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Dear Subscribers,

   In the following presentation, Lisa Brewster describes how and why she uses course-level assessment in her speech classes at Miramar College.  
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To say we need to develop course-learning outcomes and a level of assessment that validates these learning outcomes requires many to reprogram their way of thought.  Just "adding in" varying assessment methods does not guarantee that students will reap the benefits of your alterations.  This change requires a completely new way of thinking, moving from a discipline-centered class towards a student-centered class.  I must admit, based on research and on my own practices, when done correctly course level assessment is highly effective.  

Before I begin, let me state that course level assessment is not a means to an end, rather it is the end to a means.  This point is critical, as it will not only alter how you view the movement towards accountability but also how you approach it in the classroom.  

TEACHING, LEARNING, AND ASSESSMENT: HOW DO THEY INTERCONNECT? 

We know more about learning than we ever have.  In fact, recently researchers have been able to unravel how the brain processes information.  Ken Wesson (2001) states there are several factors that help people learn.  First, people learn better, when they are with other people, i.e. working in groups.  Second, people learn better, when they are required to think.   Thinking helps the learner relate the information to something familiar to them, which often has an emotional tie and information that is emotional, is processed.  This viewpoint moves learning from a passive process to an active one, which is exactly what adult learners need.  They need to be not only self-motivated but also involved in the learning process.  The actual learning process involves creating more neurons and connections between those neurons, which is best achieved when students can create connections between the material taught and their lives.  Unfortunately, research has shown that students do not inherently know how to be active learners (Felder and Brent (2000)).  Consequently, this places more of the focus on teachers to develop classrooms that train adults how to be ethical self-learners.  

My classes are very self-directed and student's who are not used to this type of learning, often feel a lot of stress.  I place the responsibility of learning on them, I can teach them only so much, but they have to be willing and responsible for the actual learning of it.  Class time is filled with a lot of variety: for example a typical class may include discussions, lectures, activities, group assignments, speeches, and writing.  I remove the focus from me the teacher and place it on them the learners, to teaching it to one other.  In other words, it is the student's responsibility to learn and while I am a tool, they are responsible for the act of learning.

Active learning requires active teaching, it requires that the teacher is involved in the learning process, is utilizing all of the information on learning and learning styles to help develop classes.  Active learning requires teachers to work harder and while it may be frustrating at times, the end-result is incredible.   As best stated by author Richard Bach says: "Learning is finding out what you already know.  Doing is demonstrating that you know it.  Teaching is reminding others that they know just as well as you.  We are all doers, learners, and teachers (Bowman, Sharon (2000)).   If you are to look at teaching as a tool to help students uncover the information, first you must examine what type of class you teach: discipline-centered, instructor-centered, or student-centered (Dressel & Marcus).  Nowadays, when asked what type of class do you teach most people respond, "student-centered" but is your class really student-centered?  In a discipline-centered class, the content is the driving force of the course.  Every class revolves around content and structure.  In an instructor-centered class, the instructor is the driving force.  Every class revolves around the instructor and the knowledge that he/she has.  In a student-centered class, the class revolves around both the content and the instructor.  It takes into account the many biases that exist in the world and in education and uses both the content and the instructor to help the individual students learn at their own pace and in their own way.  

In a student-centered class, the instructor acknowledges the varying learning types, includes the use of several multiple intelligences in class, incorporates activities and group projects, and uses various modes of teaching.  In other words, the teacher is not the focus of learning, the student is (Bowman, Sharon).   I teach students how to learn and how to communicate in my speech classes.  These real world skills give them the tools to succeed.  In reality, I cannot make the students learn the content rather I can only give them the tools to learn it.  When I think about that, isn't that what higher education is all about?  According to Cheryl Lowry, "Higher education should help train adults to be self-learners and do so ethically" (1989).  

My classes revolve around the student, their learning, and the goals I have defined for each class, a more student-centered approach.  My philosophy is that the person who talks the most is the person who learns most; therefore, since I already know this, I should not be occupying most of the speaking time.  I once heard someone tell me to teach half as long as their age.  Realistically, I cannot teach 9 minutes in a 1 hour and 20 minute class, but then again, I do not have to teach the entire 1 hour and 20 minutes.  Kay McKinney says it best, "Much of what happens in class is a waste of time.  Information passes from the teachers mouth to the students notes never once entering into their brains."  Aside from students being responsible for learning, I too have responsibilities in the class.  If I choose to use this teaching style than I am responsible for guiding them in a way that will promote learning.  I need to provide the environment; the assignments and the activities that help them understand the information.

When all of this works and teaching and learning are really occurring, then true assessments need to be done to foster further learning.  I use assessments as a way to encourage students to continue learning.  Each assessment I use will provide students with information to continue the development of their knowledge.  According to Janice Denton (2001), "Assessment is the systematic collection of information about student learning and the use of that information will improve the learning and teaching process in the class, in a program, and at an institution".  Consequently, when we are devising course level assessments we need to ask ourselves two questions: what should students be able to do when they have completed this lesson? And, does my assessment measure the type of learning I used?  According to Janice Denton (2001), there is a process to assessment.  First, look at what you want students to learn.  Be specific, what content is critical for them to know and remember after the course has ended.  Second, make sure that you develop assessment techniques that actually measure that.  It is best to use multiple measures, as typically students excel in one area and not in another.  For example, you may have a student who is an excellent test taker but a very poor speaker.  Consequently, if you only have one assessment technique, your technique may be biased against certain students.  Lastly, develop an assessment technique that guides students.  Gail Ferrall (2000) states, "Assessment needs to help students quantify their learning and their behaviors towards learning."  When assessment is used to foster learning and as a developmental tool rather than an end to a means, students can learn from them and better themselves. 

I view assessment in my classes not as a means to an end but as a tool to help students achieve their goals.  I have developed RUBRICS for my courses as well as corresponding grade sheets and give these to the students the first day of class.  I encourage students to question me, to participate, and to be involved in the grading process.  Recently, I have begun forcing this involvement in the grading process and have found the results to be very powerful.  One of the criteria in my speech classes is that I record all of the speeches.  Following the speech, students must watch their speech and type up a short paper on what they did well, what they need to improve and how they will improve.  While this has been helpful, when I required that students must grade themselves, the results of my assignment were incredible.  Students have to grade their speeches using the RUBRIC and grade sheet I had given them the first class session.  This assignment helps students critically analyze their own speeches to give them a better understanding of how a speech is graded.  Those who spend the time analyzing, reviewing, and synthesizing, learn.  The bottom line:  they learn what skills they already have and/or need to have, in order to be an effective speaker. 

Recently, I also moved to a group midterm.  Students are completely unaware of this prior to the exam, so that each student studies as if they ere taking the test alone.  In the instructions, I tell them to find a partner, one who is equally prepared (as a side note: it is amazing how many friends who have signed up for this class together find another partner).  They take a harder exam than I would give if done individually, but do better.  This collaborative experience is very similar to what they will experience in the "real-world" where sharing and compromise co-exist.

Since beginning my research with student learning outcomes several years ago, I have transformed my classes into an amazing learning experience.  I have learned to incorporate the various learning strategies into my teaching techniques.  I incorporate students participation, discussion and learning in every class, and I try to show them that learning needs to come from within that in order to succeed, they need self-motivation.  I am not by any means saying that every student learns from me and that every student enjoys this experience, but most do.  Moreover, with the ones that do learn, I seem to make an impression in them, a transition from just being a student to becoming a true learner.
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