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How do we know which type of 
evidence is most likely to tell the 
story of learning in our program?

How can we leverage the research 
traditions of our discipline for use 
in assessment of learning?

Do we have to use numbers to 
explain student learning?

Why are you asking us to prioritize 
“direct” evidence over “indirect” 
evidence?

How should we judge our findings?  
Against whose standards?







Which type(s) of evidence are 
most likely to tell the story of 

learning in your program?





Inform the program



Inform the program



The story of student learning



Direct Indirect

Quantitative Qualitative

Locally-developed Published (national)

Embedded Added-on

Formative assessment Summative assessment

Traditional Performance (alternative)

Objective Subjective

Longitudinal Cross-sectional

Program assessment 
(learning context)

Student learning outcomes

Suskie (2009)



Direct Indirect

Rubric-scored writing sample Course grade

Rubric-scored performance task Course evaluations

Employer evaluation Satisfaction measures (Kirkpatrick)

Select psychometrically-validated tests Awards, recognitions

Knowledge tests Post-bac. placement rates

Portfolio artifacts, reflections

Alumni survey? Student survey?

Caution about using GPA, grades, satisfaction as measures of learning



Quantitative Qualitative

Structured, pre-determined values Flexible, naturalistic, exploratory.  
Humanistic?  But also still 
structured and systematic

Test scores, rubric ratings, many 
survey questions 

Focus groups, structured interviews, 
document analysis

Operations include: 
Measures of central tendency, frequency 

distributions, regression models, 
correlations, ANOVA, etc.

Methods include:  phenomenology, 
case studies



Locally-developed Published (national)

Developed at the institution Developed by external organization, 
institution, or consortium

Targets a localized topic or question Tests generalized constructs; less 
detailed?

Usually free May have to get permission first

Can take a long time to develop a good
instrument

Can be expensive

Harder to validate and establish 
reliability

Rigorously tested.  Validated with high 
degrees of reliability.

No national norms for comparison National and institutional norms usually 
available

Greater perceived legitimacy?



Embedded Added-on

Happens within the learning 
experience

Additional work outside class See

general education presentation for SACS

“Double duty”:  May measure 
learning within course and a major

Can provide informational
supplemental to that which is 
collected in class

Locally designed Contributes to assessment fatigue

Grades or feedback provided

Which approach is easier to implement?
Which approach is more likely to achieve buy-in from students?

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B-d-0e_y1ZawSnVHZ1psUUd5S0E/view?usp=sharing


Formative assessment Summative assessment

Enriches learning in real time Occurs at the end of a learning 
experience

Most effective for assessment-as-
feedback

Most effective for assessment-as-
compliance

Internally focused Internally and externally focused

May need to drill-down to 
understand results

A natural relationship between formative and summative assessment!



Traditional Performance (authentic)

Multiple-choice tests, essays, oral 
exams

Demonstrate a skill, often in
response to a real-world task

Focus is on evaluation not learning 
feedback

Task or prompt is accompanies by 
a scoring guide (rubric)

Administered in controlled 
settings

Messy performance task may have 
many “correct” answers

Portfolios (See AAEEBL)

http://www.aaeebl.org


Objective Subjective

Single correct answer Many possible answers; answers of 
varying quality

No professional judgment needed Scoring/feedback require expertise

Feedback is limited Feedback may be rich

Easier, faster to evaluate
(QLRA example)

Time-consuming to evaluate  
(See CAT example)

Better at evaluating higher-order skills 
and competencies

Facilitates deeper, engaged learning

Harder to achieve reliability, over time 
and across multiple graders

http://scholarcommons.usf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1147&context=numeracy
https://www.tntech.edu/cat/about/


Longitudinal (time-series) Cross-sectional

Estimate differences in learning or 
competency over time

Look at differences between two 
samples at a moment in time

Only possible with a stable sample Can be used when you have two 
different samples, or when the 
sample changes over time

Not mutually-exclusive!



Program assessment 
(learning context)

Student learning 
outcomes

Number of enrolled students Metacognitive gains

Rate of attrition from program Mastered competencies and skills

Satisfaction with specific courses



(Behaviors)

(Behaviors)

Suskie (2009)



About course evaluations (link)

https://assessment.trinity.duke.edu/evaluations/


About course evaluations (link)

Know

Understand

Apply

Analyze

Synthesize

Evaluate

https://assessment.trinity.duke.edu/evaluations/


Direct Indirect

Quantitative Qualitative

Locally-developed Published (national)

Embedded Added-on

Formative assessment Summative assessment

Traditional Performance (alternative)

Objective Subjective

Longitudinal Cross-sectional

Program assessment (learning context) Student learning outcomes

Bubble 

form



Direct Indirect

Quantitative Qualitative

Locally-developed Published (national)

Embedded Added-on

Formative assessment Summative assessment

Traditional Performance (alternative)
Objective Subjective

Longitudinal Cross-sectional

Program assessment (learning context) Student learning outcomes

Art 

portfolio



Direct Indirect

Quantitative Qualitative

Locally-developed Published (national)

Embedded Added-on

Formative assessment Summative assessment

Traditional Performance (alternative)
Objective Subjective

Longitudinal Cross-sectional

Program assessment (learning context) Student learning outcomes

Lab report



Direct Indirect

Quantitative Qualitative

Locally-developed Published (national)

Embedded Added-on

Formative assessment Summative assessment

Traditional Performance (alternative)

Objective Subjective
Longitudinal Cross-sectional

Program assessment (learning context) Student learning outcomes

Computer 

program



Direct Indirect

Quantitative Qualitative

Locally-developed Published (national)

Embedded Added-on

Formative assessment Summative assessment

Traditional Performance (alternative)
Objective Subjective

Longitudinal Cross-sectional

Program assessment (learning context) Student learning outcomes

Research 

paper



Direct Indirect
Quantitative Qualitative

Locally-developed Published (national)

Embedded Added-on
Formative assessment Summative assessment

Traditional Performance (alternative)

Objective Subjective

Longitudinal Cross-sectional

Program assessment (learning context) Student learning outcomes

Open-

ended 

survey



The story of student learning









[ Your assessment portfolio ]
Direct and indirect evidence

https://www.csuohio.edu/slc/examples-direct-and-indirect-measures


What are the influential research 
traditions in your discipline?

[ Contrasted with the principles of action research ]



How should we judge our findings?  
Against whose standards?

Local standards Are students meeting our own standards?  

External standards Are students meeting standards set by someone else?

Internal peer benchmark
How do our students compare to peers within out 
course, program, division, or college?

External peer benchmark How do our students compare to peers at other colleges?

Best practices benchmark How do students compare to the best of their peers?

Value-added benchmark Are our students improving over time?  

Historical trends 
benchmark

Is our program improving?

Suskie (2009)



The take-aways:
Student Learning 

Outcomes and 
curriculum maps should 

guide the selection of 
appropriate measures.

You have the 
autonomy to 

determine 
standards of 
judgment.

There’s no silver 
bullet.  We balance 
and blend multiple 
measures to tell the 

story of student 
learning.

The teaching and 
research traditions of 

your field also can 
inform the ways you 

study student learning.  
Be authentic to your 

discipline.


