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. How We Define and Why We Do Assessment

To assess. This term, which at its simplest
means to observe and to judge something, is
one of the most visible results of what has
been called a “'Copernican revolution” in
education.* '

Today, most American educators would
probably agree that the learner — not the
teacher — s at the center of the educational
universe. In the last few decades, however,
growing numbers of educators have seriously
set about translating the modern. consensus
into action. In varying ways, they have
undertaken the task of heiping learners learn
certain processes — how to seek out,
integrate and use knowledge — rather than
simply passing along the body of knowledge
itself. .

) Y
Education, so understood, can never be
adequately evaluated by traditional testing.
Narrow, one-dimensional probes into a

. student's mines of stored information do not

begin to get at how she learns or what she '~
can do. Grades and curves, which sort
students into groups for administrative
handling, say nothing about how each one is
using her talents or growing toward her
potential.

This new view of learming demands a broader
yet more personal view of each learner’s
progress. Mence, assessment: a
multidimensional attempt to observe and
judge the individual learner in action.

TESTING

*
.

" Russel! Fdgerton, From Testing o Avessment

Fund for the Improvement of Post-Secondary
Education, Washington, {30, 1976
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There are problems. To begin with, we must
rely on sampling. A human being is a living

mystery, only partly visible 10 another person.

Yet even that part would take more than a -
lifetime to record. From the tens of thousands
of hours of a student’s cullege career, we an
select but a handful for careful observation.

How do we know the sample s
representative? Is the student having an
unusually bad (or good) day? Is she simply
showing her strong suit, or ¢an <he exhibit
the same abibties under different
circumstanoes?

A e

Then there is observing. Even the smaliest v
sample of human behavior is’so richly
complex that we caw focus only on a few key
elements. Which oness How do ‘we record
them? Does the situation really call for them?
Does it restrict the student to doing only what
we are looking for, or does it challenge her
to show her best? )




-
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. ludging raises More hard questions. How can

- ‘we separate an intangible ability (like
analysis) from the activity {like writing) that
make. it visible? Who shall judge? How do
we assure some uniformity among several
assessors? {n judging we are applying criteria
How much dgmonstration of an ability is
enough? What makes an “efective” action?

. How are these and other criteria set! By .
whom{

- CRITERIA

-

& .

* These questions are not the kind thathave -
‘fixed answers, To undertake assessment
means sampling, observing and judging
according to criteria. It means-developing a
whole array of techniques, to take into
account the fullest possible range of human
talents. And it means an ongoing

-

commitmeft to dealing with these kinds of

questions,

The following pages record some of our
exploraticn into assessment at Alverno
College. We have accepted the challenge
because it 1s full of promise. Already we are
learning to ask more and belter ruestions,
We are developing a more sotid ground for
comparisons and evaluations, since
assessment is built on specified criteria. And
we are gaining more and more individualized
portraits of each learner's unique
consteliation of unfolding abilities, her
p{‘a&nnai style of learning and dgin{;.




T » .
- We have made a major commitiment to

assessment at Alverno College. Wé are |
committed to assess what is being taught in

. every course in out curriculum. Indeed, we

cansider the assessment techniques and
criteria as important as the topics and texts
of the courses. We are also committed to
assessing student competence outside the
. classroom! The Assessment Center, with a
* full-time staff and Yozens of trained campus
and outside assessors, administers external
ssessments and evaluative jcedback to
“students throughout the school year.

. 1 .
This all came dbout as a direct resulv of our

effort to define and bring into being a
fundamentally new_ approach to the age-old
task of liberal education. We began this
effort a decade ago, ir the late 1960s, when

~ serious questions ,M;Q‘a;urfacing nationwide

about the muaning andvalue of college and
of liberal education in particular. At Alverno,
these questions combined with our need to.
redefine our mission as a siall, urban
Catholic liberal arts college for women. The
result was a deep and serious inguiry into
our goals and values as educators,

After two years of special seminars, faculty
institutes, student-faculty commissions and
vollege-wide forums, our inquiry took more
definite shape in a series of questions our
president asked the academic departments
in 1970-71:

.-,“W!Mofmﬁommhdq “-‘-
asked by professionals in your field '
that relate to the validity of your - C~"»'-“
Minawmmmﬁ

o “What is your department’s position '
on thesel”

o “How are you dealing with these
problems in your general educa’ion
courses, and in the work for a major
in your field?”

o “What are you teaching that is sb
important that students cannot afford
to pass up courses in your
departmenti”

(The first four levels of each competence,
required of every student in her general
education program, are detailed m the
diagram.) -

™~
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During the epsuing year of rationale These are: .
" presentations by each of the departments, ' et e
the facuity reached a consensus that 1. E,ﬁecﬁ“ mmmunig:i?m ahillty o
. outcomes for the student are the _ 2 Analytical capability " .
Lemonstrable value of any learning . . ) S
- experience, “What kird of persan,” we then 3. Prf:hiem solving ability ) /
asked “are we as educators seeking to 4. Valuire in . fae e
. Valuirg | ing context
¥ develgp? What outcomes or chqraderistigs rg ina decision mak .P‘, o 3 _
will sBe need as a part of her'life?” In ‘5. Effective social interaction ‘
response to this question we developed the !
framework of 3 series of eight general - 6. Effectiveness in individuzilfenvitomnent
ahilities which, taken together, would result | relationships

from a successful liberal eduxation.

-

Responsible involvement in the
* contemporary world -

. 8. Aesthetic responsiveness
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. No one of these, we realized, could be After we had identified these competences
taught or learned directly in a single and their sequential levels, the question”
experience: Nur could they be divorced became: "How can we tell how far.along a
from the lib®al arts curriculum of which sudent is in doveloping these '
thev are the nutcomes. The faculty theretore T competences?” 1t would hc pointless, we
eventually analyzed each of these abililies realized, to have spent so much time and
— which we called “competences” -— into a eftost articalating our educational goals
sequence of six levels at which the student unless we were willing 1o make a similar ]
would be expuected to dvmu&stmte- her investment in assessing their attainment. .
.ﬂnhu as she pm;,rvwmf throueh thv ’ Thus we arfived al assessment as a natural
undergraduate curncuium. andk crucial part ot our approach to liberai

vducation. o <

We dentified these ievels by exanuming the > .
enistifg curricudum i each of ow .

disciplines, Tradiionally, each department
had desonbed ity curnculam as a strag ture
of Anowledge, b finming with basie general
concepts and progiessing toward more
comples and spoecialized studies This tme”
we worked trom the assumption that there s .
Atso g progressinon of alnhties implict e the '
movement trond 1ntrodhaon surves 10
aidvaneed semar, Ot tocus, then, was to ) S\
discern the developmental pattesns abieads

embedded i the nomal carmcabum of ow

disciphines, rathea thar 1o redetioe our ields

of 1 create & whole nes curmcula L

I3

structuree. .
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~Once we had tome to see our purphse as

«e

.

helping each student gdevelop her aliilitios,
we needed to ask fot simply “What does
she knnws‘" but "What < anshe do with what
she 'knows?” Thissted to more diffickift
questions thar the traditionai '
paper-and-pencil teskgg methods could”
probe. No longer cotild we'rely on seeking
right answers, or asKing for repetitions and
reformulationy of moemorized information,
Qur assessment technigues would hive to
chatlenge each student to show her «
;}L\'eh)pmg abtlities in the best and broadest
mannerof Which she was capable, '
. S <

.. -

- v
Sur oulcome-centered \'wn‘nfycim ation

also ()!‘l\fds'h!hh' decpened o
sndersiindmg of the two dlassic tunctiony ot
testing- —ta cretlential and to didenose. We
\&nufd nevd asspassmtnts relable chough for
ys to Stant uum.ctah) un them hetore
other edud aidies L\.ggm \uth;{rfmd outside our
(H“('M's\\(' abvo would o ‘mc-ﬁmx-m?
suffictently specing aned dv!.n’}_ﬂi tar the
student antl her inchiucton to plan her
turther’ tv.nmm, CApenences ote tneh Yet |
wier could nevet .mufd {0 imv sieht 6 thee,
ghimate imm dotre fos .t~w~~mvm to
provide tht student, at*eu h o many steps

in het devadopment” with pw"n'uuuf\ tuller.

and more indavidea) pranles Of her ensaping
cummn tion of wirts shotis and styvies ~ that
she can huc ome in mndependent feaner,

-

) Hr‘mth we bl come tn tOCUs 0N Gulc omos

by qohnowledamy that e arnnps s olue s
,inats m:iusm}, Mupadt my’? Searnb g Thie
rmlm k-d 3131 !emu Hmi:n;, denhion to
foster h, inh m nand amed aetion thatwould
shape and g'ph‘.tm‘(' ot students’ fives andd
Envitonntigits Was bevond the colfepe

- .

« characterstioe of K¢

o dsessments ¢an dnd must

~

haye, to provide some assurance that the
«abilities a sfudent shoed wege at some -
point becoming personalized, part of her
habitual way of handlingsitcatians in her
personal and sptial as well as. her acadengic
and pmtewuna! life.

As these understandings gresy, we took hald
ot theee terms that helped to wmmarize and’
guitie wvhat we were learnig. Our |
assessments had 3 be, as.dearly as\we
uxuid make them, bvnem developmental
and holistic

Genq;c
The student competences themaejves are
senenc, rather than mniply speditic 1o a task’
‘of sution. They are atinbutes or

student herselt. White ™
“they are fearged and Yerdosteated ip
specitic setinis. these qenerier ahilties can
be'transterred and mmhm'(ﬂ() A vaniely nf

t . .

. ~

A . . .
..

- .
Te

st fions,

Because of the generic mm re of the abilities
we are teaching tor, theret(m
s be buth external
and muitiple. Both these quaiities hefp to
gnsure that the abibity a siudent develaps in
4 given learning situations s a part of Ner
;wrmrml repemmv, ad that e can

CNCHC 1N st naarying (xmtv\l\
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f\rgnmltt\‘ appears i several ways, The
cntersy ased 1o .tm\{ﬂ JOT Q given

congretence level are developed autade the
use

Jare

prticuler coutse getting and adapted for
11 e achnd assessmient Ascesuars otten
drawn pom outside fe dass and ott

cotpus AWhen the student and instiuctor,

pedormat ass®aors, they do sosath o

experegoe. Cur assessmiens £ Yhed . wondd cefLnn sofe destane e tromu thes uataal
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~ Multiplicity occurs in requiring a single

ability to be validated in severa! settings,
and in the constant use ot multiple
viewpoints — instructors and taguity
rO-assessors, off-campus assessors, pedrs
and self-cssessment. The use of multiple
assessments gives the student the
onpertunity and the obligation to seek
certification in a variety of settings. In
addition, she always has at least two sources
of judgment therself and another assessor)
and often several, trom a variety of
backgrounds.

Thus, for example, one part of etfective
~ommunicaions is the ability 1o deliver-a
complex spoken message 10 an uninitiatead
audience. Attempting to demonstrate this
ability: a student might well prepare and
deliver a talk on carghovascualar cire ulation
tor an cighth-grade class. (Such an exerc e,
we have found, provides a powertul test of
how well she has “made her own” the
phystology of the heart and blood vessels,
along with a sample of her cpeaking abilities
n action.) Her physiology instructor and a
communications instrug tor wauld join m
judging such specific criteria as organization
(thesis statement, supporting evidence),

voic e projection, and so on. Later, the
student would recenve teedhack on the
Srenuths and successes 1o het tatk as el as
the areas 0 which she nest nevds 1o

conc entrate her learming eftort

&

1
- L OIMMONE ATION

ARy

-

8ut before the facuity can assert that she has .
made this ability a usable part of her '
personal communication reperioire, 8 _
successful assessment (formally referred to at
Atverno as 4 "validation") must be
corroborated. She would also be required to
deliver comparable complex spoken
messages successfully in other settings —
way, before a simulaied urban planning
group and 0 a philisophy seminar .

The dssessments used t establish a given
level of competence may vary widely, bath -
in the modes the student employs qnd in the

methods of assessment, Demonstrating her - —

ability at a given level in analysis, for
example, a student might find herself called
upon to draft and later edit a written critique
ot the spund and image patterns in a poem,
with her Englhsh instructor and herself as
Jestesaire, She might also work with a lab
partaet o isolate and identify a particular

Ccell varety under g mieroaope, with. herself

and her partner, another lab team and finally
the brology msfuctor assessing the lab
journal. Al a lates lovel, she might

participaie in an otf-campus projedt
dentitying patterns o labor grievances and
andivzing then undertyimg causes for a large -
manutaciuring fem, with the company’s

fabot relations director and her management
st U el COOPETILIIE AN ASSESSOES. -
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We also understand competence. in
developmental terms. This means not only

- that competence !{&e{s are sequenced in a

- progressive learnihg paliern, but that we use -

'

- _problem”)

assessment itself s a teaching tool. We do
this by making assessment techniques and

qiterta public and explicit and by

presenting the resuifs to the student
immediately and in detail ir 3 structured

feedback siuation.

At the beginning of each course, the
instructor spells out the course goals in the
syllabus, including the competence levels a
student may be ready to demonstrate as a
result of the course experience. In thz
syllabus, the instructor relates the particular
materials and assignments to the course
goals. The syllabus also specifies the
assessment techniques that will be used, and
enumerates the criteria upon which the
students’ work will be judged.

In an environmental psychology class, for
example, students may seek validation in’
analysis at level 4 {“integrates patterns seen
in data to form conclusions™ and in
individual/environment relaticnships at
levels 3 and 4 {(“specifiey the effects of a
setting on human behavio:” and “designs
alternate settings to solve a1 environment

. in weekiy field obserations each
student is required to record a given site's

-~ influence on such variables as privacy or

S &*“f.
rlg

stress. This challenges her ability to identify

4

integrates

\"/,

ANAS YOS

environmental effects (environment, level 3),
while required readings provide her with
models for integrating what she observes
and infers (analysis, level 4).

The student must report orally on her field
observations each week. Her instrucior and
fellow students assess her report, using such
crit ia as specific description of the setting,
of the subjects, and of the behaviors
abserved, and clear articulation of '1ow she
inferred the setting’s impact. Besides these
weekly assessments, the student is also
given larger, more formal assessment
problems. Maving read and discussad

- Edward Hall's The Hidden Dimension, for

instance, she is asked tn design a cafeteria
for the UN building, taking into account the
wide differences Hall outlines in cultural
space/intimacy patterns. This exercise
challenges her ability to propose
environmental alternatives (environment,
level 41, . .

Whether .or not she elects to attempt
validation during the course, each student

receives ongoing assessment, This gives both

her and her instructor a diagnostic view of
her learning progress. As soon as possible
after each assessment, the student receives
detailed feedback on her performance in
terms of the overall course goals and
specific criteria set forth in the syllabus.

environmental
alternatives

! - * *
ENVIRONMENT

‘.I 1



in the environmental psychology cournse,
feedback on the field work asseusments is
instantaneous (though the instructor may
also set up an individual feedback session
with a student he feels is havirg ditficulties),
Onr exercises like the UN cafeteria design,
the student might receive a detailed written
annotation ot her plan and her diagrams,
and the class might engage in a group
feedbac k session as well, The teedback may
also address Skills the student exhibits in
collateral areas tsuch as graphing, aesthetics
or social mteraction i her UN cateteria
design, even though they are Aot being
vafidated i this course, : ’

Whether 11~ 1or vahidation o tor diagnoss
dlone, whether s as simiple as g senes ot
mu?»p.it.ng(.mh responses 1o quoestions abaoud
a tm or as comples as presenting a jark
use plan to a neighborhood associatian. we
try 1o use each assessment situation as
fearming expenence. fdeally, assessment
hould contnbute to and culminate a
pracess of workig towand exphat, Knovk
~ goals, with freqoent stops 1o measure the
Cdtate af the ant” on the abubidy the student s
working 1o develop and we ane working
=~y toster

Aoy st tadibional testig, no
GHOMe ., o sTpEse Or seciecy s needed oo
dAnspsemient. I tact, we td thay | ‘
developmental prowth Hourshes whers the

goals and purposes of teaching, dlong with

the tec hgues tor pusuimg them and ,

measurmg ther hevement, are made
exphiot and public Growth s tuhes

enhanced when the resalts of assessiment e

prosenied o ~iructured seedback

evperene o hch the stodent can expedt
Joaret

s elements and s omple atinns

anmentary on hes pedormance

| 15 |
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The third defining concept we recognized as, -
we developed our assessrent process is the - -
holistic nature of the competences, We have
analvsed them intu levels and component -
ahilities in order to make them manageable

tor eftective teaching, learning and
assessment. Yet we realize that the
competences are, in reality, inveparable
parts of the whole person. Taken together,
they answer the tird question we asked
ourselves about outcomes: "What kind of
person, with what charactenistics, are we
seeking to develop?”

~

The sequential fevels ot the competences ‘
Jre theretore cumulative, v both expenence
and assesstient Fach level budds upon and
miudes the poor fevels, and the student has
frequent opportunity t iurther evaluate and
retine alnhities tor whe b <he has already
bheen vabidated, Indeed, we constantly
coondinate our instructional enorts 1o ensure:
thal this automatically occurs, Asshe .
undertakes 1o specin increasmgly complex
rvL)!mmhcin among world events -
(ontemporan world. leve! 3 or example,

Sieomust begir intersear g the senaate

fistoncal backrounds they arose from a
cophitication ot her proven abiliny to
enpdore g wngle event's histoncal context

denel 20 Proor levels ot abid isoare thus not

H

anby rentorced, bot e diaan anto maore
and uore comples ases

| 2
Applics

historical
confeat

Vi
EONTERUOIN ARY
WIRE LY



At the same time, learning and assessment
lpok forward beyond the level at hand. in
each course or individual learning
experience, and in each assessment
situation, we attempt to elicit from the
student the most advanced performance of
which she is capable. For example, while
keeping a journil to find and make explicit
what her values are tevel 1 of valuing!, a
student 1 likely to explore her actions, her
aesthetic preferances or her religious
heritage. She might recurd reflections on
various products of our technological age,
from modern miedicine to tranwistor 1&dios.

< Her instructor would exanune the journal
according to the criteria for lgvel 1. In
addition, the insauctor woudd point out
where the student discerns expressed alues
in artistic and cultural works tevel 21 or
infere value problems implict in technology

gdevel 31, The feedback would thus show her

where she is already developing abilities
beyond those for which she s seeking
validation. The unlimited possibilities tor

exhibiting competence are even maore

2
Discerne

eaprossed
values

1

{dentifies
her owp
values

e~ -
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evident at the advanced levels. Here the
student helps design or select highiy
complex assessment situatians, often in
professional or other field settings, which
challenge her abilities to their fullest,

The criteria by which the student’s
performance is judged are necessarily
specitic to the level for which she is seeking
validation. But with precise observation as a
hasiy, the assessor can move in feedback
heyond the leve!l at hand to discuss the
hroader implications of the s udent’s
performdnce. I8 recording e act information
about the student’s performance, assessors
may be called on to judge whether a givq\n‘
element is present or absent, to quantify its
frequency or o use a mtihg scale. Always,
they are expedted to note illustrafive
examples, In both gual®ative and
(;uanmdm'v measures, however, we take
care not 10 place a geiling on the degree to
which a student may excel in demonstrating
the criteria involved. Indeed. our constant
emphasts in teaching and assessing is to
encourage the student to go as far as she
tan with her deseloping abilities at every
opportundy.

Finally, the compgtences and thesr
assessment are by nature integrated. This,
too, v most apparept at the ads anced levels.
Early assessments are tarly well enclosed in
therr design, 10 order to tocus the-student’s
attention thoth &% a performer and as an
ASSENOT 6 4 particufar element ot g single
abihin, By the tme she s workimg toward

athvanced fevel vabdations, howeser, e are”

looking exphctly at senveral competonces
operating o congert,

hoery,

U

Y
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when a nursing student is ready to attempt
level 5 in problem solving, she invites an
instructor into her field setting for a clinical
co-assessment. She may choose to seek
validation for social interaction and valuing
“at the same time. Her writlen “nursing care
plan” for each client records her command
of problem solving as applied to nursing. As
she deals with her clients face to face, she
carries oui ner probiem solving in action
and also displays her interactive abilities. In
diagnosing a client’s needs, assigning them
priorities, and evalaating her plan amd ity
“effectivene.s. she iiso apphes her ahilities in
valuing. From the student’s nursing care
plans, the co-assessor’s carelul record of her
climicgl performance and the student’s own
critique of her work, he can be assessed in
all three competences: social interaction,
valuing and problem solving.

In like manner an English student seeking
validation at levels 5 and 6 would be given
a week-long simulation exercise. At this
level she must be able to analyse, respond
to and exaluate complex Iterature that
represents a variety of writers and histoncal
periods. She must also be able ta extend to
human esperier: e i general the

. understanding o multiphaty ot point of

Cview that she has developed i the content

ot fiterature. ‘

‘

Working two to three hours a day with
several peers as the stant of a hichitous
community cultural.center, she handies a
variety of problems. Winde planning an
upcoming Titerary testival, she might be
ashed 1o step 0 as emergency substitute

tea her-in an adult class on Blizabethan
play.. She may have to deal personally wn
videotipe and i wnting swth g benetactor’s
repmtvd attempts 1o mtluende the poetns

17

selections for the festival. On short notice,
she may be sent to appear on a radié talk
show (also videotaped) to respond to L
citizens of varied perspectives who call in to
criticize civy plans for razing a block of
tenements in order to expand the center.

in a variety of ways, she is called vn to
apply her literary knowledge, her ability to
define and defend criteria for judging works,
and her upderstanding of the impact of
litera'y art on its audience (aesthetic
response). At the same time, she must frame
and deliver complex messages (o varymg
audiences using several media
(communicati~ns). And she must repeatedly
draw together a variety of works in terms of
their commonalities and contrasts (analysisj,
The written, sound taped and videotaped
recards of her week's wark thus provide an
ample basis tor assessing the student’s
abiliies m three ditferent competence areas.

Bevond enhancing the immediate value of
our assessment techniques, our insistence on
a holistic 1ocus has 19!;)9(1 to remind us of
the surprising vaiiety of ways in which a
given abibity ¢ an be demonstrated. Qur,
dudents” myried variations upon the theme
et by a gne instrument continually broaden
our awareness of what to fook for, as well as
providing concrete evidence of their own
unique, developing syles, We are thus
enabled. as assessors, to appreciate a wide
range o1 possihie detinitions tor "successful
performance.” We also learn more’ about
how to (f(*\xgr\ Our asséssment expenences,
tine tuning them for specihcty and opening
them to ehot the rnichest possible response.

0. _12- -
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‘When we began designing our first

assessment techniques five years ago, we did

" not rely on a proven method oi manual —

" there was none to be had. Nor did we start

by trying to write one. We began with
individual faculty miembers and departments

struggling 1o take abilities that were implicit

as outcomes of their courses and turn them
into something concrete and observable that
students could be expected to do.

By now we have designed, used and
modified or discarded literally hundreds of

. separate assessment techniques. In the’

process, we have explored countiess ./

approaches to the problem of how to design
an assessment. Finding.a single authorized
method was not our godl; we have found
instead a principle and a pattern that seem to
undertie all our stuccessiul approaches.

«

) -

The principle is simple: to begin by being as
clear as possible about the wutcomes. We
could not begin to work out ihe implications
of our outcome-centered view of education

L . we became specific and detailed about_

which outcomes we had in mind and how
they could be understood developmentally

. Likewise, we have found that we-

cannot begin to'¢reate an‘effective
assessment situation until we are clear about

which specific abilities we are looking to see ~

demonstrated amd, how they might appear.
And we cannot hope to settle the details of
our design, nor to observe and judge the
student’s performance, until we ‘settle the
question of which criteria we will use and
how we will apply them. At each succeeding
level of specificity, then, from the overall
curriculum 1o assessing a single student
performance, we start by seeking the clearest
possible view of the outcomes.

13-



% Qi W’i‘\*\%’*r\\*‘**)“"‘ R RN R R AR AN
b} T iage . - .

L

b R
The pattern is also simple. It flows from the checklist, but as .« way to raise chalienging %
fact that we begin with autcomes. While it questions. Whatever ideas or problems we %
resembles a sequence of steps (as in the may have in n.ind as we begin dnssgmng o ‘i\

diagram be’ow) it is not a definitive formula particular assessment technique, we can often 3

nor a fixed procedure. We userit as a ™ use this model to help draw out their i
“heuristic,” a model to stimulaie and extend implications and bring the various elements
creative thinking. We have found this of the asséssment into sharperfocus.. = %

b heuristic valuable not as a sure-fire recipe o . o0
. “ ) ~-.~_
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A heuristic is an alternative to trial and error.  procedure a good goieatist or journalist .
R is simply the codification of a useful would use unconsciously. Because they make
" technique or cognitive skill. It can operate as an intuitive method explicit, heuristic: open

a discovery procedure ur a way of getling to complex processes up to the possibilicy of

& gaal. Many fields have them, for example, * rational choice.

b the scientific method is itself @ heuristic, as is
journalism’s efficient Who? What? When?
Where? Why? formula for collocting
information. The important thing about

_ heuristics is that they are not rules, which
dictate a right or wrong way  but arce

- Linda §. Flower
laha R, Hayes

alternative methods WO deing something Colloge nglnh
~mothads which Dtten formalize the efficiont - December, 1977 S
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e Using the Heuristic with & New Design
An instructor planning an introductory

" literature course, for example, might well
choose _to offer analysis as a competence in
fvhigh her students may seek validation. In
the ‘poetry section, she knows she can expect
the classic problem that arises when one or
two overzealous students rush off to hunt for
“hidden meanings” while others who “just

« can't s=e all that in a poem’’ conclude that

they had better forget about poetry altogether.

To deal with this prot.lem, she might wish to
get the class into the habit of looking
caretully at a poem before asking anything at
all abow its meaning.

Such a goal fits in well wine faculty's -
general definition of the first fevel of analysis,
“o observe ” This would be an appropriate
level to witer, then; and the instructor now

has-an assessment to desigi. ‘

Her work would begin with the outcomes,
trying to break out the various elements of

e succassful observing. What does it mean to
observe! What does a person who is
qbserving a poem welldo? On her own, or
brainstorsing with colleagues, the instructor
might well arrive at a list something like this:

-

ABILITY!:
7o phserve

COMPONENTS )
. p(/uciae
.alteid 1o
canpact whats
obviene, sverl
et
tvbe

 he .
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N ~Pnce this gpen generatitg of ideas seems assumption’ about.the design of the ; :
.7 ~fairly well complete, the, problem becomes assessment situation, as does “distinguish . A
© dne of sonting and ordering. Some of these important-parts in the time available.” The %
supppsed elements; for example, are really first assumes that a narrative or dramatic 3
synonyms. “Perceive” and “attend to” restate  poem will be used, while the second draws :
the whole concept rather than breaking it ) aitention to *he.fact that some soit of time 3
down into more usable parts. These can be limg willneedlobeset. - .- . .
set aside (though not discarded — they may : . -
be quite helpful latgn. Other implied conditions can' be seen-in
v . “duseribe the major features that make the
. Other items on the list are really conditions . work .what it is” and *'report what's obvious,
. for the performance of Gbséiving. “Be alert,” what's overt,” both of which point toward
Sor ingtance, is a precondition of any good the need to make the student’s observing .
observation, and may simply have ta be visible to the assessor. These and the other
inferred from the more directly visible pans conditions can be sepdrated out and noted o
of the peiformanc®. “Firid relationships Jor later use in constructing the details of the -
between the characters” includes an assessment situation.
e ~— . ™
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. obvidus, what's overi,” .

images? At some point, ; student must

<

The items that remain, then, begin to look
much mtore iike"actua! cgmnponents of the
ability to observe. Some of the ideas may still
need to be broken open. “Find what's
xample, clearly
suggests that some of what the student might
be inclined to report is not abvious or overt
— that it is something she has inferred. The
instructor might therefore restate this as”
“distinguish what's obvious, overt, from
what's"implied, cover.”

In setting priorities among these several
components, the ‘instructor begins moving
info the design of the jastryment & ~.ell. |
“Gag what you are supposed to-be looking
for,” for instance, points toward the ‘
inevitable need for some kind of framework
in observing. Are we looking at a poem as a-
ofream of words to be counted and sorted
grammatically? A black-and-white graphic ~°
croaposition? A tymgughic work{ A _senet\uf

-

-

come to realize that fram ks are always

i

. The in;tmctnr may likew’ e decide that “find ¢

T e Rol Ko e aiire t R TR
. b

invalyed in observation and to recognize
which frameworks she is employing. At this_ -
jevel, however, the instructdr may decide not
1o make that realization a specific goal of
instruction. In designing the assessment -
situation, then, she.can control or pre-set this
variahle by providing the framework in. her
instructions to the student.

A
% »

€

relationships’ represents too complicated a
process ‘at this point. Her concermn, after all, is
to help students devefop the habit of doing
the simplest kind of observing first. (Since
relationships will be the explicit focus of the -
student's learning experiences at level 3 of
analysis, the instructor ¢an set thi- ability
aside knowing it will receive ample
altention.) She will also probably decide
against ¢ dramatic poem, since the
interactions between the characters almost
torce the reader to focus on relationships.

e



- “Sea.what's them“ and “‘distinguish what's
abwous, overt, from what's implied, covent”

~ will be high on Her priority list in this

assessment, In fact, she may dedide ta help

. focus attention on the difference betwgen
- *what's there'. and wiatethe student infers by

asking her to draw a%conclusien and to cite
the overt information that suggested it. The
instructor will therefbre be obliged, in setting ~ Biven a copy of the poem and a set of
up the probiem or “stimulus’’ tq which the, *

student will bemasked.to respond, to use 3
."poem in which the authar both plainly statey “minutes reading the poem and writinig an

some things and deliberately implies athers.

L Y

.

- -t L - D
Let us assume that the ui'slructar has pldnned
tp include several.poems by Robert Frost.
From these she might set aside “in Mard
Groves, a cléar insiance of 6vert and
4mphed statemenr for use in the asse&went .

Her instrument deasgn, then could consist of

a single class.hour in which each student is - *,
instructions fgr a two-part exercise. The first

- part might ask the student to spend 30

' .exact account of the things and events

1
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described. It might also ask her to describe
the speaker’s attituge, and give evidence of *
how she. determined it. Front this written
— “account, the instructor ould then assess eact
wtudent's ability to observe the explicit
elements in the poem, and to distinguish
what Frost states from what he implies.
; To extend the tearniné potential in this
_assessment, the second part might involve the
student for the rest of the s2ssion in'a small
gruup, comparimg notes to find'the basis for
each of her descriptions ‘and for her
conclusion about the speaker’s attitude, and
~ rating them as direct obsenvation or
inference. As she wu‘rks through her notey-
with her classmates, she will probably fotice
- tlements she has not dentified which

-
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. someone else has, or vice versa."Applying the” |

“overt/covert” distinction to her ‘own
answery, she can also begin to see where she
was using direct cbservation and where she
was using inference. Hereotes from this
discussion would provide tee instructor with
a written record of the student's ‘abikity to
sassess her own observing.
&
The instructor would thus | av pre set the *
time frames and the f.amework for
observation (things, events, attitude), as well
as the mode of reporting or makmg the

By what <riteria will the instructor judge
whether and how effectively the student has
observed? This questiandpoks imposing in
the abstrad but becomes manageable now
that a contrete assesstienfsituatidn has been .
defined. How, the instructor can ask, would -
each of the components | am focusing on be
expected to surface, in the writen record?

if the student is indeed able t@ “‘see what's
there,” the most important component for
this assessment, the elements she identifies

. will include most or all of those that are

“abserving’”’ visible (written sentences). This <
assessmem_design also engages the student in
some self-assessment, with the help of a
group of peers.
R
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verifiable fromthe text of the poem. Because
both the poem and the instrument have led
her to make inferences, she will surely have
identified some elements by inference rather
“than by direct abservation. Her ability to
distinguish what's obvious, overt, from -
what's implied, covert” will be reflected in
how well she isolates the directly observable
elements by identifying those that she
inferred. in her annatations . durng the group
work. Finally, her ability to “identify the,
maijor features that make the wark what it

is.'” to “distinguish the important parts,” can

be judged by checking to see that her

. descnption includes the majorelements,

however many others she may alvo have
identified. P

Having adminstered the assessment, the
instructor would record her judgments
according to the*cnteria and arrange for some
wem of feedback to the student - wnitten
remarks, perhaps accompanied by an in-class
review of the assessment“tor the whote group
or by individual conferences, depending on
how much of the course she wants to devote
to this particular learning bxperience,
Eva'uation and redesign would occur m g
number of ways. The instructor herself would
weigh bpw well the instrument elicited

.";ph ving behavior’™ and challenged
sudents to develop therr awareness and
ahilities as observers, with an eve to
deligning further assessments of preparnng the
‘course anew. Sharing her assessment design
wath her ¢ olleagues, both intormally and

" thfough the Analysis Competence Division,
the would alvo receve ther comments_ o
make her design dvailairle as @ model 1or
others.

27
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This is how the heuristic model of the = =

assessment design process works to help an

instructor move from the outcomes through— -

the rest of the design. As any educator
knows, however, good teachers have often
heen able to “hit upon’ effective ways of
encouraging stugents to show what they can
do with what they have learned. This is
where the model's real usefulness comes in.

it is not a fixed sequence, fromAto B to C; it
is more of an open flow chart that can be
entered at any point, Beginning with
whatever sthe has most clearly in mind — a
good stimulus, some criteria, a particular
ability for students to demonstrate or just an
unresolved question — an instructor can use
the model to help think through and design
the other elements of the assessment.

\
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* Using the Heuristic with an Existing Technique L. S0
Beginning in media res like this, a member of  The problem she planned to set the class — - . 7
our ant department recently opened up some to create variety, using a single shape Lo

. exciting insights inta the teaching/learning (triangles) in a single medium (construet:on
values latent in the traditional practice of paper) — was a classic exercise in the _

critiquing student work in studio courses. For  discipline. But was she pre-empting the «
a class in beginning design, she had readily student’s opportunity to discern and

offered sfudents the oppoitunity to formulate_problems by setting the lemin .
demonstrate’ competence ir the early levels such specific terms and leavmg the students
of problem salving, since such courses only to solvg it? Hoping to wurk this through,

commonly proceed by giving students a she and & colleague went through the
-, . . . T . -
series of increasingly complex design  5.'+'. ‘heuristic model togerher to analyze what was
+ problems 1o solve. As she begant@wark with”” really invoived in this beginning des:gn
her opemng assignment, however, she sénsed
-an apparent conflict. The mstrument ‘was already ciear

]

L}
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The art instructor had also been workingon a
~ listof steps to guide the in-class critiques,
- which would be done first by other students
“ and then by her. So the griferia for this
" assessment might be drawn from that guide
list. indeed, it turned-olt that her attempts to
sketch out what was involved in good
© critiquing were almost a model " as5e850r's

guide.” Setting aside the first and last steps .
{which are important tools in assessing,
are not specific criteria) each item pointed to =
a particular-dimension of the student’s ‘
performaisg in goncretely observable terms.
Though judgipent was often ¢alled fos, it
always had to‘be backed by pointing to
particular elements and details in the

student’s work.
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So far, so good. She then took the salient
abilities for both levels 1 and 2 and broke
them otit info compenents, to see’ whether
either list of components would “fit'"" — that
is, whether they would be: abstract statements
of what her’'critetia were measuring in more
specific terms. After some brainstorming and
editing, she concluded that “formulate a

 problem” could be broken down into three

major components, These were to state what

- A8
I-FM:LPM .

I—?"mdn,& a &oq.,

-

.

the problem iy, to conceive of & solution in
terms of an organizing image or concept, and
to state the problem and the solution in terms

of the medium..She and her colleague agreed”

that the earlier ability, “'find a problem,”
might be a matter of becoming aware of
these three dimensions priar to being able to
formulate them clearly and compietely.,

-
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Here, however, was the rub. The conflict she
had sensed at the Qutset now lay before her
in d=tail: It seemrd that she was doing the
bulk of the students’ work for them by stating
both the problem and the medium, and was’
leqving them oaly the second- component =—
conceiving a solution, an organizing image or
idea — to work on. Moreover, it appeared
from the criteria that the student was going to

~ be held accountable not simply for

conceiving the organizing image but for
executing it successfully. This was a more

_advanced level than she had planned to offer

O

RIC
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in this course at all — amuck less in her,
opening exercise! But even as her colleague
summarized this rather bleak picture, the art
instructor broke through the dilemma. " That's
not true,” she insisted. i Hon't care at all
whether they actually solve the problem.”

Then why was that among the criteria? To get
the student to artigulate her goserning
concept or organizing image, 1o get her to
ook at the limitations of her medmm and her
own craftsmanship. For many students, the
art instructor pomnted out, this I8 a new way
of working. They tend to design an ideal
soiution, unrestrained by the actual
limitations of the matenal and toois betore
them. Many also are not even aware of
having an image or concept n mind as they

, work. Having to explain to a tellow student

what they were “drving at,” what vision or
feeling was guiding them, reveals o some
that they in fact had none, and explains to
them why their work has no coherence or
sustained impact. For others, it begins
introducing them to a sense ot therr own
style, their aesthetic tendencies. Do they
respond by drawing out or imposing arder, o
do they work. toward more dynamic states ot

“

31
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imbalancel This, she explained, is rea!iy the
only reason for demanding that the student
afliculate so much about her intent. It is
hardly an essentiat ability for a practicing
artist, but it does help the beginning aftist
develop her sense of hef own vision.

{e
Working these insights back mto the model,
it became clear at once that the peer -~
assessment was actually part of the
imstrument. What was being sought in this
assessment situation was nat the student’s
solution to'the problem set by her instructor,
but her responses to the critique of her work
by her fellow students. In what she could say
and see about whether or not she had
worked within the medium, about her
craftsmanship in using her tools, about her
governing in.age and her aosthetic
tendencies, lay all the “outcomes’ the
nstructor was hoping to foster with this
dssignmém.
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The instructor was now able to return to her ~  She then began to wosk on s:iecifyihg the
.. list of companent abilities and clarify it. She criteria she swould use in assessing how well
* . broadened the third component to include - the student's responses to critiquing would ¢

b

3. 3N
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three kinds of limitation — that medium indicate a growing ability to perceive and ;
- itself, the student’s current level of articulate these issues. . Tom e e
craftsmanship, and her developing aesthetic i . b4
- preferences — as well as suggesting that the This art instructor was thus able to use the b
stutlent learn to see these r.ot only as limits heuristic mode! to resplve her sense of ..
but also as resources. conflict about her assignment. Maore than )
: that, it enabled her to probe the hany values .
she had intuitively felt were possible in using
) . the exercise for her class. It also offered the
' whple facujty a mddel for peer assessment, of .
critiquing, as a way to stimulate a student to
think more deeply.and to become articulate
. A.;B_IL.ITVI about hér creative process and her aesthetic
- fid o f““““ ) _ sense. s
. - ) h
1 .
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Evolusting Assessment Techniques

The instuctor's work with the model also

-

raised a question that might well have been -

~ passed along to the Problem Solving
Competence Division. Is the-first level —
“find a problem” — a preliminary g
“awareness” phase of the abilities she and
her colleague identified at the second level?
"Or is it a separate ability to diagnose the
tensicns in a situation that betray the’
presence of an unformulated problem? This
kind of question, which faculty members
frequently encounter as they work with
assessment in their courses, is one of the
maijor kinds of information (along with their
actual assessment designs) that instructars are
constantly feeding back to the respective
Competence Divisions. In those divisions,
reviewing alf these instruments and the
questions they 1aise, the faculty carnes out its
corporate work of evaluating and redesigning
assessment. '

-

The faculty members in the Communications
Competence Division, for example, consider
a variety of assessment modes in their
semesterly reviews. For level 1 (“assesses her
own streagths and weaknesses as a
communicator’’), the student performs
writing, speaking, reading, listening and
graphing at the Assessment Center. The -
“awareness’’ focus of this level does not
demand prior instruction in communications

< (though the Student does receive instruction
in self-assessment), and the battery of
instruments provides a useful early diagnostic
profile of communications skills and needs.

~" 7 This assessment is therefore administered

( before classes even begin.

“

In its review of this wholly external, generic
assessment, the - Communications Division
collects overall data on student performance
and correlates that with data on the students
who took the assessment, Are any
instruments or parts of instruments causing &

frequent difficulty? Are there any patterns of :
difference between the responses of 18 ‘year -8
old students and returning older women? -
These are the kinds of questions d’vision
members try to probe, with the help of the
Assessment Center and the Cffice of -

Evaluation’s statistical resources. h %

e
Division members also check with faculty
wha offer lower levels of communications in
their courses, to see whether students are
being placed well and their needs are .being
diagnosed accurately by what these -
assessments identify. This in turn helps these
instructors to refine and revise their own
course designs, as they get a clearer picture
of the range and patterns of student abilities
and needs.




-¢

A d:ffefe t use of the generic approach
appears at level 4 (“effectively communicates
complex content from a variety of
disciplines’’). Here, the student must receive

- one of her three required validations on a
college-wide instrument, while the other two
- come from assessments that are completely
designed in individual courses. Drawing the
stimulus fram one of the student’s current
courses, the generic assessment for level 4
done in the Assessmient Center) gives her the-
opportunity to use mump{e media to support
her presentation.

For level 3 ("pesforms effectively as a

. communicator”}, the division also has

- developed a generic instrument. For writing
and speaking, i wever, that means gnly that
they are agreeing on a set of griteria. Each
instructor is urged to add further criteria
relevant to the particular course and must
design the actual stimulus as well. The
instructor then briefs a member of the
Communications faculty on the modified

&
ntegrates
ommunic atio
abilities

i
€ CMMUNICATION

instrument, and they work as co-assessors of

the student’s writing or speaking. Because the. .
instruments vary, overail studies of
performance data are harder to create than g{_,

for level 1. Instead, the more common ~ ~ 7
redesign process is used — d:alogbetween L

the members” of the Competence Division.
and thegfaculty who offer this level.

So far, the generic criteria for level 3 are stifl

. in embryonic form. A single major criterion is

applied in addition to those begun at levels 1

and 2: “'Treats the topic in a manner that

involves analysis and/or synthesss, so that it isg
more than summary or cbservation.” After a ;; )
year's work as co-ass€ssors in several course .
settings, the Communications Division B
members will meet with the instructors S

P

offering levels 2 and 3. They will review their

experience and sift the particular criteria ¥
idded for the respective courses, and arrive
at refined criteria for both levels.

The Communications Division thus uses "
instruments that are generic in a variety of
senses. They moved more rapidly than other . -
competence divisions toward this generic 7 "
approach, as the faculty discovercd that thef' £
wanted strong guidance and assistance in

" teachirty, and assessing communicatians skifls, <

Reading axd writing, speaking and listening
had gmduahy fallen to English and Speech
depatment., as speciglized subjects in
colleges and universities across the nation,
and had become unfamiliar to the average
biology or music theory instructor. By the
same token, however, English and Speech
instructors who had spent several years .
wrestling with these abilities and how to |
teach them were willing to take on the role
of “experts” in order to get the treatw
dmk)g started.

£
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No similar process of attrition had removed
analysis, or critical thinking, from its many

natural environments. The faculty members
who volunteered {or the Analysis

Cormpetence Division thus found themselves”™

"« with quite a different task and approached it
quitesdifferently. Initiafly, they offered a ‘
tentative outline of six sequential levels for -~
the development and demonstration of

‘ analytic thinking. After some discouraging

- attempts to develop generic criteria and

assessment situations, they realized that the «

#vexpertise’” was diffused throughout the )
faculty. No one group (themselves included)
had spent the years of focused effort on
analytic thinking that'English and Speech
instructors had poured into Freshman
Composition and Introductory Speech.

The Analysis Competence Division members
therefore turhed their efforts toward
encouraging each instructor to sharpen
her/his expertise, They asked each colieague
to work out an explicit modet of the kind of
analytic thought employed in hershis

i
ANAL YA

3 .
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discipline; and to develop specific assessment
techniques and criteria to measure a student’s.
progress in developing it, ‘ )

_Members of the division collaborated B

-~ individually with 25 colleagues, representing .-
each of the college’s acadeofic and o
professional departmegts, to capture the
current state of the art in the respective fields.
They then took a Friday aftegnoon faculty/staff
workshap 1o report on their findings, and -
asked two instructors to share their work on
how analysis occurs and can be taught and .
assessed in philosophy and in accosnling.

Only as these disciplinary embodiments of
analysis become clearer will the Analysis
Competence Division begin seeking the
generic, college-wide patterns that underlie,
them. in the meanwhile, they use their
semesterly review.function to serve as a

_ clearinghouse, linking instructors who are
making similar discoveries or tackling similar
problems. They also work to broaden the'
whole faculty’s awareness of the many ways
in which analytic thought actually takes
shape and can be taught and assessed.

W
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" __An actual assessment instrument may, as the Whether it is simple and famxhar or comptex i
art instructor’s did even when she was done, ~and innovative, whether if takes patof a 7 %
appear little changed from what students | classroom hour or most of three days in a- 4
had formerly been asked to do on a familiar - +TV-radio studio or on a nursing home ward ;
T and proven exercise Tt may, as inthe case — - -each assessment also requives the .

of the poetry assessment, add new elements participation of one or more {rained
like the small-group review of the students’ - assessors. It is the assessor who must

written responses, Or it may, like the carefully observe and make a record of the
upper-fevel integrated assessments for - student’s performance, noting behavior-that
nursing and literature students, involve days  reflects the presence or absence of the N
of effort on the student’s part in activities of  particular criteria and secording illustrative
a camplex and innovative character, - examples. it is the assessor who must-judge
What distinguaishes even the simplest, most whether the criteria were adequately
:familiar assessment, however, is the demonstrated to validate the student as
- presence of such dimensions as the specific capable. And it is the assessor who must
© component sbilities being sought and the either-give the student her individual
< griteria according to which the student's  ~ 1eedback or prepare a detaited analysis froms -~
performance will be judged. Equally which others may do so.

important is the fact that the student's
learning experiences have been planned to
foster those rame abilities, and that she has
known from the outset what methods and
criteria would be used in the assessment
and why. : <

< ‘ ,

b
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At-one time or another in the student’s
_* progress, she encounters assessors drawn
from every segment of the college as well-as
from the wider community. Most often, her
instructor assesses her performance,
sometimes in conjunction with-another
member of thefacuity. At times, her

———

classmates or advanced students in her aréa =
_«  of concentration may also assess her work.
She is also always being trained to assess
herself, and from the very beginning of her
career at Alverno she has met community
members Who serve as valupteer 25sessors
to provide outside perspectives on her
performance. N
1
The several Competence Divisions train
faculty and staff members and advanced
students who have volunteered to serve as
external dssessors, as well as alumnae and
" other professionals from the community

' outside the college. Both on and off campus, _

these assessors are recruifed by the
Assesement Center, which also grovides .
logistical support for their training. New
faculty receive-assessor training (as well as
training in designing assessments) durng
their orientation. In addition, field and
clinical co-assessors are recruited and

s trained by the respective professional

- departments, and on-site mentors tor

off-campus and on-campus experential
learning (OCEL and ONCEL) projects o'
valunteer 1o be trained as Co-assessors
student’s work.

.

{

! . B

In each gase, assessor training involves a (1
careful discussion of the philosophy and &
purpose of assessment, and of the criteria fo
the particular assessment for which the !
assessor is Hping trained. The training
sessions also include 3 number of
simulations, in which assessors-to-be

-practice_and _refine their observing and . ‘
recording skills using samplestudent -
performances and develop their ability to B
provide spegific, supportive feedback.

My
ui
I\.
0N

Beginning assessors, once trained, are - .
usually teamed with experienced assessors ‘
for their first “live™ experiences. Assessors. '
are also given “brush-up” sessions at regular
intervals, and may be required to.engage in

| i May orreRe ’
such a session if their assessing work begins ~
1o fall out of phase with that of their
colleagues. In addition, whenever the’

criteria or other elements of an assessment
design are significantly altered, all assessors
tratned for that assessment are updated with
special training. ‘ . . “

Id
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'~ For the stuarnt—assesynem is one of the
most distinctive and powerﬁﬂ*pan&oi

learriing at Alverno. Assessment is probably” —precess, realizing that it

“ her most intense, continuing contact with
the Alverno learning system, and it makes
education at Alverno visihly different from
almeost any other coﬂeg&educalron she
magh: have chasen. Assessment aiso draws

" her into an encounttg with herself, Any
testing situation is likely to be a crmcaliy
personal experience, a time of maximum'
vuinerability when a person presents herself

—-ang what she knows for external
examination. But because | the Alverno
student's assessments focus on herown
developing abilities — rather than on some
external norm or abjective body of data —
they have an even more intensely personal
impact on how she sees herself.

Working together as a faculty to evolve a
coherent, college-widb assessment system,
we have become increasingly able to shape
the student's four vears of assessments inlo 4
coordinated developméntal experience.

- Within the overall system, students take a
multiplicity of individual paths and vary
wirely in their rates of growth. Yet there is @
general pattérn of development, beginning
with the incoming student’s first
overwhelming exposure to assessment and
culminating in the graduate’s facility am
managing her own learning.

[

| . HowStudents ExpenenceAssessmem

.

We know the pattern has begun when the . &
* student starts internalizing the learning - .

is not “outside” her

ahd underslandmg whgt she is doing and
why. Her development intensifies-later, as -

" she begins integrating her several = o——

competences into a unified profile of hey -
abilities anid her approach to learning and ;

geperalizing abilities she has developed,in

‘ar e context into other realms of apglication.
By her final semesters, she aperates as a

- self-directing fearner, planning appropriate

learning experiencés and helping to design
techniques for aﬁsessing her performance

The process hggms early — well before the
student's first day of classes, 1mmedxate!y
after she.is admitted, she selects one of § ——
several New Student Assessment Days
offered in the months befure her first
semester begins, The daylong experience,
admihistered by the Assessment Center,
begins with a géneral session setting forth
such concepts as competence, assessment
and validation. This session reinforces the
exposure to these ideas she has had through
admissions matgrials and advising sessions
and possibly a campus visit,
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tHer most effective leaming, however, comes
from experience. The student spends most of
this busy pre-entry Assessmem Day
participating in half a dozen assessments at
the first level of communications. These
have a dual purpose: (1) to provide a
diagnostic profile of her abilifies and needs
in writing, reading, soeaking, listening,
graphing and reading graphs, and (2) o
give her an extensive introduction to
self-assessment. Although her performance
~~ja_each of these six areas is carefully
recorded far feedback and for use in
planning her learning e.overiences, her
validation at this init.ai evet-depends solely
. upon &er ability to asses. herown” "o
performances accurately, o matter how "
successful (or unsuccessful) they are.

-~

For writing and spedaking, the student is
asked to write a letter and to draft and
deliver a three-minute videotaped speech, in
T—each of which she must take a position on
an issue close to her experience (e.g., open
vs. selective college admissions). For
graphing, she is given sever. ems of -

mathematical information to organize nto a N

single graph, which shie then reviews and
" assesses. /

I
/

/

)
<

i
X
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The assessment techniques for listening,
reading and reading graphs are all quite
similar in design. In each, the studentis -,
exposed to an appropriate stimulus —a axh
videotaped speech, an article and a graph,
respectively — and is given a series of ‘
open-ended questions about it. She then

assesses her answers, looking for her [
strengths and weaknesses.

R

This beginning communications assessment
carries over into her first week on campus.
During Brientation week, the student spends
an hour reviewing the letter she wrote and
makes an appointment to self-assess the .
videotape of her speech. After she has had

- ipstruction and practice in self-assessment,

she assessgs her speech, She then receives

complete {eedback on her performances.

She and an assessor also review her work as

a sglf-assessor on all six instruments. )
— T

Students vary in their responses to this first '

encounter, but they all testify to its impact

and complexity. "They had a get-together for

all incoming {reshmen,” one recalls, “to

orient me and my family to the new

vocabularythe new system, the whale new

outlook. It still leff me-canfused, but it made

me start looking. They tatked about.

assessments, they talked about levels and—~—__

validations and it was just like, 'I'm stepping

*into a whole new world.”” Qthers are less

cager to begin exploring unknown worlds:



We sat in the auditorium our first day here
and the president was telling us, *You're a’
woman. ou're very independent. You're
going to learn how to learn in a different
way.” And everyone’s going, “What are they .
talking about?™ It was really threatening and -~

AR

Counteracting such feelings of confusion
and stage fright, however, are the
opportunities for self-assessment and
feedback. For mast students these apen up
new oppgriunities, rew ways of !ookmg at
.their own work backed by tangible,: |

cha!!engmg it was very, very threatening, 11\ evidehce. *You sit there . nd watch part
was like going into 4 different culture. ;. of your speech” on videotape, the

once-terrified nursing student says,

think *Oh my God, | did this and this and

* this wrong,’ and you dont conceptrate on
"N "what you did well. But they stess that more
than they da’your weaknesses. 1 think that's
feally important, especially when you're just
hf-gmmng A former high school debater
found herself “very excited to see that you
can hreak it down into all these behaviors
and parts ot the speech, which4 had never
. dome before. | thought by ‘evaluation’ they

w1 me Cyour speech was good.” or
was bad.” But they realiy made
some conc.el? statements about it.”

Even with a prior vist to the campus, ope
jupior noted, “it was stilf really confusing.
You have to experience it to really
understand the value of 4.7

Experiencing half a dozen assessments in
one day does promote understanding, but it
is a bracing way }n learn. “You came in for
ond day in the siffng and were hombarded
with mimeographed sheels and tests,” an ant
student recalls, “That hasically scargd me. |,
didn’t know 1f this 16 what college was really
like, and 1 didn't know if | wanted to stick fo'r
it. But it got better” N@Tr[y every new '
student would agree with the nurvng
student who found her speaking assessment
the most memorable part ot the day: i

'L\ never had to make aspeech m my life -

s ~and we had to give one s front of a video
Cmac hnip! ”\hds the miaer terrm,my.,
T
experience | h\d ever had i my Mmtv Iie "

-

e

“Your speedch

Getting Lised to Assessment -
Attes ¢ lasses hegin, the student's experience
of assessmient broadens rapidly. In her first
“semester, she probably will af least choose
to attempt validation at the first level in all
S . . N e e ng competen e

-

C -
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* Three of these assessments will occur in the' -
Assessment Center, in conjunction with the
required Freshman Semindr. For hen
beginning assessment in social interaction,

.she joins five other students in-a

" task-oriented group simulation. While a
team of six assessors observes and records
each student’s verbai and non-verbal
behavior, she and her five peers work to
reach a consensus. Afterwards, she outlines
_the 30 to 40 minute interaction as best she
can from memory, and evaluates the group’s
achievement of its_goals. She then assesses
her strengthts an knesses, and those of -+
each of her peers, according to specified

. cmena After the external assessors reach
consensus, she meets for a one-to-one
feedhack session with a member of the

atsessor team. .

By contrast to this team expenence, the
student takes her first assessment alone’in
the environment competence. Jsing a

* written guide and a videotape, she icdentities
several types of environmental systems
(natural, so.iological, economic, aesthetic,
exc.) within various settings and selects one

. for a more detailed descriptive analysis, Her

* written dranscript is reviewed and annotated
by a trained assessor. with whom she has
the opportunity to meet for indnidual
feedbac K.

Q
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

ye ¥

The student vkks with two peers in her first
contemporary world assessment. Within a _
pre-set global issue, such as energy, she and <3
her two teammates select a more specific
topic_ (solar energy, opening up offshore US-

reserves, etC) and cach takes a separate v

“interest focus” {oif companies, consumeérs,
govesment and so on). After several weeks e =
of research the students appear as a papel
and are interviewed, by a trained discussion °
leader, while a teany of three assessors- '~
recards their remarks. Each student has-a -
supplementaiv one-to-one followup séssiqn o
with an assessor. The three assessors then
reach consensus avout ~gach student’s
awareness and involvement in refation to °
the topic, its implications and its importance ‘
for her, her cauntry and the world. She
receives written feedback, with the
opportunity for 4 personal session with the -
discussion leader.

For cach of these three assessmems, the
Jutlent receives extensive pw;mmtmn i4 the ~
Freshman Seminar. Class sessions acquait

her with the concepts and terms involved —
the task-oriented model, for instance, and

the various kinds of behavior (initiating,

summarnizing, challenging) that can be

wolated 10 a group discussion. She and her
lassmates also receive repeated '
apportunities in Class to learn them in
practice. The student then decides when she
s ready to attempt validation, and makes an .
appomtment with the Assessment Center
Jatt. Should she not be validated. she may
make a new appointment and re-take the
assessment until she succeeds in
dempnstrating the abilities involved. :



v .

For'the first level of each of the remaining

h

Once she has been validated at the first

competences, shg is assessed in her various  level in a given competence, the student

courses. Because assessing in multiple
settings is required, she may be taking as
many as a dozen or more separate

may also work toward level two of that
competence — in the same course, if it is
offered there. Indeed, many beginning

assessments in order to be fully validated at  freshmen contract for a dozen or moj

level one. Ir a beginning chemistry course,
for example, she mav be offered learning
experiences and assessments for the first
level of analysis and problem solving. in a
music history class, she might seek another
validation for analysis {for which a total of
three is required) and one for aesthetic
respoase (f 1 which three are needed).

In her coutses, as in the Freshman Seminar,

numerous repeated learning experiences

second-level validation attempts in various

- competences. A student may thus patticipate
in more than two dozen assessments for
vahdet\lon in her first semiester”— ‘ot to
mention thc many diagnostic or formatfye |
assessm?,nts her instructors may give, Sh*
also will be called OR to assess her Y
instructor’s performance!in.each course,
part of- the regalar faculty evaluation . i
process. .

. help the student develop her udderstanding ~ AS imposing as this sounds, she actually

and ability to the point where she is ready
to attempt validation. These learning

speads no more of her time involved in
assessment than her predecessors used to

experiences frequently incorporate elements  spend writing papers and reporis,

of assessment, such as specified criteria,
feedback, and so on. Many instructors also
use an assessment at the beginning of a
course, to establish a kind of, baseline for
students 10 use in judging thes own
Progress. . -

“cramming” and taking exams. Unlike
traditional tests, howevter, each of the
student’s assessments contributes directly to
her learning. Within each course, the
assessments are designed primarily as .
learning experiences, helping her to become
aware of and to develop abilities

fundamental to the discipline. In addition

the overai! breadth and number of her :
assessment experiences, both infclass and F
the Assessment Center, provide her very

early in her college experience with a &
wide-spectrum view of her own abilities
and needs. .
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Thehtemdizk'g Phase

* As g,‘resu!t, these first few months enable the.  “At first-glance,” one student recalls, “it's

.student to begin i li her learning
‘expenences She moves away from hings
\ that “they” expect her to do in-order to “get
‘by,” and toward the understanding that ail
;hss is’happening to her and for her — that
she, npt the instructor or the material or the

requ:rer‘nents is at the center of the process.

The rapid total immersion of her first few
months actyally acceletates the student’s
_growth toward a personal understanding of
the Alverno learning process and herself as
a learner. She is so extensively involved, i
_so many diverse areas and with so many
. pans of her own seli-image, that she
assimilates the entire process and makey™it
her own much more readily than she would
from a more restricted, gradual exposure.

When our assessment svstem was in ats
infancy and offered tewer. less complex
a/{terndli\,’e\, studegts regularky rﬁ‘;mrted an
“Aha!" experience -- suddenly

.. comprehending what they were domng and
why — in the second or third semestes As
our system has matured and the range of
options has muitiphied at every fevel, mosl
freshmen are reposting that breakthrough
the tirst month or two, {

Q

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

frightening. You came in wondering exactly
what in the world a competence level was
and vou never really understood it until
halfway through the semester it dawned on
you like tne sun coming up in the morning.
it just hit you all of a sudden — ‘Oh, this is
it — and it seemed like something you
snould have realized a long time ago.” As
another student put it, “The competence
system isn't something that can be taught. |
noticed that in my freshman year, when |
had to do a philosophy assessment. it's
snmethmg that can’t bef taught but just

hits you.”

7
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O The hreakthrbugh isnt always an
' unequcted gift; many work hard to achieve
it. "A few weeks into the semestar,” one .
saphomo:e says, "I realized | didn't know

where T was going. 1t wasn't coming
ibsether Sod just sat myself down with all
.the syllabi and the materials I'Ley hand out
and. | read. 4 séad for a whole day juntil it
started makmg smse . haveﬂt ad any real
problems since then.” Others 5tm le
" longer: 3l

* | remembes“a whole semester rupning
around trying to find someane to explain it
to me . . . somehaw or other I guess | sort of

.figured it out. It’s a painful process in the
beginning when you see those horrible
words, but all of a sudden you get thi
practice and the process is practice. it's the
practice, | guess, that whole thing of

newness, then prachicing it and then it ~

becomes a part of you,

As she contends with these demanding new
. experiences, trying to pull them jpto some
" meaningful order, the student can build upa .

~ strong sense of frustration. The unusual »
| elements of her education — assessment in

.particular — offer ready targets. *When |
first came here | was pretty unsure about the
program,” one student reflects. I guess | did
go through a period of negativism where
everything about it must be wrong.” *I hated
what they were telling me,” one senior savs.
bluntly. *if you would have asked me as a
freshmarn what | thought of Alverno and the -
assessmenis; | probably would have slugged
you.”

~4
Because.ours is a college-wide system —
designed and evaluated by the whole facuity
working cooperatweiy — we are much ©
hetter able to tolerate and even to plan for
such pressure points. Frustrations and
pressures are, after ol, inevitably parnt of any
task worth undertaking, and they are
especially critical to personal growth., A
student used to passive and abstract learning
may well feel unfairly put upon when she
must take the initiative and actually engage
in an active learning experience or perform
in an assessment-instéad of simply reading
a text or playing back lecture notes.
Similarly, tacing up 1o her performances and
what tfwey say about her abilities and
weaknesses is likely to be difficult,
threatening work for a student whose prior
schooling has led her not to be reflective at
all (2. in rote learning) or to be irresponsibly
subjective.
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In a traditional setting, no single teacher or
department could get away with demanding
so much, when others offer easier

_alterdatives. But our joint effort to create a

unified atmosphere, in which the student

—~"bumps into what sh2 needs no. matter

.

P

where she turns,” allows us to greet signs of
appropriate frustration as indications that the
growth process is moving along well. As one
department coordinator put it, *I know
we're on the right track when the freshmen
come to me and complain, ‘Why is that
instructor getting paid? I'm dmng all the
work!’ " - -

=
-

Alonf; with buflt-in frustration, of course,

- '

;—}.us('ﬁ;;;e built-in support. For the new
) student this takes several forms. The

v

[

Freshman Seminar, for example, provides a
forum for ventilating problems and finding
ways to cope, a$ weil as putting each new
student in touch with a pees counselor who
has weathered the storms she is going
through. The students also give eash other
important informal support:

.

There were times when vou just couldn’t do
some of the things they would expect you to
do. Or ele you would do it and work your
heart out and vour soul out and, they would
say,"Well, that's not night. You mised the
whole thing. And vou go” VVP”: what am |
supposed 1o be domg?”

We'd have group sessions, and we'd louk at
these (om(;t'tec ce levels and try to figure
them out together. We all worked together
and we leanet! heavily on our instrucltors,
who had to lean on us also. Of course they
wanted. {o see what we were doing as
anxiously as we wanted to get it daone. We
really had a hard time.

~{n addition, the faculty pays close attention |

Y

to student expressions of discomfort and

stress, afthough they .begm to sound familiar” ':@

and even welcome at the right times.

They are, after. all, among ourt surest
indicators when- pressure exceeds pmductwe
jevels or occurs out of phase, requiring us to -
look immediately and carefully for ways to
modify what we are doing. ' -

“w

Assessment itself, however, has proven the
most reliable antidote for the anxieties that
assessment arouses. At first, the student may
be overwhelmed by re-reading an awkward
gssay or watchmg an embarrassing case of
nerves on videotape; positive feedback may
fall on temporarily deaf ears. But repeated |
assessments soon help her relax and grow
accustomed to scrutinizing her work
criticallv. “¥f you are lacking in a specific
area, they'll tell you,” one student explains,
“They'll work with you to improve that area,
but it doesn’t mean you'pass or fail. That
takes a fot of stress off the kids here.— the
idea that if you don't exactly do it right the
first time you try again, and you're given
specific things on which you can improve.”

WE
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Gradually, these “areas” move closer and
closer into the studeft's perception of
herself, as she literally internalizes their
meaning. Thic eventually provides the most
powerful positive feedback of all: "1 got to a
point where | realized | was learning from it.

© After the first couple of months, | really felt

" that it was doing me good.” *Once you get
into the system,” a sophomore recalls, “you
realize, 'Well, now Lcan do this and do this
and do this — and | couldn’t when | first
came here.””

This discovery — that what she learns 150
poured into her, hut is being elicited and
cultivated from her own innate capacitios to
understand and to do - often sets in.motion
a thorough realignment of the student’s
self-concept. She pains 4 new way of
looking at learning and also at herself, "It
takes you tat whole fird semester,” one
sophomore savs, "to get acclimated to
concentrating more on vour skills rather
than just on content. You'fe just getting in
touch on yous values . .. on the idea that
you do know comething about humanities,
and vou do know comething about
emvironment.”

IS not something vou're gomg info
bjindly.” another agrees, “like you think it
when you tirst see that matris ot
competences and wonder, ‘How n the
world do | get these KllsE 7 A semor's
poigrant reflections sum up the experence
of internalizing:

.

When | came here | thought that everyone

. had the knowledge and ! had to find the

people who had the knowledge in order to -
get brains, education, talent, whatever. A: |
have gone through the Alverno leaming
process I'se struggled through some things,
and ['ve realized that the stuff is inside me
and that people can help me bring it out
and hone it down so its rough edges are
gone and considerably expand it.

I think that's what Alverno is doing. They

e,

pull it out of you. I mean you're kicking and. * ~

yelling and screaming all the way, but
lomebody keeps pulling that stuff out of
cou. it shocked me to find | have a brain. I'd
never thought it in a million years. And
that's what's changed about me, that |
thought everyone had it and | was the -
dummy. You get that self-confidence thing
going. it~ the greatest to say, “I can do it,”
or "t thunk T can do it,” or “I | can’t do it
I'm going to know why.”

-
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‘The lmegraﬁng Phase
By the end of her first year, the student has
usually been validated atthe first and
second levels in nearly all-the competences.
She spends most of her sophomore year
working at levels three and four, and may do
some fifth level wark in competences
_related to her area of concentration. Again,
because most of these levels require
. assessment in multiple settings, she may
earn as many as three dozen or more’
validations during the year. By the third and
fourth levels, however, we have begun
combining assessments: on the initiative of
either the faculty or the student, a single.
assessment may be used to validate-for two
or thrée competences at once. This practice
reduces the total number of her separate
assessments while increasing the complexity
of each of them.

: f <
A recent course on the comparative history
of revolutions, for example. offered learning
experiences and assessment opportunities
for four separate competence levels
contemporary world, levels 3 and 4, and
aesthehc response, levels 3 and 4. The
. course began with lectures and discussions
providing an in-class analysis of four histori
revolutions, using an analytic tramewaork
derived trom Thomas Greene's Comparative
Revolutionary Movements. The class also
looked at lite ary and graphic arts from the
fow societier under study, to see how
revolutionary change might influence the
ways sdividuals derive and express their
identity as persons, Students then worked in
teams to dentity and study a current
revolutionary situation, dividing their tasks
according to the competence levels each
team member chose to work on.

¢

Several formative assessments were given
during the first portion of the course, Each
student’s final assessment intluded

participating in an hour-long panet - k4
presentation by her team and completinga - ..
worl:sheet packet for each of the levéls in ¥

which she was seeking validation. Thus, one
studént on a team studying South Africa ¥
made her oral presentation as part of her
assessment for level 4 in aesthelic response.
First, her teammates on the panel had
described the South African racial situation
and its causes (level 3 of contemporary T
world), compared the post-World War 1} "
racial developmerits in the U.S. and South

Africa (level 4) and read and discussed a

poem by the South_African black poet

Mongane Serote (aesthetic response, level

3). She then took Serote’s poem and

compared it to anpther, by the Americany ‘
Langston Hughes, pointing out the common
elements and analyzing the differences in

terms of the two authors’ respective cultural

and political milieux. She afso submitted '
written worksheets for this level, as well as

for level 4 of the contemporary world
competence and leve! 3 of aesthetic

response. From this singie assessiment
experience, she received validations in all

theee competence levels,

{

"
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it is also not uncommon for the student
herselfto suggest ways of combining her’
assessments — using a teaching project she
develops for an education course, for
example, as an opportunity to display ability
in several media for one ot her level 4
communications validations. instructors
often urge sophomore students to seek such
“*doubling” effects. Even the assessments
admisistered through the Assessment Center
are wdsen more closely into her classroom
experience, all but one of them being

y co-designed and/or co‘assessed by an

instrictor from one of her courses.
Thegffect of this emphasié on combined
assessments is to encourage the student
toward integrating her learning experiences.
As a faculty, we are aware of having
separated the several competences and their
sequential levels in order to teach and
assess them. For the student, keeping these
vabsilities discrete from one another at tirs!
helps her to focus on abilities she may well
have taken for granted and to see that they

. can be analyzed and consciously impro.ed.

{(Typical is the student already quoted, who
recalls discovering with excitement that
“you can break it down into all these
behaviors and paris of the speech,” aor the
one who says of soual interaction and
valuing, "You know, tatking to people and
knowing where you stand just seemed to me
like something people did automatically -
didn’t think about; didn’t have 1o think
.about.”) Now, however, combining
assessments gives her a direct expenence o

—43-

how the compgtences interrelate. She begins
to realize that while she has learmned to
identify and work on her developing
abilities one by one up until now, they
actually function inseparably in her awn
performance and growth. ’

" This dawning sense of integration is likely to

emerge first in her understanding of how the
levels in a given competence work together.
The cumulative nature of the levels appears
graphically in the criteria for assessments,
where each successive level includes criteria
for the prior levels in toto or in summary. As
her experience of successive asses.anents
brings the meaning of- this repetiticn to her,
she is likely to say things like, “After you've
mastered the first level and you go on to the
second, you're stili"doing all the things you
did at level one. You can't forget it because
it's integrated so closely in the next level,
and so on it goes all the way dnwn the
line.”

<Y

I

o



- AR Ay

She also begins linking competences.
. together, as she sees one ability — say,
o infegring implicit elements (analysis, level 2),
©  — having a direcf impact on another —
such as discerning the values implicit.in a
technological decision (valuing, level 3).
actually,” one student explains, describing
a larger netwqu, *social interaction ties in
- very closely with the communications and
the analyzing and the problem sulving,
because you-put all of them together when
. you communicate.” Or as a nursing student
. describes it, “As for the idea of the ‘
’ competences, everything is totally integrated
~ — in our learning experiences at the
.hospital, in our tests, everything. When
you're analyzing, you de your social
interaction . . . it's not what it was before on
syour lower levels. it's a lot less pressure
because everything you do is very
intertwined.”

1l T R VPR Sy T
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~ Assessment Center, specifically focuses on

“and each receives a different set of
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After repeated nudges, the student’s growth
toward integrating her learning receive’s an
outright shove at the end of her second ye
when she participates in the integrated i
‘Competence Seminar (ICS). This hatf.day - R
assessment, administered through the

her ability to demonstrate in an integrated
manner the several competences she has
been developing. She and four or five other
students are assigned roles within a fictitious - .
group trying to deal with’a civic prablem, -
background material, From the alternatives
proposed, each student must make a choice o
and then give an eight minute speech S

" advocating her position, Each is then given

a separate “In-Basket” instrument, in which
she must sort through a bundle of tasks,
memos, letters and phone messages that
have accumulated in her “office” and .
decide which ongs to deal with and which
to delegate. After she has completed that
forty minute exercise and a rationale
statement explaining her decisions, she and
“her colleagues meet as a group to decide
which solutions they will implement. v



-

. Yhis is an intense, compressed experience.

" The “in-Basket” is specifically designed to

~include several “forced choice” vither/or

- conflicts and has so many elements that not
every item can be responded to ‘within the

. time frame. The group simulation fikewise. ~

. operates under firm time constraints, and
during it eah student discovers that she has
been given only a partial view of the

' necessary information for defining and
sQlving the group’s problem. TheICS
experience also differs sharply from the ¢
pattern of assessment she has become used
1, in that no specific learning experiences
in any of her courses have expijcitly
prepared her for the problems and tasks she
encounters. The Integrated Competence

’Mnaf is thus a wholly external assessmemi
in its relation to her prinr learhing
expé‘riences, and predictably generates a
good deal of anxiety and frustration.

At the same time, however, the ICS provides
a valuable insight into how ready the
“estudent is to pull her abililies into * ytegrated
operauoh‘ on a new kind of problem with
the *real world” characseristics of not being
separated neatly into its elements and not
coming as the culmunation of a series of
preparatary learning experiences, it also
gives her a tramatic expernence of how her
several abihties interact. "The sophomore
year we had fo do this “Integrated
Seminar,’ “ one semor recalls. “You took a
position, and you had to set vour priorities
because you had a stack tull of things on
your table. And | thought, 'Wow! You're a
woman, and vou should appreciate a
business person more because of all the

things they have 19 do!” And then | started to

pull fogether the ditterent qualities |

needed.”

As the growing emphasis on combined
assessment culminates in the ICS
experience, students find integrating

. becoming' more and more habitual. Indeed,
it becomes a dominant mode of their upper

division experience. Al first,” one senior
recalls, “everything seems separate. But
when you get up into the upper division,
things start to be put together so that when
you're giving a speech you're also analyzing
the situation, you might be problem solving
.. . you're taking everything. into
consideration. You might not be touching on
all eight all of the time, but you're using

BRI VAN

‘more than one. They reaf!y do fit together.”

Another senior says, "They break everything

apart so that you do get to know yourself,

what you might value, haw your methods of
interacting might be. But then by the time

you get 1o be a junior or a seniar everything

gets put together and you're putting together

your values along with your knowledge so

that you're one Persan, SO yoi can go out

into the world and have everything o -
together”
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~ The Integrated Competence Seminar’s
“unprepared” externality also sets in motion
~ another patiern hat bacomes increasingly
important during the student’s third and
fourth years. It spurs her to begin
consciously generalizing her abiligies -
beyond the situations in which she has-
learned and developed them. I so doing,
she is making explicit what has been an
implicit element of her experience all along.
Working towards analysis. level 4 in a
philosophy course, for exampie, she was
drawing on and extending the anaiytic
', abilities she had developed at levels 1, 2
\and 3} — though they might have been
kamed and validated in a combination of
'ma{h art history and $p - nish classes. The
ICS Expenence focuses ner attention on this
transfec effect by req iring her to function
effectivedy in a st a.0n toregn Lo any of
her course exper . e«

N

-As she besms working more closely in her g

chosen area of concentration, this tunsfer e

effect intensifies. Abilities she has dmsioNq
in a broad variety of settings must now be - ;;im
brought to focus in a more sharply defined
prafessional context. This is particularly trui,\\
as she participates in clinical or field £
experiences appropriate to her profession. A
junior nursing student prepar(ng care plans. -
for her clients, for example, draws on ‘and
develops the abilities she has already shown
at fevels 1-4 in problem solving, valuing and
~ocial interaction. Not only iz she e
transferring these abilities from the several
contexts in which she originally learned and
demonstrated them, she must also now
generalize what she has learned from
working with healthy client ;)opuiah()ns and
apply it to the needs of clients suffering from.
acute illnesses. .

For the liberal arts student who is not in a
professional program, oil-campus

experiential learning (OCEL) projects or their
on-campus (ONCEL) counterparts provide
smilar expenence in generalizing. "Every ¢
week 1 had to Gl out o kig,” recalls a
co-tounder and 1ormer editor of the college
newspaper, who used the expencaie as an
ONCEL project.

Rl
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At the top it said, “Check which

- competences yau applied here.” Well, every '

« week | checked just about every one. And |
could give specific examples . . . because |
" was obviously using.my communications
skills, obviously | had to analyze™and do
pmblefn solving, and valuing? There’s a lot
of vafumg invoived in setting up anything
that h‘as to do with people and institutions.
Socu;f interaction? Well, obviously iﬂas
interacting with my staff, I was interacting
withs the printer. . . . Enviropment? | was
‘wo}rkmg with the soc:ai environment of
- Alvemnao, and within the physical
environment of the places where we did our
work. We were trying to deal with some
current events, and so on. '

‘ ll just made it mally evident that | was
transfgmng my abilities, having to write
fdawn Wthh ones | used. . !

Predictakly, this senérétizing pattern extends. .

beyond the student’s learning experiences,
on or off campus, and she beRins to use her
developing abilities in every:aspect of her
life. *You have to look’ at it so much that it

- becomes a partof you,” one student says,
~ ™“Kids around school will joke about it, and

will say, 'Oh, now she's exhibiting
withdrawing behavior.’ But when | go home
and somebody says, 'Gee, | don't know if |
should go here or there’ | find myself-going
threugh all the probfem sglving stages with
them. Maybe | don't {abel them, but | know
where I'm at in each step.” .

" Not only do the processes she has learned -

carry over, hut the habit of assessing her

own performance and that of others
becomes generalized as well. “At the end of
any interaction,” an education student”
reflects, “you always look back on your own .
and say, 'Now did | do that right? Could 1
have been more effectivet What could |

work on fgr next time! What did | do
extremely weil?’ it's,jist become second
nature, really.” "I'm invclved in a group

" outside of school” another student says,

*and {'ve been going to that commitiee
meeting and | get so disgusted with them -
because it's been ingrained in my head
about meeting formats and how to start and
plan your agenda and brainstorm . .. It's just
part of me now and | go to these meetiags
and it seéms lilke total disorgdnization.”

-
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An imp‘drtant payoff for the student ~ and

for the faculty as well — comes when her
generalizing of these abilities helps her

" handle her life with increased effectiveness.
“At Christmas,” one senior recalls, :
“someone was in charge of liturgy and

wanted to have a smg-a!oﬁg in the

commons, around the tree. Well, you had

’

derm students, you had cash paying L

customers, you had customers with

tickets . . . I said, ‘Well, Ann, did-you think
of this and this and this{’ She just looked at
me and said ‘No. What am 1 going to do?’
And | sat down with her and we effectively
solved her problem.” One student recalls
applying self-assessment during a ‘critical
decision:

{ was about to drop out of college because !
didn't successfully complete some nursing
“courses, Quit — that was my first impulse. ”1
didn‘t succeed in ode thing, I'm not going to

succeed in anything.”

“Well,” 1 said,
began critiquing my decision. “dow is it
going to affect me today and temorrow?”
When you have to make Me decisions, it’s
hard, and nawrac‘ly you have to critique on ,
how. you're doing this tar, how ity going to
affect you in the future. But | don’t think
normaify b would have dope that. | do it
more now than | did before | came here.

.

“that's wrong.” And | guess ! ,

Theﬁnaiphamdthm:sﬂw
student moves through the college-wide

assessment systest:, appears as she becomn
an increasifigly geif-directing leamer. This i~

specffically fostered by the very nature of
assessment, even before she enters the
college, in that she is constantiy called upon
to assess ter own strenghs and weaknesses.

A senior in management tells of ysing her
‘ability to assess her own gmmh and needs

her sehior OCELYroject. *1 had three
different places to pick from. ! picked the
problem | wanted to solve, the one that was-
going to challenge me the miost and let me

- show my successful management abilities.”

*| can see it In my family," another student
says. “I'm always trying to bring these skills
home, to stimulate the kids, even trying o
teach them. | also use it in the hospital, 1 ~
use assessment everywhere. | mean, you,
can't just use it here and not use it in other
situations. Once you've kind of mtegrated it,
fhen you use it alf the time.”
I ¢

"and 1o interpret an environment in choosing -

.
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As she progresses, she is also invitéd to take
. & greater and greater share of ‘the initiative -
“ in deciding which learning experiences she
needs, and in what sequence Jhd pace.
*Yau sign up for when you're going to do
~ your communications level 3.7 one student
explains, “ind you dv it in the citss that
you choose. Mus: teachers don't badger you
to get it done, you have to take the .
responsibility. But if you rén into trouble,
there’s nobody saying, *You can't go te this
teacher or thaft lab irfstruglor.” You go out
and seek her on your own. If you don't get
validated, you rgpally. have nabody to blame
bt yoursel(.” “Now 4'm a junior,” another
says, “and I'm-gaing to do my speech for
communications, le€g! 3. You do that totally
“on your own uniess you ask for belp. You
know what your wedhnesses are because
you're constantly assessing voursell. They're
more or {ess just fviu!nrmng'yfxw own

~asséssment skills.”
¢ - A

s . ’ , 2 -
In her upper division work, the student

participates increasingly in the design of her

learning expeviences dnd assessments. Not ’
only does she choose her own OCEL or
ONCEL site, for example, but she is

.responmb!e for co-dESGnmg the assessment

techniques gnd criteria by which her,
performance — both ..er work for her
employer and other aspects of her learning
— will_be assessed. “Senior year and even
junior year,” one student recalls,’ *you have
to do all these projects and you learn to Be
really independent and to be organized and
to do things on your own. Otherwise they're -
not going to get done. That's one thing
stressed around here.” “There -are times
when we have to plunge into things,”
anuther semior adds, “and we don't know
what we're doing. There have been a
number-of upper level competences that I've

3

t
&

done that we had one foot on a hanana peel _

A far as gundelines, | mean there's a risk
rmvolved.” k
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By the time she is facing graduation, the
_senior begins to project these self-directing

+abits inta her inevitable musings about her

future career. *1 think we're always going to
be assessing ourselves,” one nursing senior
says. "I krow that hetore | leave the tloor a
the end of the day, I'll make myself notes
just 10 make sure 've done everything.”

Assessing has become such a part of you,”
another retlects, that it's something you're
going 1o do your whole e, bvery ime you
do som.hing. o when you're about to do
something, vou're going to think about ot -
And after t's, done you'll say, “Well, what
did 1 do well? What did | do wrong?” You're
goINg 10 tse ey ('_r\\\'herv n yours
AUrsing, 10 your art, i vogg marnage. It will
be integrated mto our fnes.” A third stacdent
sums it up by saying, “You'te vour own

prn ate Assessment Conter by the bme vou
wet oul ot heres And vou can tind pnnpli-
you fved 1o help vou. You create your own

FENOUTL S,
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For the student who has realized the full
henefits o1 the assessment experience during
her college years, assessment has become
an sntegral parc of her learning just as-
fearning has become an integral part of her
life. "Now | know,” one senjor_says, “that
there'll never be a time when I'll stop
learning.” "Somewhere along the way |
changed my altitude,” another says.
“Assessment - Jearning -- what's there to.
he afrasd of? It's all a challenge,. your own
personal development. it's funt”

_ x
"I'm not o worried about comparing myself
to the next person,” another semor adds, |
compare mysell to myselt. As long as | krow
what to do to learn, that's important.” 1
used 1o anproach fearnimg with a lot of
tear,” unut{wr wavs simply, "Now | know |
can make the most of 47"
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. Often during the last few years,"'we have
been asked such questions as “How do ypu
set up_an’assessmeht system!” or "What is
the organizational structure of Alverno's

~college-y ide asséssment program?” We have
even asked ourselves whether we could
describe our model in overall terms, and
have tried io do vu, The mare deep!y and
seriously we have reﬂected upon such<
questions -and upop our own expérience,

. however, the more we have become
‘convinced that our most important learning”
has been to see our “system” as a umsmmiy
evolving process rather than as a structure.,

When we first began our exploration inte
assessment, we fooked -tar and wide for
anvane who had dealt with the problem of

' developing assesstent techniques.

" Collaborating with the creators of academic

- assessment practices, nascent programs in
the professions and weveral well.developed
business assessment centers, we discovered
that the most unusoal aspect of what we
were attempting was our irteption 1o use
assessiment as o major developmental
vepérience 1 the learming process,

Employers, educators and credontialing
agencies valued assessment’ ac g wav o
looking systematically at “roabsth 7
pertormance abihtios directiy relatet! to the
fob role @r protession in response to the
needs of therr environments, assessments
were offen heing used much ke traditional
Aests o dentiiving, certifving and sorting
candidate . The more we and other
assessmerdeyelopers began (o use
assessment as an ategral part ot the
individual's ongomg learmimg, howeses the
more comples the tgsi became

“V: How We Develop Our Assessment System ~

For one thing, the sheer size of an
assessment sy*em designod fo follow . ;
several hundred fedfners through four years. . .
of their developmnnt so far exceeded
anythmg then in exjstence that it was no
more poss;b!e to describe in meaningful
defail than an unexplored continent. In -~
addition, our commitment to liberal .
education involved us in assessing a broader
range of abilities than most previous
assessment ventures had needed to deal
with, :

v

Even more important Was the’ fact that in a :
developmental context the gaal is lo create o
asysem responsive and flexible enough so
that each assessment provides the maximum
possible msight into the individual {fearner’s
progeess. Although intake Hres'smems may,

e fairly sandardized and universal — as is -
our pre-entry Assessment Day - each

“Tstudent's progress beyond that point will

necessarily tend to become more
mmdndualized. Because the imitigl .
assessments reveal an individual's particular
strengths and weaknesses and learning stvle,
her pattern of courses and learning
experiences ¢an be selected to suit her
paricular needs. Subsequent asessments
muostoan turn, retledt the mdividual pattern
ot ledming {*\;xvn_t“m‘m she has engaged in,
and the dey clopmental goais tor which
those expenences were decgned,

\
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* % In our developmental use ‘of assessment,

* moreover, we specifically wanted the entire
learning process to become more and more
tearner-directed. This gual, too, affected the
nature of the assessment systeém. We had
already learned from the designers of
business assessment centers that it is critical
to inform each candidate beforehand of the
purposes, methods and criteria of the
ssessment and to provide detailed personal

N feedback afterward. Extending this process:
Yo train the learner to select her own
learning experienges and assessment

“situations. and to assess herself
augmented the need for a responsive,

© flexible system.

Finally, our developmental emphasis

required that we take assessment as
sertously as we ask students to, and that we
rely on it as a primary source of feedback
on our goals and efforts as educators.

o Frequently, a pattern of sudent dinticulty
with part of an assessment jeads instructors
to redesign their instruments, |rom ume to

- time, a. pattern of unsuce esstul vahidation

attempts reveals a tailure to teach as well as

3 failure to learn, and prompts a retlunking

of a learning expenence ar d whole course.
~ Thus, tor example, the freshman Semingr’s

N jearning experiences tor jevel 1 of the

environment and contemporary world
competences have been thoroughly
. reworked, along with the assessment
situ)dmms' themselves, in response o Judent
difficulties that emerged i those
| assessments.

Conversely, successtul and creative student
performances are among the most gratifying
forms of feedbatk for taculty. Consistently
impressive performdances On an assessment
have on several oceastons encouraged

::_")? )
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instructors or departments to_extend the

offerings in a given course’to include more &

advanced levels of a given competence ofto

embrace additional competences. - B
-

o
a .

Using assessment developmentally' in
undergraduate liberal education, then, .
means that each of more than a thousand e
students spends four years pursuing a
persondlized learning path. Each instructor .

or department designs and modifies -
assessments to fit the learning experiences
within each course, and the learning

. experiences also change from semester to
© semester. Upper division students regularly

engage in independent projects or in field
experiences shaped by needs and )
opportunities in the community, for which
learning-.and assessment plans must be
adapted or improvised. And throughout her
progress, the student plays an increasing
role in selecting her own learning
experiences and assessing her own
performance.

A developmental system of ‘such scope and
constant flexibility goes far beyond any of
the assessment systems developed before we -
began our work. Nonetheless, to manage
wuch a system the faculty must be able to
assure that its fluidity operates within a
unified, coherent tramework, and must be
able to maintain certain levels of
coordination and quality.

ERIC -52-
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Elements of Stobllity
The esseﬁti'él precondition for maintaining
.this" coherence and quality control is faculty

- consensus. Without the months and years of

open discussion “and debate, experiment and -

reflection, brainstorming and critiquing that
went int& the inhtial defining of our renewed
commitment to liberal education, any

" attempt to develop an assessiment system

would have been futile.

The original dialog between the faculty and
its academic task force has taken more
stable forms now. But the commitment to
Friday afternoon workshops and regular
faculty/staff institutes coordinated by the
Faculty Development Committee remains, as

. a concrete way of maintaining the free flow

E
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of information and discussion we need to
keep our consensus intact and vital. That
commitment’s depth is reflected in the
intense competition each semester among
faculty teams, departments and commuttees
and support offices eager to share their work
with their colleagues.

The most impprtant single outcome of our
faculty's hard-won and dynamic consensus
is the curriculum itself, The currictifum, as
an ntegrated matrin of developmental

O
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experiences, also provides the strongest

framework of stability for our assessment
system. Because the curriculum is by design
cohereat and unified — rather than a .
coilection of programs designed for
disparate goals and often working at
cross-purpwses — it could and did give rise

to a coherent, unified assessment system.

This coherence and unity also make it
- passible for us to encourage students to

pursue highly individual paths through the

-curriculum, since its developmental logic

permeates every course and program. We
have indeed managed tp approach a
situation in which, as one faculty member
put it, “the student bumps into what she’
needs next whichever way she turns.”

Working from consensus, we have been able
to progress steadily but unhurriedly toward
generic assessment techniques. These can
provide an important unitying framework
within an assessment sysiem, but they could
never have heen successfully imposed nor
could the process of their discovery be
abridged without vitiating their meaning.

Collaborating on our common venture we
have come to perceive the patterns
underlying out several disciplines’

approaches to a given competence, and

have discerned basic unities within the
anverse assessment techniques invented tor a
given level by various instructors. Gradually,

with careful testing and faculty teedback tor .

redlesign, we have been able to offer more
and more genenc criteria and even
complete instruments that can be used
eitectively - with appropriate adar tations
and augmentations - throughout the
college.

o8
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This work of mbnitoring assessment
niques for comparability of meaning
and Neveloping generic instruments and
criteria is @ major responsibility of the
Assessment Committee. This body, with
representatives from each Competence
" Division, the Assessment Center and related
support areas, is charged with overseging
the entire assessment system as it evolves.

i

The work is also carried on simultaneously -
in several other areas. It is a continuing part
of the collaborative work of each academic
and professional department, and likeWwise of
each of*the Discipline Divisions into which
the departments are organized. Each of the
eight interdisciplinary Competence Divisions

 also has a major responsibility to review

assessment technigues across disciplines (as
outlined in Chapter Two above) and to
operate as ¢ learinghouse, coordinator and
generic designer.

External assessment techniques also provide

" a valuable stabiliving clement in a

'\y‘ .
developmeéntally tluid system such as ours.
As with the generic techniques, external
assessments could not have been

"meaningfully imposed at the outset. They

have evolved as the fdculty grew more and
more convinced that the externality inherent

“n all our assessments could and should be

extracted, as it were, in a purer 1orm to give
us greater access 1o outside perspectives on
a regular basis.

Cr

Q

~ Assessors may be drawn from outside the

course or learning experience or from oo

off-campus. The wiitire assessment situation °
may be administered outside the course
setting. as are thase handled through the
Asscssment Center. Perhaps the most
concentrated dose of externality comes in
assessment techniques that are not designed
as the culmination of any coutse or learning
experience, such as the pre-entry assessment
battery for level 1 of communications -t the
Integrated Competence Seminar at the end
of the second year.

Wholly external assessments like the iCS,

‘however, require great restraint. Such an

assessment’s value to the faculty as an
outside "check” on what is being taught and
learned must be weighed against its
tendency to be of limited developmental
value to students, who experience it as
comething for which they have not had
adequate learning and with which they have
no further opportunity to work once they
have taken it. For this reason the initiation
and design of the ICS and any similar
instruments lies with the Assessment
Committee. -

As the Competence Divisions review their
respective competences, the Assessment
Committee regularly reviews the "whole
picture” across departments and disciplines
and among the several competences. It is
their task to see that a potentially important
dew 'apment in one area is disseminated —
even before a fuller report in a forum like
the tac uhw/stalf institute - - into other areas

T
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*where its impact may be imbartant. They °
~ also work to maintain, a general consistency
. of development throughout the system so -
7 that no one area or element slips out of
fo€us, as in theie recent effort to-encourage
“ wider use of oral and multi-media '
-assessiients throughout the college.

The Assessment Committee’s most important

( nespomsbs!tty, however, is to carry on a
constant rethinkir., of our goals and our* .~
progress towards them and to seek out and’
nurture any promising new avenues of

- inquiry or insight. Just as the Competence
Divisions do with individual competences,
the committee members work constantly to
pull together what we have learned about
assessment and its contribution to learning’
and-how we might wish to alter or augment
our overall assessment system. In this role,
~ the Assessment Commiltee functions not
on!y as an agent “6f synthesis and colerence
but_ also as a source of continuing fluidity
and change.

N

A significant instance of this arose récfénsty
as ifdividual departments began to <
crystallize some patterns they were seeing in
student periormance on advanced
assessments. As students neared graduation,
instructors in every areg found themselves
facing the question of how to make
verifiable distinctions among student
performances, and between those that were
successful and those that were outstanding,

© What critera, they asked, were they really
using in sensing and agreeing on such
distinctions?
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departments, for example, instrictors had
- begun to assess for “independences” On

step in the scientific problem. solving A
method, biology assessors were also noting
whether the step was student-initiated (+1),
faculty-initiated (0) or required repegted
faculty intérvention (—1). The math . .
depastment had developed a ten-point scale -
for rating the independence of a student’s ot
work in each of five areas {definition, :
axiom, theorem, computation, application).~ , -
Other instructors were making similar efforts '
to become explicit about théir aoparently . , -
intuitive judgments in discriminating among
successful performances and describing the
E)ersnna! sty!es"qf individual students.

Ka
Aware of these and related concerns and .~ <
their potential implications, the members of
:he Assessment Committee were working to
.define the elements that distinguished '
advanced-level learning from a student’s
earlier develogment. At the yeat-end
institute, they shared their work with the
faculty and staff on defining six
“characteristics of advanced student

performance.” . -
f
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These represented qualities — integration,
independence, self-awareness;” creativity,
commitment and habituality — that seem to
stand in relation to competence as an
adverb does to a verb. Thus, they reasoned,
a student might demonstrate her ability to
- “take a personal position regarding the
implications of contemporary. events”
{contemporary world, level 6) or to “lead
organizational activity effectwely {social
interaction, level &) and be validated. But
she might further be identified in terms of
how self-aware she was about the

techniques she used in her leadership, or to

what extent she integrated her stands on
particular issues within a coherent personal
framework.

-

Using the results from small-group

brainstorming semons “with the whole

faculty and staff, the Assessment Committee

* returned to work on the characteristics to
break out their modes of appearance at

~ different levels of studént development.
‘Work on the “advanced characteristics” is
still in its early stages — but clearly this new
exploration will make a salient contribution
to the future shape of our assessment -
system.

Nor is the Assessment Committec the only
institutionalizea agent for change. At every
other level as well, trom the Competence

. Divisions io the individual faculty member,
the process of pulling together what has
beer learned inevRably suggests new
questions and directions and the solution to
-one challenge almost always poses others.

[

@

This intertwined process can even be seen :‘:f.
in the work of our Office of Evaluation. The
office was created as a permanent means of

Y
enabling us to stand outside our awn ~ 3

assurfiptions and continually critique the -

relevance of our educational goals and the '

effectiveness of our methods. Drawing on’
diverse instruments and techniques for
assessing human development, cognitive,
and other. skills and various modes of
fearning, the Office of Evaluation staff
conducts 2 number of cross-sectianal and
longitudinal studies of our students’
development according to standards and
measures other than our own.

They also design and administer intensive
interview technigues for eliciting student *
perceptions and attitudes during their years
here, and maintain an ongoing program of

comparison testing among assessment

instruments from throughout the college. In
addition, they are conducting studies of
cutstanding professionals in several {ields
and have planned follow-up studies of our
graduates as means of checking the value of”
our curriculuim and competences to the
professional woman.

*
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“Tradition would suggest carrying on such
sesearch as far autside the college as
possible From the first, however, we
realized that existing measures and .
' experimental designs would need serious
. modification for use in e\atuatmg our
. non-traditional methods.. The Offize of
Evaluation staff would therefoge need to
have as thorough an understandinyg of our
" methods and their rationale as any faculty
member. it { iso soon bécame clear that as
. our understandings and.methods continued
to -evolve, the evaluation team would need
to be intimaiely aware of the'changes in
“orderto keep their monitoring up to date.

As avesuit theAQfﬁce of Evaluation has
operated from its inception as an intégral

part of the college, and in <ollaborating with f"*"*‘@

faculty members te design and revise their
own studies the evaluation team has made
innumerable contributions to the faculty’s
thinking and’pfanning: As they are ,
completed and published, the Office of
Evaluation’s reports will be as valid and
objective as the best research skills can

“make them. Even while they are being

carried out, however, the office’s monitoring
and evaluation efforts exent a strong and
invaluable creative influence on our “
curricutum in general and on our assessmefit
system in pn hcu!ar

A Heuristic for Developing Systems

Because constant evolution of thi sort is not
only inevitable but desirable, and because
each faculty’s best effort to asgess their
achievement of their .ducational aims will
necessarily result in a unique sysiem, we

+have concluded that the most useful model .

we can offer is not a detailed chart of our
own organization or the flows of process
within it. Instead, we feel we can best share
what we have learned-by offering another
heuristic -- this time hot a model, buta +~
series of questionsdndicating dynamics or
elements which we have found essential to
the development and ongoing growth of our
assessment sysiem. .

c:.
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? Whole faculties, ‘Are all your definitions opea? We are
. even ata smali coﬂese, are too large to do . canstantly astonished at how perishable ' 7
much of the detail work that must be done insights prove to be. No matter how CE

in bringing-new conceptions into clarity and carefully we formulate our understanding - ,
clarified ideas into reality. Committees and about one element of the system, within a_ ¥
 task forces are too small to think of all the year or two the things we learn in other Cw
relevant possibilities or to generate and areas reshape that summary’s meaning so
maintain faculty-wide consensus. Some soit  that it looks at best incomplete, at worst
of ongoing dialectic was the dynamic we . positively inaccurate” Not one of the

found essentia!l for accomplishing all these competences or its constituent levels, not
goals simultaneously. At one point the one of our statements of committee duties of
dialog was president-faculty, then it was pnont-es, not any assessment techpique or
largely task force-departments, and now it Jearning experience “doesn’t soon need
occurs in numerous modes (Competence revising or rethinking. Everything can’ be
Divisions-individual faculty, Assessment “rethought at once, of gourse; and some
Coruitee-Competence Divisions, any . revisions are more urgent than others. But
group- .whole faculty via workshops and any time a statement or a set of criteria
institutes, etc.). The creative dialectic can mare than a year'old looks as good as it did

take a protean variety of forms; but if it isnt " the day it was written, -look again.
there, nothing happens. - i

- ‘ . “ IS
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what are you trying to assess? Whether we
are rethinking some part of the-existing
system or wrestling with a new problem, we
always find ouselves back at *Go.” We
simply cannot work effectively with any part
of the assessment system until we have,
carefully stated-(or restated) which outcome
it is supposed to help us assess. Often, when ~
we reach a roadblock in our thinking, we
find that it is because we are really as far as
the old statement of the outcome will take
, ~ us, and we are readier than we know to
restate it ‘
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Who dre your assessment “naturals”?-
Assessment isnt a field in which anyone has
trained expertise, not even measurement

_ psychologists. But your system will demand
the whole professional effort of at least one
or two people who find that they actually
enjoy reading, writing, eating and breathing
assessment. We have found home-grown
talent to be essential here, particularly in the
earlier stages. it would be futile to import a
system or follow an outside expert’s
farmulations: you can only assess what you
mean tc teach. At some point, your faculty’s
assessment specialists will find themselves
diverging from whatever professional paths
they had been following to shepherd the
system’s growth. But if they are indeed

«“naturals,” they won't mind,

TR ATG AN e
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Have you looked at the whole picture .
eecerJy? The process of thinking through .
and planning any part of the system — or of
successfully designing and carrying out.an .
assessment that reveals genuine learning
progress — can be both engrossing and )
rewarding. We have had to remind ourselves
at every level to keep looking at the overall
view, to re-evaluate goals and directions, to
pay attention to the total “shape” of what
we are doing. This is a critical job, and -
because it doesn’t always seem pressing it

] B

.needs to be constantly reinforced as a

priority. But we have found that it pays some
of the richest dividends in helping us realize
our accomplishments and find promising. — ..
new avenues of development. It can also

help stave off cumulative errors ur
omissions., 2
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Like anything worth ‘doing, developing an

| assesspnent system (ar any part of it, even an

individual assessment technique) isn't easy.
As an' dngoing system, assessment makes
demands on student and faculty time that
are roughly equal to what they were under
* traditional testing. But we have made an
enormous investment in faculty time and
energy over the past decade to develop the
system, and the ongoing corporate work of
evaluating assessmeni — both the several
instruments and the whole system — ]
'vepresents a new area.of faculty
responsibility.

‘Besides the quantity of effort, our
-exploration into assessment has also .
required a new quality or kind of work from
us as a faculty. Setting aside our accustomed
. commitment to the most thorough possible
discussion and academic debate, we had to
commit ourselves to active experiment. We
. had to “agree to agree,” to move forward
and woik with a liveable plan even though
many of us might harbor reservations and
. uncertainties, in order to gain some concrete -
experience 1o learn from and improve upon.
We had to deny ourselves the luxury of
standing at an impasse, in the interest of
making at least an honest attempt.

We feel certain, however, that the benefits
have already outweighed the costs. The
assessment system itself, in what it has
already contributed to our students’
Jlearning, -has proved beyond price. In
sddition, we have gained as a faculty. We
are much more able than ever before to
work openly and effectively as colleagues, .
without regard to status or discipline. We
have come to rely so habitually on 3
constanrt, collaborative sharing that our

OES RIS IN ik e R it
- B FRRNE U RS ™ 5 »

4 A TR TXN R y

= EARM M

o

C
&. I3
.

k3
X

“unusually full schedule of workshops and &
institutes never completely satisfies the’ - &
demand. We are learning how to fail, to f
“adnit failures and even to share thein so E
they can be learned from. We are thus also ¢
gaining a confidence that gives our teaching Ty
more authority and more flexibility than our B

students used to be able to expect.

Py

in writing, this all sounds much more clearly
planned and oiganized than it ever was, is

or will be in gxperience. Our exploration
began as a college-wide effort because' we
were confronting a college-wide rethinking
of our mission and our goals. It migiit just as

‘easily have begufi in a single department or

division or professional program. Where we
feel we have succeeded is in discovering — "
and learning some of the ways to maintain

and nurture — a dynamic process of
development.

Al

Al the heart of that process is the willingness
to risk. Most of our learning has come from
experience: we have never yel been able to
foresee and predesign nearly as well as we
can understand and modify afterward. The
wisdom of hindsight is priceless, but there’s
unly one way to get il. As one faculty
member put it, we couldn’t begin working .
on,our future until we took the leap that

* brought it into our present.



