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      Students’ Learning Assessment and Course Evaluations: shared goals, conflicting procedures 

 Assessment is a multi-stage, multi-dimensional, ongoing and systematic process of 

collecting information from multiple and diverse sources, seeking to understand what students 

know and how does that knowledge benefit them (Huga & Freed, 2000). Assessment's primary 

purposes are to assess effectiveness and to analyze and interpret the data obtained to improve 

student learning (Keeling, Wall, Underhile & Dungy, 2008; Huga & Freed, 2000). Student 

learning assessment goes as far back as 1063 when the University of Bologna used “juried 

reviews” to demonstrate student learning (Bresciani, Gardner & Hickmott, 2010). In the US, 

there are examples of student assessment during colonial times, when Harvard University 

assessed learning by encouraging students to participate in weekly disputes (Bresciani et al., 

2010). For too long, assessment was used in higher education as a means of tracking students’ 

progress towards a degree rather than evaluating students’ knowledge and how does that impact 

them (Keeling et al., 2008). Robust assessment practice is multi-faced and looks horizontally 

across divisions, colleges, programs to assess the continuum of learning (Keeling et al., 2008).  

 There are five dimensions of proper assessment: 1) used, 2) valued, 3) clear and 

meaningful goals, 4) cost-effective, 5) reasonably accurate and truthful results (Suskie, 2006). In 

other words, the assessment has to be a cost-effective process that has clear goals which will lead 

to obtaining accurate results that will be valued and used in informing decision making for 

further developing students’ learning at any given university. To ensure consistency in 

assessment and to set the norm for what good practice means, the American Association for 

Higher Education developed nine principles of good practice for assessing student learning: 1) 

begin with educational values, 2) assessment is most effective when it considers learning as a 
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multi-dimensional, integrated, and shown in performance over time, 3) have clear explicitly 

stated goals, 4) does not focus only on the outcomes, but on the experiences that led to those 

outcomes, 5) it has to be ongoing, not episodic, 6) involves representatives from across the 

educational community, 7) collects useful information that people care about, 8) leads to 

improvement when is part of a broader set of initiatives that promote change, and 9) through 

assessment, educators meet the responsibilities of students and the public (Banta & Cross, 1996).  

There are a few different types of assessment: 1) tracking (i.e., how many students use a 

particular service such as the tutoring services or the library), 2) satisfaction (i.e., how satisfied 

are students with a specific service or facility), 3) campus climate and its influence on student 

outcomes, 4) needs assessment (i.e., what hours of the library would work best for students), 5) 

benchmarking (i.e., internal, when one department compares to another, or external, when one 

institution compares to the another one), 6) policy analysis - based on if/then scenarios (i.e., 

assessing the impact of replacing junk food vendors with healthy food vendors on campus), and, 

of the utmost importance and the core of education, 7) learning outcomes (Brazelton, 2019a). 

Assessing learning outcomes is crucial for understanding the effectiveness of programs as 

student learning outcomes point towards the “knowledge, skills, attitudes, dispositions, core 

values and habits of mind” that students developed and will take with them once they leave their 

respective universities (Brazelton, 2019b). There are direct (i.e., capstones, portfolios, student 

reflections, observations of student behavior, internships) and indirect measures of student 

learning (grades, retention and graduation rates, scores on standardized tests, course evaluations, 

and more) (Brazelton, 2019b).  
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 Research suggests that direct measures of assessing student learning are by far the most 

accurate methods of assessment (Weldy & Turnipseed, 2010; Calderon, 2013). At the opposite 

pole, the indirect methods are not as accurate and sometimes do not even measure what they 

think they are, generating false results of students’ learning outcomes (Calderon, 2013). Grades 

and course evaluations are ones of the most controversial and inferior methods of learning 

assessment, as they contain very little relevant and objective information (Knight, 2002). Course 

evaluations suggest that students seek more highly rated teachers while revealing that student 

ratings usually align with class observer and alumni ratings (Kulik, 2001). Course evaluations 

measure instructor’s showmanship, vocal expressiveness, body language, and reflect lenient 

grading (Kulik, 2001). At best, course evaluations indicate that the more a student learned, the 

less highly they rated the course and their instructor, as opposed to students who learned the least 

and rated their instructor the highest (Rodin & Rodin, 1972). However, course evaluations can be 

valuable especially when they ask the right questions, report response rates and score 

distributions, and are complemented by other various ways and methods of evaluating teaching 

and student learning (Stark & Freishtat, 2014).  

 The questions used on the Northern Arizona University’s (NAU) course evaluation form 

most likely do not assess students’ learning outcomes but are rather measuring instructor’s 

performance in that given class. Even though the NAU course evaluation is divided into four 

main and relevant sections (organization and explanation of materials, learning environment, 

self-regulated learning, and overall opinion), sixteen out of the twenty questions present on the 

form are in fact assessing the instructor, and not the student’s learning (i.e., “My instructor 

explains difficult materials clearly”, “My instructor is available to me on matters pertaining to 
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the course”, “My instructor gives assignments that are stimulating to me”). Furthermore, the 

remaining four questions address subjective aspects such as student’s liking of the subject, 

instructor, and the classroom (Northern Arizona University, n.d.). Unfortunately, NAU’s course 

evaluation form is the perfect example of what is wrong with course evaluations: they are not 

measuring effectiveness but are rather subjective and statistically flawed (Lawrence, 2018).  

 To improve NAU’s course evaluation form and to ensure that it measures teacher 

effectiveness indeed, the form and its questions should be evaluated periodically (Suskie, 2006). 

A more productive course evaluation form should be balanced between various categories of 

assessment, such as instructor focused assessment, course-specific questions, student 

self-evaluation questions, and open-ended questions (Berkeley Center for Teaching and 

Learning, n.d.). The instructor-focused assessment is measuring a few different dimensions: 1) 

presentation of content (i.e., “the instructor clearly presented the skills to be learned”), 2) clarity 

of expectations or directions (i.e., “the instructor clearly articulated the standards of performance 

for the course”), 3) helpfulness/availability (i.e., “the instructor helped me define the goals and 

scope of the project”), 4) useful/clear feedback on performance (i.e., “the instructor provided 

meaningful feedback on my work”), 5) encouraging of participation/discussion (i.e., “the 

instructor encouraged student contributions”), and 6) overall teaching effectiveness (i.e., “how 

successful was the instructor in creating an environment that was conducive to learning?”) 

(Berkeley Center for Teaching and Learning, n.d.). The course specific questions should assess 

1) course content (organization, clarity of expectations/directions) (i.e., “the course provided an 

appropriate balance between instruction and practice”), 2) application and specific skill 

development (i.e., “the course developed my ability to interact with diverse groups of people”), 
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3) theory/content knowledge (i.e., “the course allowed me to synthesize fundamental knowledge 

and skills”), and 4) course overall (i.e., “how satisfied were you with this course?”) (Berkeley 

Center for Teaching and Learning, n.d.). The NAU course evaluation form should include a 

section dedicated to student self-evaluation which would include questions such as “On average, 

how many hours per week have you spent on this course, including attending classes, doing 

readings, reviewing notes, writing papers, and any other course-related work?” and “How 

satisfied were you with your effort in this course?”(Berkeley Center for Teaching and Learning, 

n.d.). Furthermore, NAU’s course evaluation form should include open-ended questions that 

allow students to express their thoughts and suggestions (i.e., “Please identify what you consider 

to be the strengths of the course”; “Feedback for other students: What advice would you give to 

another student who is considering taking this course?”) (Berkeley Center for Teaching and 

Learning, n.d.).  

Should NAU decide to update their course evaluation form, the data obtained would be 

relevant for all the Higher Learning Commissions’ Criterion 4B purposes, which requires that the 

following are to be included on the assessment as part of the accreditation process: 1) the 

institution has clearly stated goals for student learning and effective processes for assessment of 

student learning and achievement of learning goals, 2) the institution assesses achievement of the 

learning outcomes that it claims for its curricular and co-curricular programs, 3) the institution 

uses the information gained from assessment to improve student learning, and 4) the institution’s 

processes and methodologies to assess student learning reflect good practice, including the 

substantial participation of faculty and other instructional staff members (Higher Learning 

Commission, n.d.).  
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 In addition to the updated course evaluation form, perhaps NAU would consider 

performing a horizontal assessment that looks across the programs, departments, and colleges to 

track student success, especially in this continually growing interdisciplinary university 

environment (Keeling et al., 2008). Furthermore, the university should consider implementing 

longitudinal measures of student learning assessment because while it is essential to know how 

students are doing in real time, it is equally important to know how they are doing over time 

(Keen & Hall, 2009). Incorporating various methods of assessments, along with longitudinal 

measures would make a very good case of rigorous assessment and would set the bar high for all 

the other local, and perhaps national, universities.  
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