Assessing Learning
At the core of teaching is the question: Are my students learning? While you might
have some intuitive grasp on your students’ collective learning most instructors use
assessment to get a clear picture. Assessment is a “global term used to refer to the
authentic evaluation of teaching and learning outcomes” (Dunn, McCarthy, Baker,
Halonen, & Boyer, 2011, p. 145). Assessment involves “the systematic collection of
information about student learning, using the time, knowledge, expertise, and resources
available, in order to inform decisions about how to improve learning” (Walvoord, 2004,
p. 2; italics in original). Whereas assessment is often considered an evil word, the
reality is that it is the main way we know if our students get anything out of our
classes. We all assess learning in one form or the other. There are good ways to do
it and some less so. Introductory psychology brings its own challenges to an
already complex task.
Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs)
Instead of jumping straight into types of exams—the typical focus when one thinks
of assessment--it is important to take a step back and consider what you want to
assess. The first important part in the design of any course is deciding on Student
Learning Outcomes (Gurung & Landrum, 2013). Student learning outcomes (SLOs),
sometimes called learning objectives, are the “knowledge, skills, attitudes, and
habits of mind that student take with them from a learning experience” (Suskie,
2009, p. 117). The systematic measurement of SLOs provides the evidence that
learning occurred.
Well-written SLOs possess three characteristics: performance outcomes,
contextual conditions, and behavioral criteria (Mager, 1962; Marzano, 2009). First,
an SLO should describe what the student should know or be able to do after the
learning experience in precise terms—analogous to a good operational definition.
Second, a SLO may describe the conditions or context in which the demonstration
of knowledge and/or skills is to occur—that is, the context. Third, educators should
establish a criterion or rubric for grading a student’s attempt to satisfy SLO
achievement.
There are at least three different types of SLOs:
(a) knowledge and conceptual understanding,
(b) thinking and other skills,

(c) attitudes, values, dispositions, and habits of mind (Suskie, 2009).
A knowledge learning goal would have the sentence structure “students will
understand ______,” and a skill learning goal (skill) would have the sentence
structure “students will be able to ______.” Although planning SLOs for students
sounds intuitive, the development of meaningful and measurable learning goals is
challenging.
Instructional designers typically recommend that the course design process
start with SLOs, but in reality, many teachers design their courses and implement
pedagogical techniques using SLOs as an afterthought—called the “typical
approach” by Wiggins and McTighe (1998). So rather than the “afterthought”
design, one alternative would be to design the course “backward.” In fact, even
though educators may not explicitly describe their SLOs or even know that they
have SLOs, they implicitly exist. In a recent study of Intro psychology syllabi
sampled from around the United States of America, Homa et al., (2013) found that
near 20% of syllabi did not have SLOs at all! Adequately measuring SLOs is
challenging (e.g., Moore & Gayle, 2010). Entire volumes are devoted to providing
detailed instruction on how to conduct assessments (e.g., Dunn, McCarthy, Baker, &
Halonen, 2011; Maki, 2011). If you feel like you need a refresher course on SLOs
your best bet is Suskie (2009).
Where do SLOs come from?
This one is easy. You have a number of places to look for your class SLOs. APA has a
set of five SLOs each broken down into foundational and higher level indicators
(APA, 2013). Your department should have its own learning outcomes. Your course
SLOs come from these two sources in addition to your own goals for the class.
Noba makes it easy for you. Each module has chapter level SLOs and APA and
module SLOs are conveniently listed in one place for you in the instructor’s manual.
Assessing SLOs: Exams
Large numbers of students make it difficult to use essay or even short answer
exams. Large class instructors commonly use multiple-choice exams (often 3-4) to
assess learning. Whereas this is not problematic in that there are ways to write
good multiple-choice questions getting at many levels of learning (Davis, 2009;
Svinicki & McKeachie, 2011), it is still preferable to try and use different assessment
techniques. Some examples include:

•

•
•

Group testing: have small groups of students or pairs complete a single test.
In this testing format, students discuss answers with each other and share
their knowledge and learning. Do not use this strategy for the final exam.
Use peer grading: Assign a short paper to a large class and then have
students critique the each others’ papers using a rubric that you provide.
Use short in-class writing assignments in which you can easily skim the
content for accuracy and assign a point value. Even a few opportunities to
write and express understanding provide students with a valuable learning
opportunity over the multiple choice exam.

Note that in larger classes there is an increased likelihood that students will
cheat. Instructors should take special precautions to minimize cheating, including
creating different versions of exams so that students sitting right next to each other
are not tempted to cheat from their partners. Some instructors have students bring
in student identification to ensure that only enrolled students are taking the exam.
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