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Making the Grade:
Get Maximum Benefit
From Course-Based
Assessments

he past several years have seen increasing interest in higher education related to

the assessment of student learning. Tom Angelo (1995) defined assessment as

an ongoing process aimed at understanding and improving student learning. It
involves

B making our expectations explicit to the public;
B setting appropriate criteria and high standards for learning quality;

B systematically gathering, analyzing, and interpreting evidence to determine how
well performance matches those expectations and standards; and

B using the resulting information to document, explain, and improve
performance. (p. 7)

These criteria traditionally have been used to define university-wide assessment
practices that are often tied to accreditation. Such principles also have significant
implications for faculty as they plan and deliver the assessment of student learning at
the course level. Using Angelo’s definitions as a framework, the following questions can
assist faculty in thinking through this process and possibly helping students become
more successful learners.

Explicit/Known Expectations

The goal: Consciously and consistently remind students of the identified learning out-
comes for your course and their connection to chosen assessments.

B Atthe beginning of each semester, as part of the course introduction, do you
review course learning outcomes?

B Asyour courses begin, are students fully aware of all assessments and their
relative contributions to the overall course grade?

B Does the course syllabus fully outline due dates and scheduled assessments?

B Asthe semester proceeds and you share new content or upcoming
assessments, do you make a deliberate connection to course learning
outcomes?
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I think it’s

very important to
have a feedback
loop, where you're
constantly thinking
about what you've
done and how you
could be doing it
better.

— Elon Musk,
CEOQ, SpaceX
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High Expectations for Student Learning

The goal: Communicate your belief that students can be successful in your classes; also, delin-
eate what success looks like. Kuh (2003) observed:

Students typically don't exceed their own expectations, particularly with
regard to academic work. But students will go beyond what they think they
can do under certain conditions, one of which is that their teachers expect,
challenge, and support them to do so. (p. 28)

B Forauthentic assessments (e.g., presentations, product creation), do you provide
students with rubrics that define excellent performance?

B Do you share (with permission) the work of previous students that rises to the level of
excellence? (Catapano, n.d.)

B Do you provide students with scaffolding information (e.g., study guides, sample
question formats) to help them prepare for quizzes and examinations?
Systematic Gathering and Interpretation
of Student Performance Data
The goal: Use student performance data (e.g. areas of observed difficulty, item analyses of

quizzes and tests) as diagnostic tools to identify areas of instruction that could be realigned to
increase understanding and performance.

B Do you analyze student performance on course-related assessments to identify areas
where modified forms of instruction may be warranted (e.g., putting more emphasis
on or changing the way you teach certain topics)?

B Do you consistently modify your course design and delivery as a pathway to assist

students in their learning?

Use Results to Document, Explain, and Improve Performance
The goal: Give prompt, meaningful feedback to students to help them improve performance.
Kuh (2003) continues:

... Students read and write when we demand it. And in concert with other
effective practices—prompt feedback, for example—they learn more. (p. 28)

B Are grades on objective assessments (e.g., quizzes, tests) quickly posted to your
learning management system (e.g., within 72 hours)?

B Do authentic assessment results go beyond a letter or number grade to include
constructive comments to encourage improved performance?

B Do you debrief quizzes and examinations to improve student understanding of
course content? (Winkelmes, 2013)

Solid assessment practices are a critically important aspect of teaching and learning. Faculty
play a key role in assuring that assessments are chosen, and results used, to assist students in
their learning while also serving as a guide for course/program level modifications.

Help your students make the grade!
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The Annual Conference on The First-Year
Experience provides a forum where higher
education professionals can share experiences,
concerns, and accomplishments.

We invite you to be a part of productive
collaborations, conversations, and relationships
aimed at providing successful transitions in the
first college year.

A
N
NATIONAL RESOURCE CENTER

FIRST-YEAR EXPERIENCE® AND STUDENTS IN TRANSITION
UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH CAROLINA

WWW.SC.EDU/FYE/ANNUAL yp NRCFYESIT +FYE18

www.sc.edu/fye/toolbox 2


http://www.sc.edu/fye/toolbox
www.rubistar.4teachers.org
http://www.sc.edu/fye/toolbox
https://styluspub.presswarehouse.com/nrcfye/BookDetail.aspx?productID=512106
http://www.sc.edu/fye/toolbox
http://sc.edu/fye/annual18/proposal.html
http://sc.edu/fye/annual18/proposal.html
https://twitter.com/NRCFYESIT

THE TOOLBOX

VOLUME 16 -«

ISSUE 2 .

NOVEMBER 2017

Angelo, T. (1995). Reassessing (and defining) assessment. The AAHE Bulletin, 48(2), 7-9.

Catapano, J. (n.d.). Teaching strategies that utilize student work. Retrieved September 15, 2017, from http://www.teachhub.
com/teaching-strategies-utilize-student-work

Kuh, G. (2003). What we're learning about student engagement from NSSE: Benchmarks for effective educational practices.
Change, 35(2), 24-32.

Winkelmes, M. (2013, Spring). Transparency in teaching: Faculty share data and improve students'learning. Liberal Education,
99(2). Retrieved on September 15, 2017, from https://www.aacu.org/publications-research/periodicals/transparency-
teaching-faculty-share-data-and-improve-students

NEW RELEASES ON THE

N>
ACADEMIC
ADVISING

ums ron umus of

F
bt i

s ey

WHAT’S NEXT FOR
STUDENT VETERAI

A Guide for Families of Commuter Students:
Supporting Your Student’s Success

What's Next for Student Veterans?
Moving from Transition to Academic Success

David DiRamio, Editor

Academic Advising and
the First College Year
Cathie Hatch, Tracy L. Skipper, Jennifer Porter, and Caitlin Herby
Ajoint publication with NODA, the Association for Orientation,
Transition, and Retention in Higher Education
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Jennifer R. Fox and Holly E. Martin, Editors
Ajoint publication with NACADA, the Global Community
for Academic Advising

of The First-Year Experience & Students in Transition
u

A semiannual refereed publication providing
current research and scholarship on significant
student transitions. The primary purpose of
the journ;x to disseminate empirical research
findings on student transition issues, including

* Explorations into the academic, personal, and social
experiences—such as outcomes related to success, learning,
and development—of students at a range of transition points
throughout the college years.These transitions consist of,
but are not limited to, the first college year, the transfer
transition, the sophomore year, the senior year and transition
out of college, and the transition to graduate work;

Transition issues unique to specific populations
(e.g. nontraditional, traditional, historically underrepresented
students, transfer students, commuters, part-time students); and

Explorations of faculty development, curriculum, and pedagogical
innovations connected to any of the transitions identified above.
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Audience: Toolbox readers include full-time
and adjunct faculty; academic advisors;

and administrators focused on faculty
development, teaching and learning,
academic success, and the first college year.

Style: Articles, tables, figures, and
references should adhere to APA (American
Psychological Association) style.

Length: Original articles should be no longer
than 1,500 words. The editor reserves the right
to edit submissions for length.
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submissions to:

Brad Garner, Toolbox Editor

Indiana Wesleyan University

1900 West 50th Street

Marion, IN 46953
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Phone: 765.677.3341
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The Toolbox is an online professional
development newsletter offering innovative,
learner-centered strategies for empowering
college students to achieve greater success.
The newsletter is published six times a year
by the National Resource Center for The First-
Year Experience and Students in Transition at
the University of South Carolina,

Columbia, South Carolina.

The online subscription is free. To register
for newsletter alerts and access back issues,
please visit www.sc.edu/fye/toolbox.
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