EVALUATING LEARNING IN INDIVIDUAL COURSES
This annotated version of Barbara Wright’s article seeks to put the material in a California community college context. Bill Scroggins,2 9/10/99
Barbara D. Wright

All the curriculum reform in the world is ultimately useless if students do not learn what faculty teach. Assessment is a response to the realization that—curricular reform, new teaching technologies, testing and grading, and ever-higher tuition notwithstanding—college graduates do not seem to be learning at a level that matches the expectations of employers, parents, or the general public.

If assessment is to improve undergraduate education, it must be a faculty-defined, faculty-controlled activity. Yet in this handbook, assessment comes under the rubric "administration and assessment." At first glance, this would seem to be exactly the wrong place to classify assessment efforts. Yet assessment practitioners also know by now, from more than ten years of experience in the postsecondary assessment movement, that campus assessment efforts are doomed without strong administrative support. In reality, both faculty and administrators have indispensable roles to play in academic assessment if it is to help students and enhance programs. Thus, this chapter on assessment in the course and in the classroom is intended to provide guidance for faculty and administrators alike.

In California, “assessment” is more widely known as “accountability.” This article is an excellent overview of the national assessment movement. Keep in mind these five levels and their California community college equivalents:

1) Institutional accountability: Meeting Partnership for Excellence goals and reporting on AB 1725 effectiveness measures.

2) Institutional assessment: meeting ACCJC/WASC accreditation standards #1 (Institutional Effectiveness) and #2 (Educational Programs).

3) Departmental assessment: Program Review as required in ACCJC Standard 2B.

4) Assessment of student learning: methods of assessment required by Title 5 to be in course outlines of record.

5) Assessment of the teaching/learning process: improving the delivery of instruction and the ability of students to meet course objectives, through techniques such as classroom research generally taught in faculty development programs.

Background on Postsecondary Assessment
Postsecondary assessment is part of a national reform agenda for education with twin roots in the academy and in the public policy arena. Within the academy, the stage was set for the contemporary assessment movement with the appearance in the mid-1980s of a series of reports on undergraduate education. These included To Reclaim a Legacy (Bennett, 1984)
, Integrity in the College Curriculum (Association of American Colleges, 1985)
 and most significantly, Involvement in Learning (National Institute of Education, 1984).
 Involvement in Learning called for high standards, student involvement in learning, and—a new element—assessment and feedback. This last recommendation was based on the assumption that both students and institutions could learn from such feedback and continuously improve their performance in response to it. As Ewell argues, also implicit in these reports was the need for new ways to assess that would provide more specific and robust feedback than that available through the standardized multiple-choice instruments commonly used for college or graduate school admissions (l991, p.3).

California community colleges have attempted to avoid performance based funding by distributing Partnership for Excellence funds on a per-student basis. However, if state goals are not satisfactorily met, funding will revert to a district-specific method currently under development.

Meanwhile, off campus, state governments became increasingly concerned in the mid-1980s about the escalating costs of higher education and the apparent simultaneous decline in the quality of postsecondary education. Parallel with the reports that appeared in academic circles, another series of reports appeared, including Transforming the State Role in Undergraduate Education: Time for a Different View (Education Commission of the States, 1986)
 and Time for Results (Alexander, Clinton, and Kean, 1991).
 Motivated in part by a desire to stimulate academic improvement, but even more by a desire for accountability and tangible returns on investment, states began to mandate assessment. Within a few years, the number of states with mandates had risen from three or four (1982) to fifteen (1987) to twenty-seven (1990). The nature of the mandates varied, with earlier ones tending to be more prescriptive and test-based while later mandates insisted that postsecondary institutions do something but left the design of a plan and choice of methods to individual institutions (El-Khawas, 1982, 1987, 1990).

California community colleges are generally perceived as effective by the public as well as the Legislature and Governor. The battles that well-developed institutional assessment might help us fight are gaining more resources, especially on a per-student basis, and fending off regular efforts to tinker with CCC governance.

Assessment, then, has not only twin roots but also twin purposes: educational improvement, from the perspective of educators within the academy; and accountability, from the perspective of politicians, employers, and the general public. Traditionally, accountability and improvement have been regarded within the education community as mutually exclusive: at assessment conferences, newcomers have been repeatedly warned that the same methods cannot and should not be used for both purposes. Yet the two cannot be so readily separated. Clearly, from the beginning of the assessment movement in the early 1980s, there has been a desire on the part of the public and politicians to improve the quality of education—and institutions that focused on educational improvement have found that their assessments also provide them with a new tool for accountability, along with a more complex understanding of accountability. They can now talk more concretely to the public about their educational goals, how well the goals are being achieved, and what the institution is doing to improve its effectiveness. The assessment process has also helped institutions accept their own accountability to their students, and faculty have come to understand the accountability they owe one another as educators and colleagues (Hutchings and Marchese, 1991, p.71).

Thus it is important not to perpetuate a false dichotomy between improvement and accountability, but rather to view assessment as an activity that can serve both purposes. Good assessment helps institutions to focus on teaching and learning and to ask meaningful questions about what students know and what they can do with that knowledge. Assessment insists that such questions be answered not intuitively or anecdotally, but on the basis of evidence. Next, assessment interprets the data, turns it into useful information, and considers the concrete changes that may improve results. Finally, assessment uses the evidence and interpretations: it follows through with change. And then the process begins again—asking among other things, whether the change leads to the expected improvement.

“Good assessment” is certainly done “on the basis of evidence.” One tension in CCCs arises from the overuse of objective data that just happen to be easily available. As you read on, reflect about what would be needed to collect comprehensive objective data on your college or program (such as job placement rates) and the importance of tempering numbers with subjective interpretation (in the form of an accompanying narrative, for example).

Trends in Assessment

The concept presented here of assessment as a process imbedded in institutional activity is extremely important. Assessment must stem from real needs and fit itself into actual practice. If it is viewed as an add-on or externally imposed, it will surely fail.

Postsecondary assessment done right must be rooted in the course and in the classroom in the individual cells, to speak metaphorically, where the metabolism of learning actually occurs. Recent trends in campus-based assessment reflect that; they call, for example, for performance-based assessments in naturalistic settings approximating what students will be required to do in their civic or professional or personal lives: perhaps giving an oral presentation, teaching a class, taking a medical history, or making an aesthetic judgment. Such performances require not only factual knowledge but also skills, and they require the integration of knowledge and skills in complex performances. The growing importance of such activities represents a real shift from the early years of the movement, when the operational understanding of assessment was standardized tests, divorced from coupes, administered to large groups, and taken by students—sometimes poorly motivated–who saw little connection between the test and their formal studies or personal lives.

While assessment should be rooted in the classroom, note that such individuality can mean that the results are not comparable. If assessment is to affect priorities, an element of comparability seems to be a necessary component. It would be naive to think that assessment results would not be used for decisions ranging from which English instructor gets the prime literature courses to teach to which colleges get an extra infusion of Partnership for Excellence dollars.

Note again the tension between objective and subjective.

A second trend in the assessment movement is increasing reliance on qualitative as well as quantitative approaches to assessment. That is, judgments about the quality of an individual's performance are increasingly made on the basis of a wide variety of evidence, not merely test scores or other numeric data; and the evidence is evaluated narratively and multidimensionally for strengths and weaknesses not mercy in command of factual information or concepts but in terms of skill levels and qualities such as creativity, risk taking, persistence, meticulousness, ethical or social consciousness, empathy, cultural sensitivity, and the like. This interest in qualitative approaches has come as a response to what many faculty view as the reductionist or trivializing character of standardized testing scoring.

A third important trend in the evolution of postsecondary assessment has been increasing acceptance of local approaches that respect the particular emphases of local curricula and the strengths and interest of local faculty, as well as the unique missions and special clientele of particular colleges. One of the great strengths of American higher education, after all, is its extraordinary variety of institutions and curricula; and one of the major reasons for faculty resistance to assessment has been the fear that assessment would mean the imposition of mandated form curricula. Yet it makes little sense, if we truly value this variety, to homogenize education through the imposition of misguided assessments.

Reflect on these trends as standards or criteria for valid assessment:

1) rooted in the course in the classroom;

2) qualitative as well as quantitative;

3) local, not mandated–no uniform curriculum;

4) uses work samples and performances which are embedded rather than added on and assess learning AND the process of learning.
A fourth trend, finally, is the emergence of embedded approaches-that is, assessments that make use of student work samples and performances generated through regular coursework that can be examined not only to assign the student a grade, but also to see what they reveal about the effectiveness of the teaching-learning process. Using such "classroom artifacts" (as they are called by Schilling and Schilling, 1993)
 gets around the problem of poor student motivation. It requires little extra time from faculty or students (in contrast to add-on assessment activities), it is cost efficient and minimally intrusive (in contrast to large-scale testing, for example), it is authentic (unlike paper-and-pencil activities from which, only inferences can be drawn), and it presents student efforts in all their variety and complexity (instead of reducing them, for example, to a simplistic model of linear progress). In addition, the embedded approach respects the variety of disciplinary cultures. It encourages assessment activities that make sense in the individual discipline, given its traditions of inquiry, its traditional subjects, the questions it poses, and its definition of knowledge. Embedded assessments therefore have face validity for faculty. The insights gained from an examination of student work samples, in turn, are more likely than other kinds of assessment results to be immediately useful in the classroom. In other words, slippage is minimal.

This is an important distinction to keep in mind. Classroom assessment has both the element of evaluating student achievement (i.e., grading) and improving the teaching/learning process (very close to home for instructors).

Testing, Grades, and Assessment

As it evolves along the lines described here, postsecondary assessment is becoming ever more closely aligned with good, innovative curricular and teaching practices. Does this growing alignment mean assessment as such is redundant? Not at all. Precisely because assessment is evolving in this direction, it is important to understand the very real ways in which assessment is not identical with teaching or its traditional byproducts, testing and grading.


Differentiating the Terms
On many campuses, when assessment is introduced, the first reaction of many faculty is to view it as redundant and unnecessary. After all, they already test and assign grades; they uphold standards by failing students who do not meet course requirements; they assume that assessment is synonymous with testing; and they wonder quite legitimately why, then, assessment is necessary at all.

Assessment to improve teaching and learning is certainly related to testing students and assigning grades for their performance, but it is by no means identical with that process. There are some fundamental contrasts. First, when faculty test and assign grades, they are looking for demonstrations of learning achieved; in other words, tests and grades are primarily summative. Assessment, conversely, looks for achievement but also monitors the learning process; it is both summative and formative. Second, in testing and assigning grades, the focus is on judging the student's work; in assessment, however, faculty members turn the focus on themselves as well as students to ask how curriculum and instruction can become more effective, and to search purposefully for information that will lead to improvement.

This commentary on summative and formative aspects of assessment is right on point. The process is not complete unless improvement results.

Grading is by nature a judgmental, occasionally punitive activity that students often anticipate either with anxiety or cynicism; the spirit of assessment, in contrast, is supportive and respectful. It calls for the instructor to sit next to the student (indeed, this is the original etymological derivation of the verb "to assess") and offer feedback. Of course, traditional testing and grading can also serve this purpose, but if they do, it is as a side effect. And while the teacher or student may respond to the feedback from a test or a grade, this response is likely to be individual, informal, even arbitrary.

Second, testing and grading tend to focus on rather small units of learning this chapter, this problem set, the first half of this course. Assessment, on the other hand, takes both a narrower and a broader view. Day to day, the classroom assessment techniques of Angelo and Cross (1993),
 for example, can be used to determine how well students are learning new material introduced in weekly lectures. But assessment allows more. It can seek to understand, for example, what students bring with them in the way of prior knowledge or biases or expectations, on the assumption that if the instructor is fully aware of these things, he or she can teach with them and to them, instead of against them. Assessment can also ask larger questions about the students' educational experience: how does what is taught in this course relate to what the student learned last semester or is learning in another course right now? What do the curriculum and co-curriculum all add up to for the student? In other words, assessment seeks coherence and reinforcement of the educational experience beyond the limits of the individual course.

Note the focus on the instructor as facilitating the learning process rather than just providing information transfer.

Testing tends to be a very private affair, between a single faculty member student. There is real reluctance to discuss publicly individual student grades criteria for grading. Informally, of course, the faculty member may complain to colleagues at lunch that the last batch of quizzes was a disaster, and there has to be a better way to teach whatever; students, too, may get together informally to discuss their grades and try to psych out the instructor's grading criteria. But the point is that such discussions are informal, almost furtive, not open and actively looking for the collaboration of colleagues. Assessment, on the other hand, assumes a collective faculty responsibility for improving the educational experience; and the assessment process, if it is properly implemented on campus, provides a formal setting in which colleagues gather to work systematically on improvement. Assessment can (and should) also involve students directly in the conversation.

To be fair, most CCC faculty are dedicated to improving student learning and have tried a number of approaches to improve their teaching. The advantage of classroom assessment lies in its systematic, holistic approach with many well-developed tools available. However, assessment is not a silver bullet. Significant improvements are still difficult to achieve.

Just as testing and grading essentially represent a judgment on the students so too the onus for improvement lies entirely with the student. Classroom instructors assume that students will take their test results and grades as indicators of aspects of the course that they need to work harder on. For the benefit of those students who have done poorly, the faculty member generally announces a willingness to help—whatever that may mean—and reminds students of his or her office hours. But beyond that, and whatever feedback the instructor has gleaned from the test (feedback that may or may not find its way into the next lecture the next iteration of the course), with testing and grading there is no formal commitment to change and improve, no framework to ensure it happens. Data collection, in other words, remains haphazard, rather than systematic and routine. The changes or improvements that flow from that information are similarly uncertain and intuitive, rather than flowing from shared analysis and commitment to follow through. Assessment, however, views tests or other examples of student work as sources of important information, and then incorporates that information into an intentional process of interpretation, design of improvements, implementation.

Does assessment imply a shared, collaborative process among faculty? Clearly it MUST if classroom assessment is to transition to program review. However, a good deal of effort may be needed to create the collaborative departmental climate envisioned here.

Finally, testing and grading are iterative for the student, and cumulative they add up to a final grade in the course or a graduating GPA. But the faculty member is under no obligation to take an iterative look at, say, mastery of foreign language speaking skills over a period of years and ask whether the upper division composition and conversation course is becoming more or less effective over time. Assessment for educational improvement, on the other hand, requires precisely that kind of longitudinal view. Ideally, assessment leads to better instruction the very next time the class meets—but assessment also needs to operate over much longer periods of time.

In testing and grading, the efforts of both students and faculty remain individual or—in the case of faculty—at best, departmental. In assessment, however, faculty work together while academic administration provides a supportive context. Administration expects assessment efforts but gives faculty the lead in designing them. Meanwhile administration promotes faculty assessment efforts in many ways: with philosophical support for forms of assessment that are perhaps unconventional but compatible with campus culture and that make sense to faculty; with political support for campus efforts, both on campus and to outside audiences; and with financial rewards and professional support for contributing faculty—for example, opportunities to attend conferences or invite consultants to campus. On a campus that is engaged in successful assessment, the campus as a whole embraces a process of improvement that has the potential to transform campus culture.

Both testing and grading of students and student evaluations of faculty are aimed at pronouncing a judgment on the success or failure of a particular actor in the educational process. They are not, however, focused in a nonjudgmental way on describing, understanding, or improving the educational process itself. Confusing assessment with individual faculty evaluation is particularly pernicious because it destroys the trust and candor—between faculty and administration and among faculty members—that are essential for meaningful assessment.

So how are the results of assessment to be used? Certainly they are used to evaluate the effectiveness of the assessment process itself. But what about evaluation of individual faculty performance? Or  to terminate a program? It is extremely important that uses of assessment results be agreed upon in advance by all parties. In the context of the AB1725, this means through collegial consultation with the academic senate and through collective bargaining for those districts with an exclusive bargaining agent..

Some Effective Assessment Methods

By asking a new set of questions from a different perspective, assessment opens the classroom door and establishes new lines of communication about the skills, knowledge, dispositions, values, and behaviors that all areas of the institution are committed to fostering. Course and classroom assessment allows an institution, first, to take the pulse of the educational experience and establish what its student learning outcomes actually are, and second, to discover what students believe is helping or hindering them in their learning.  Only when leaders understand the why as well as the what can an institution make positive changes.

The methods discussed in this section represent some of the most promising practices in the field. They are adaptable to individual institutions, provide provocative evidence for conversations about educational improvement, are not reductionist, get at the knowledge and skills faculty value and that students must be able to demonstrate in real life, and are respectful of the complexity of the educational process.

Portfolios. Portfolios are collections of student work. They vary enormously and are adaptable to many different situations and questions about students' progress. Borrowed from the arts, portfolios may be cross-sectional, that is, they may contain examples of a student's best work in a variety of forms at a given point in time for example, as a job search begins. More commonly, however, academic portfolios are organized longitudinally to show the student's development over time. Portfolios vary in selectivity, depending on the purpose they are to serve. For example, they may function as an inventory and contain virtually everything the student produces in a particular course or set of courses; or they may include only the student's best work; or selected sets of products-say, writing assignments plus earlier outlines and drafts. Often, the portfolio is focused to show a particular kind of intellectual development, say, in writing skills, critical thinking, or ability to carry, out a variety of library research tasks. The contents of the portfolio may be determined by the instructor, the program, the student, an assessment committee, or some combination of these. The portfolio may be discipline-specific, focus on general education, or show integration of the major with general education. It is most likely to contain written work, but audiotapes, videotapes, graphics, and other products are equally appropriate for inclusion. Often, the portfolio is accompanied by a reflective essay, written by the student, discussing his or her progress over the time span covered by the portfolio and using examples from the portfolio as documentation. Many faculty maintain that assembling the portfolio and then discussing its contents is in itself an extraordinarily valuable educational experience for students.

Normally we think of portfolios as a way to capture the knowledge and of an individual student, but portfolios can also be composed of samples from a student population—say, students representing different ability levels, or general. education students, or graduating majors—and used to provide a picture of a course or a program as a whole. A program-level portfolio can supplement other measures typically used in program assessment (described-in more detail in Chapter Twenty-Nine).

The use of student assessment tools such as portfolios to move to higher levels of assessment (program review and institutional accountability) must be done cautiously and with forethought. Use of individual items can be misleading and can also be incomplete indicators, as appealing as anecdotal evidence seems to be today.

Portfolio assessment provides a basis for informed discussions of how to strengthen curriculum and instruction. Assessment content aligns with what actually happens in the course or program, and faculty obtain a rich, textured picture of student progress. When students submit commentary on how progress was achieved, they reflect on themselves as learners, building a foundation for lifelong learning. Portfolios yield a kind of data that does not lend itself to the invidious statistical comparisons that many faculty fear, for themselves or their campuses. Yet portfolios do offer vivid examples to stimulate faculty thinking about improvement, and incidentally they can also provide material for effective communication with a variety of publics: for example, prospective students, parents, employers, and legislators (Schilling and Schilling, 1993).9
Originally used primarily in writing programs, portfolios can now be found in a wide range of disciplines from languages to math, in general education programs, in majors, and even as a way to show the synthesis of general education with the major or professional studies. Countless faculty use portfolios today as a standard teaching device and as the foundation for assessment of courses. The student portfolio has been accompanied by the emergence of the teaching portfolio as a way for faculty to demonstrate teaching effectiveness.

Portfolios are only a device–highly dependent on design and use.

The assessment component of the portfolio lies specifically in the evidence it offers regarding overall program strengths and weaknesses, as well as the stimulation that the evidence provides for change. The usefulness of the portfolio, however, depends, as it does with all assessment methods, on how effectively the portfolio is used to support the entire educational improvement process–a process that includes not only gathering evidence but asking tough questions about educational quality, interpreting the evidence, and making changes as a result.

Capstones and Senior Projects. The capstone, as the name suggests, is a course that comes at the conclusion of a student's program of study and caps prior coursework.  It is usually not designed to convey new information, although that, too, may well occur. Rather, its purpose is, first, to provide an opportunity for students to synthesize what they have learned in their major, and perhaps to fill in gaps; and second, to apply what they have learned in some kind of project appropriate to the discipline or professional program in which they have majored. The nature of the project, usually determined by faculty in the department or program, can range from the fairly traditional, for example, a scholarly paper involving library research; to the less conventional, for example, a history research project requiring the use of primary sources at a local museum; to team projects that mimic the students' future workplace, for example, a marketing campaign for a new product on which four or five marketing majors work; or the design of a new bridge by a group of civil engineering students, who must not only provide technical specifications but demonstrate skills of teamwork and communication.

Applications must be challenging and contextual.

As the last example suggests, capstone courses can also provide an opportunity for students to synthesize knowledge in their major with skills and knowledge developed in their general education coursework. The bridge project, for example, may require students to confront such issues as the aesthetic appeal of the design and its harmony with the style of the town's historic district; economic impact on the town's main street; ecological impact on nearby wetlands; and what graphics, written materials, or oral communications are appropriate for technical or lay audiences.

The impact of the capstone, both as a learning experience for students and as an assessment opportunity for faculty, can be increased if products arc displayed publicly for students and faculty in the campus community, and if external judges are brought in to help critique student efforts. Such external judges may include faculty from other departments within the college, faculty in the same discipline from neighboring institutions, practitioners from the community, and potential employers of the graduating students. Students can thus receive feedback work from not only the instructor of record for the capstone course but from a range of professionals, including practitioners whose words provide a reality check and may have greater credibility for students than their instructors' comments. The public display of projects and critique of work also provide concrete models for less advanced students of what will be expected of them in a few years' time.

Note the crossover from student assessment to assessment of the teaching/learning process: how the faculty can use capstones for improvement.

The capstone can thus function as an extremely powerful learning experience for students. At the same time, it can be an equally powerful assessment opportunity for faculty. The collective discussion among faculty in the department of what this year's crop of graduates has produced, and where, collectively, it’s strengths and weaknesses lie; the comparison with previous graduating classes: the reactions of colleagues outside the department; the feedback from other institutions; and, not least of all, the feedback from practicing professionals-all can help the department to take stock of its curriculum and pedagogy develop specific plans for improvement. External feedback can also lend the assessment effort greater credibility with legislators and other outside audiences.

The capstone project (and more recently, the capstone activity, for example, an internship or fieldwork) has been used at a range of institutions, from the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, and Virginia Commonwealth University to Northeast Missouri State University. King's College in Pennsylvania requires a "senior integrated project" of all graduating students.

A more recent spin-off of the capstone is the cornerstone course, which, as the name implies, has the purpose of providing a foundation for later work. The cornerstone course reinforces intellectual skills and knowledge that students should have brought from high school and prepares them for college-level work. The projects, performances, and other work samples produced in a cornerstone allow assessment of where students are as they begin college, and what areas of knowledge or skill will require particular attention from faculty, academic support personnel, and others on campus. Such student work also provides a benchmark against which to measure future intellectual growth.

Performance Assessment.  Portfolios and capstones can document some kinds of student performance in the form of essays, models, slides, and the like; but there are other dimensions to student performance, and other activities may be needed to capture them. 

These are excellent criteria for valid student assessment regardless of mode. They recognize the importance of applying student knowledge to new situations.

What matters, as college educators have come to understand with increasing clarity over the last decade or so, is not just what students know, but what they can do with what they know. Colleges have been criticized for focusing too much on the transmission of knowledge and too little on training students to act on their knowledge; similarly, paper-and-pencil tests have been criticized as inadequate indicators of how students will perform in a real-world setting—an office, a clinic, or a classroom, for example. Thus there is a growing trend toward the creation of activities that are either real performances or realistic simulations (that is, an assessment center approach modeled after business). Such activities provide important opportunities for practice and feedback for the student, and an opportunity for faculty to see how effectively they are preparing students on both theoretical and applied levels. Faculty assisting students in preparing for performances also helps to replace the teacher-as-authority-student-as-empty-vessel model of education with a more supportive coach-novice relationship.

Performances, whether assessed live or in recorded form, provide an ideal opportunity for students to demonstrate their ability to integrate the knowledge, skills, and values taught by a course; simultaneously, a performance can reinforce learning. Moreover, by requiring students to apply what they know in new situations, performance promotes lifelong learning skills. Focusing on a complex, integrated performance as an important outcome also offers a way for faculty to test the relevance of the curriculum. High-quality performance as a goal, whether at the course or program level can make the curriculum more transparent, coherent, and meaningful for faculty and students alike. Clarity and meaningfulness, in turn, can be powerful motivators for both faculty and students, particularly if the performance is a public one. And public performances provide models for other students.

Tasks for performance-based assessment may range from the fairly predictable (for example, oral presentations, live interviews, or debates) to more creative academic activities (for example, the General Intellectual Skills tests developed for the New Jersey College Outcomes Evaluation Project and since taken over by Educational Testing Service) to presenting music or dance recitals, catering an event, teaching a class, interacting with clients in human service settings, repairing a malfunctioning automobile or carrying out in-basket exercises in accounting or office management. Such activities, real or simulated, call upon students' knowledge of their field and require on-the-spot critical thinking, problem solving, creativity, judgment, ability to function under pressure, and other skills or personal attributes that are essential in the workplace.

Performance assessment is appealing because it makes so much sense. However, it does have drawbacks. One is the difficulty that important 

liberal arts disciplines, particularly the humanities, usually experience in attempting to design an appropriate performance for their discipline. Just what, they may ask, is a history performance supposed to be? Struggling with this question can provoke useful department-level conversation about faculty members' goals for graduating majors, goals that under normal circumstances remain implicit, undiscussed- and may diverge considerably. In addition, such departments can usually find help close by, in the professional programs on campus; many of which already have years to practice in observing student performances and rating them according to a uniform set of criteria.

This is a call to creativity! Performance assessment in history could involve debates, creating analogies between past occurrences and current events, an analysis of hypothetical histories, or acting out scenes in an historical context.

Performance assessments also require a considerable investment in the design of tasks and scoring format and the definition of standards; and they require careful training of all those who will be involved in scoring the performance. This includes training of any visitors from outside the campus—potential employers, field supervisors, and so on-who may join faculty in rating the performance. Such training in turn, while it may be time-consuming, does provide faculty with a valuable opportunity to create some understanding for the complexity of education, to discuss learning goals and outcomes with the future employers of the college's graduates, to get feedback on what employers are looking for in their employees—and to discuss the appropriateness of the department's scoring criteria. Not least of all, the work that goes into creating such criteria pays off in clearer communication to students about what faculty are looking for in a quality performance. Faculty are forced to move beyond an intuitive—perhaps very accurate but nevertheless undefined—sense of “I know a good performance when I see it” to greater specificity.

One of the challenges of collaborative learning is the evaluation of individual student performance within the group. Good models are hard to find.

Alverno College has set the standard for campus-wide performance assessment; performance assessment is common in professional fields, particularly the health care professions. Clayton State College (1993)
 has developed an elaborate set of descriptors for various aspects of the general education curriculum. College faculty could learn, too, from work done on performance assessment at the K-12 level (Wigins, 1993),
 and from the College Board's Thinking Series, which describes student performances in mathematics, foreign language, history, literature, and the arts.

Student Self-Assessment. Self-assessment flows directly from performance assessment and ideally is closely integrated with it. Self-assessment provides an opportunity for students to assess their own performance, to reflect on the learning process, and to become fully conscious of the changes and growth they have undergone. Students' assessments may or may not be tied to a specific set of criteria and then matched against the assessments of faculty, fellow students, potential employers, or other external examiners.

Self-assessment may range from questionnaires or simple checklists of accomplishments and facts learned to conferences or interviews about performance to various kinds of self-reports: brief written descriptions, journal entries, learning narratives, or elaborate reflective essays. The writing may accompany a portfolio or capstone project, be assigned as part of a course, or serve as a graduation requirement in itself. It can even occur in a separate course devoted entirely to students' self-assessment of learning in the rest of their coursework (Waluconis, 1993).

Self-assessment is a method that allows -indeed forces-students to take stock of and analyze their own learning. As such, it can be not only an evaluative tool but an educational process in its own right. Waluconis, creator of the self-assessment course at Seattle Central Community College, argues that students who self-assess become more responsible for their learning, more motivated to engage in lifelong learning, more aware of diverse perspectives and the reasons behind varying judgments, and less likely to drop out of college. Students acquire a broader conceptual understanding of subject matter; they come to see more clearly how current learning can be applied in future, at school, in their personal lives, or on the job; and they develop their own strategies for mastery. Students in his course, like those in a project that relied heavily on student self-assessments to gauge the effectiveness of women's studies programs (McTighe Musil, 1992),
 reported finding their voices, learning to speak out, and tarring greater ownership of their education as major benefits of the process.

There are benefits not only to students but also to the institution from such self-assessment. When students are integrally involved in the assessment process, they value it and support it, and that in turn helps to change campus culture. In addition, Waluconis cites greater curricular coherence, with more integration of learning across the curriculum, and enhanced faculty development. He even suggests that quantitative appraisal of student's self-reflective essays can provide numeric scores as evidence of student learning (Waluconis, 1993, p. 228).13
But student self-assessment poses challenges, as well. To begin with, students often respond negatively when asked to self-assess, their reactions ranging from anxiety to resentment. Many students are apparently uncomfortable at the prospect either they are inexperienced at self-evaluation and unsure of what they must do, or they believe that it is appropriate for faculty members to assess, but unfair to ask this of students. Such reluctance, Alverno College has found, disappears as students become maturer, develop a reflective disposition, internalize criteria and procedures, and sharpen their own assessment skills. Once under way, student self-assessment can uncover many different kinds of changes in students, far more than any standardized survey could anticipate; but it can also highlight discrepancies between students' nonlinear development and educators' overwhelmingly linear expectations for student progress. Student self-assessments may reveal that students learned things never intended by the instructor, or that important goals of the teacher were not shared by students. Another difficulty noted by Waluconis is the "tenuous relationship" of the student's "learning story" to his or her grades. In short, Waluconis warns, "if the axis of power is shifted and students are given the control to describe their own learning, teachers must be prepared to be surprised, even dismayed" (1993, p. 255).13
Classroom Assessment. Classroom Assessment is a learner-centered, teacher directed approach designed to improve student learning in the individual classroom (Angelo, 1991; Angelo and Cross, 1993).10,
 It uses a variety of techniques for eliciting information from students about what they know and how they are experiencing the course, day to day. Classroom Assessment emerged from two simple yet profound insights: first, that students were by far the best source of feedback to an instructor about whether students are learning what the instructor is trying to teach in a class; and second, that regular use of such feedback could improve both teaching and learning. Classroom Research, in turn, takes advantage of the classroom as a laboratory for study of the learning process. In Classroom Research, the results derived through Classroom Assessment become the subject of longer-term efforts aimed at larger findings in the realm of discipline-specific learning theory,

Classroom Research and C1assroom Assessment arose in the mid- 1980s; a context characterized by concern about the quality of postsecondary teaching and learning both within and beyond the academy, by the education reports described above, and by state mandates calling for mass testing with off-the-shelf instruments-an approach to assessment that most educators consider at best ineffective and at worst a direct threat to educational quality. Cross's approach, in contrast, deliberately located assessment in the classroom and put control of the process into the hands of individual classroom teachers. Classroom Assessments are "created, administered and analyzed by teachers themselves on question of teaching and learning that are important to them . . . [hence] the likelihood that instructors will apply the results of the assessment to their own teaching is greatly enhanced" (1988, p. xiv).

But note the loss of comparability of results across courses, instructors, department, and institutions.

The lessons learned from Classroom Assessment are numerous and provocative, and to some extent they overlap with insights gained from other classroom based approaches to assessment. For example, Classroom Assessment techniques can be used to assess a wide range of goals, from content mastery to critical thinking skills and affective responses to the material. But here, as with other approaches to assessment, faculty need to adapt, not adopt, the techniques to suit the requirements of their discipline and their course. Classroom Assessment feedback, like other assessment results, may challenge teachers' firmly held assumptions; but as Cross and Angelo point out, the most dismaying or surprising feedback may ultimately prove the most useful. And Classroom Assessment, like other forms of assessment, works best when students are actively involved in the process and results are shared with them.

Classroom Assessment, like other assessment approaches, can have a powerful effect on students and teachers alike. Regular use of Classroom Assessment techniques has enabled college teachers to become more systematic and sensitive observers of learning, and it has stimulated collegial interaction. As for students, Classroom Assessment has increased interest in learning and changed attitudes and behaviors. Through the continuous monitoring provided by Classroom Assessment techniques, students have become more engaged and self-reflective learners. As students get used to being asked what they are learning, and expressing what they have learned, it appears their metacognitive development is enhanced. Classroom Assessment seems to increase cooperation in the classroom, both between teacher and students and among students, and helps to turn the class into a learning community. Classroom Assessment also seems to send a powerful message about instructors' commitment to student success, increase student satisfaction, stimulate more use of office hours and other resources, and improve course completion rates (Angelo, 1991, 1995).15,

Since publication of the first handbook in 1988, the Classroom Research Project has been extraordinarily successful in spreading the word about this approach to assessment. Its proponents have produced videotapes and edited teachers' descriptions of their experience with Classroom Research (Angelo, 1991).15 There have been numerous articles written on the approach, and hundreds of workshops have been conducted at national and regional gatherings. Dissemination of the concept has been so successful, particularly via consortia at the two-year college level, that today it is practically impossible to visit a U.S. campus where someone has not experimented with Classroom Assessment.

Classroom Assessment was originally intended to give the classroom teacher complete control over the assessment effort. Assessment would take place within the individual classroom, students would respond anonymously, and faculty would not be required to share the results with anyone. Thus the process would be confidential and safe, and a major cause of campus anxiety regarding other forms of assessment–namely, that faculty members would be exposed or scapegoated in some way was removed. But Cross and Angelo soon discovered that faculty did not mind discussing their discoveries with one another; in fact, they seemed to thrive on it. Cross and Angelo have since developed the Teaching Goals Inventory (or TGI) to help departments clarify their shared, top-priority departmental teaching goals; Classroom Assessment Techniques (CATs) can then be used across the program to assess how well these specific goals are being realized. Or Classroom Assessment can be used across the institution to assess general education goals, as has happened at Winthrop University. Still other institutions, such as Quinnebaug Valley Community College, have made Classroom Assessment the basis of their comprehensive institutional assessment plan.

Finally, Classroom Assessment, with its continuous monitoring of and responsiveness to the needs of a particular set of "customers," namely the students in the class, is the closest classroom equivalent to another trend in assessment circles, Total Quality Management (TQM) or Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI). Although there is the possibility of a real synergy between Classroom assessment and CQI (Arcaro, 1995; Wolverton, 1995),
,
 the latter does not seem to have captured the hearts or imaginations of postsecondary educators.

All the approaches described here–portfolios, capstones, performance assessment, student self-assessment, and Classroom Assessment–share a focus on student work and student experience as the single most important source of information for understanding and improving the teaching-learning process. They raise similar questions: for example, about the proper relationship of coverage to comprehension; about the relative importance of command of subject matter versus development of more generic intellectual skills; and about the level of time, effort, or energy that assessment requires versus other institutional demands faculty. These approaches to assessment also have their limitations; however, they will not provide statistical information about retention, for example, or tell an institution about alumnae satisfaction, or provide data for comparisons with other institutions.

The great strength of these approaches is that they focus directly on the artifacts of real learning, produced in the process of learning, in the classroom where much learning begins. Indeed, these approaches suggest that almost any well-conceived teaching activity, not only those specifically mentioned here, can also serve as an assessment-if the instructor or the department take the time to look at that student performance not merely for what it says about the student but also for what it says about the effectiveness of the course or program. If what we really care about is not generating numbers for reports, not getting legislators or accreditors off our backs, but genuinely improving teaching and learning, then this is where assessment efforts most begin.

Conclusions
Assessment is becoming increasing embedded in standard classroom assignments. Capstone courses and senior projects are being used both to provide a grade for the student and to provide information on the success of the course or program for instructors and departments. Classroom testing procedures, conversely, have benefitted from the assessment conversation, which has compelled faculty to define more specific criteria for what we expect from students, emphasizing that it matters less what students know than what they can do with what they know.  Assessment has encouraged and assisted in the move away from total reliance on paper-and-pencil tests and toward authentic or performance-based tests in more naturalistic settings.

The tendency to view education in student-centered terms of learning outcomes, however achieved, and to define faculty productivity, too, as student learning rather than traditional course loads or hours of physical presence in front of a group of students this trend, too, will most likely grow stronger as computers and various forms of communication technology become more ubiquitous in higher educational settings, moving from the margin to the mainstream (Gilbert, 1995).

Assessment practices will likely prove a fruitful source of new testing and grading techniques that will transcend the physical classroom. Classroom-based assessment, with its more naturalistic, performance-based techniques, has made us more conscious of the fundamental artificiality of the classroom, just as program level assessment has helped us to distinguish and define the essentials of learning. In short, an unintended benefit of course and classroom assessment may well be to help faculty move more effectively into the era of virtual classrooms and on-line learning (Ehrmann, 1995).

The term “artificiality” has many negative connotations as applied to the classroom. In many ways, the classroom is a sheltered environment in which students are free to learn without the drastic penalties of the “real world.”

The American Association for Higher Education (AAHE) Assessment Forum began watching assessment in the mid-1980s, as mandates began to come down from state boards and legislatures. AAHE has always insisted, without dismissing the importance of accountability, that assessment must ultimately serve educational improvement; otherwise, accountability alone would prove destructive of educational quality. This central commitment to students, classroom instructors, and improvement of teaching and learning has characterized the nine national conferences on assessment sponsored by AAHE annually since 1987. In recent years, topics more appropriate for administrators have been evident on the program: for example, systems thinking planning and budgeting, state and national perspectives, and connecting the campus with business. This shift in emphasis is reiterated with a growing sense of urgency in article such as Ewell's on the "new accountability (1991)4 and on the continuing dissatisfaction of corporate leaders and policy makers with the rate of change in the academy (1994).
 The AAHE Assessment Forum for several years has also produced a number of publications that it makes available to people for use in thinking about the issues surrounding assessment.

Are we looking here at an emerging bifurcation, a conflict, even—or a useful synergy? This chapter has documented a clear and growing emphasis within assessment practice on embedded, in-class methods that are inexpensive and elegant, closely keyed to what students are supposed to be learning in the classroom, and maximally useful in terms of feedback to instructor and student. In other words, with the lively and growing interest in portfolios, capstones, student performances, and the like, we find a closer, more effective linkage between assessment on the one hand and teaching and learning on the other. But at the same time, we find more administrative, state, and national perspectives of limited interest or utility to the classroom teachers who are ultimately responsible, one on one, for educational improvement. This despite the fact that much of the rhetoric in administrative, business, and government quarters these days is about decentralization and the need to push responsibility downward and horizontally to the people on the front lines.

Theoretically this rhetoric ought to empower the classroom teacher. But will it? Are systems thinking and the inclusion of administrators or policy makers in the conversation a sign of the maturing of the movement? Do they demonstrate that assessment is acquiring a structural foundation and becoming institutionalized in the best sense of the word? Or does assessment run the danger of turning into an empty bureaucratic agenda item, straying fatally from the grass roots gave the movement its elan and where any real hope for educational improvement ultimately resides?

The answer probably depends on how all the players involved respond. National and state policy makers need to listen carefully to the stories of assessment done right, understand the complexity of the educational process, champion good educational practices, and resist simplistic, crowd-pleasing alleged solution. Campus administrators need to "walk the talk" of empowerment and respect for front line experience. They need to turn teaching and learning into administrative priorities. Classroom teachers, meanwhile, need to keep clearly focused on the benefits of course- and classroom-based assessment. At all levels, from the capital the classroom, assessment is an indispensable tool in educational transformation.

And that, perhaps, is the answer to a final conundrum. At every conference, there are a few sincere but skeptical faculty members sitting at the back of the room during the closing keynote, thinking dark thoughts. Is assessment really necessary? Or is it merely another manifestation of the convoluted, neobaroque self-reflexivity that seems to characterize our intellectual style in the late twentieth century? Are we caught, as we consider such questions as "assessing assessment," in an infinite, self-indulgent regress with diminishing returns? Would our students and the cause of education be better served if we educators emancipated ourselves from process and fads, as Gagnon (1995)
 has argued, and devoted ourselves to real content?

But that frames the choice in a deceptively simple way. First, is assessment just another in a long line of trendy gimmicks? The movement has been going strong now for over a decade, with no sign of fading and with enough structural support-in the form of accreditation standards and mandates from boards of higher education—to keep it around for a long time to come. And there is the genuine enthusiasm of faculty who have seen assessment work. All that suggests that assessment is no ephemeral educationist fad. Beyond that, although Gagnon (1995) is enormously informed about education in the United States and at the same time brings a salutary international perspective to the debate, we need to recognize that the choice, at the college level at least, is not between empty fads and real content, but rather between competing visions of content.

As knowledgeable, committed educators agonize over that choice, assessment is no mere distraction. Used properly, as a tool and not an end in itself, assessment can force the conversation among faculty, students, employers, and other stakeholders about those content choices. Assessment, more powerfully than anything else that has appeared on the postsecondary horizon in decades, can pull faculty out of their disciplinary isolation and guide them into engagement with a larger world—a world of other disciplines and of broader educational, social, and professional needs. To speak in a parable, are we educators, like our colleagues of three hundred years ago, perhaps sitting around a table, arguing with reddened, choleric faces about the merits of this dogma, or that, even as a crowd of young Enlightenment types gathers outside the door? If indeed we run that danger, assessment is probably the tool most likely to make us look up and then invite those pesky souls into the room.
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