those described in this unit,
which reduce test anxiety or otherwise create a favorable test
environment?  Describe.

11. After reviewing your course syllabus, make any revisions to the
Methods of Evaluation section.  Bring the “before and after”
versions to the workshop.

12. After completing this unit and this module, have you decided to
make any changes in your approach to evaluation?  Describe.

96 Module 6 • Instructional Evaluation:  Summative Strategies   


