Knowledge surveys boost practice of the Seven Principles.

 Chickering and. Gamson (1987) summarized the outcomes of a Wingspread Conference in which attendees expressed consensus by drafting “Seven Principles of Good Practice” for succeeding with undergraduates. Developers know well that getting some faculty to adopt progressive pedagogical practices can be difficult. Most faculty relate better to content learning than to the practices that might better produce learning. The fact that knowledge surveys reach faculty where they are—with an obvious relationship to the content they value—makes these a good tool developers can use to introduce faculty to thinking toward improved practice. Knowledge surveys pre-dispose a class to making use of all seven principles.

1. Good practice encourages student - faculty contact. One reason that few students ever come to a professor’s office for help is because they are often unaware of what they do not know or understand. Once students confront a knowledge survey and understand its use, students can more clearly see their need to seek help. A pre-course survey can also reveal which students have the most confidence with the material and which do not (Figure 4). Such insights permit faculty to know something about each student and make them aware of each student’s possible needs for extra assistance before the class is even underway. Knowledge surveys also indicate which individual students really have the prerequisites needed to engage the challenges forthcoming in the course.
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Figure 4. A pre-course knowledge survey from a music theory class. Here the data is used to identify students (names have been changed) by confidence level at start of the course. Data here are averages of responses to a fifty-item survey plus a separately calculated class average (lighter bar). 

2. Good practice encourages cooperation among students. Knowledge surveys help to impart several of the five basic elements of cooperative learning (Johnson, Johnson and Smith, 1991; Millis and Cottell, 1998). Individual accountability includes the critical ability of individuals to be able to accurately assess their own level of preparedness or lack thereof. When a course has detailed disclosure, students more readily know when they have deficiencies, making them more receptive to engaging in positive interdependence, promotive interaction and group processing to overcome deficiencies. Pre-course knowledge survey results such as the kind shown in Figure 4 provide the information needed to form heterogeneous cooperative groups composed of members with known, varied abilities. 
3. Good practice encourages active learning. Knowledge surveys can be a powerful prompt for addressing high-level thinking. When students receive both good example items and a copy of Bloom’s taxonomy, they can make up their own new test questions for a unit. Such questions will address the material and appropriately high Bloom levels. A simple assignment could be: “You already have seven questions on this unit in your knowledge survey. Address the material in the unit, use Bloom’s taxonomy, and see if you can produce seven good questions that are even more challenging. If yours are better, I may use them on the knowledge survey for this course next term.” When students know the important concepts and outcomes desired in a unit lesson, groups can become resources, thus structuring peer teaching into a course while assuring quality outcomes.
4. Good practice gives prompt feedback. When a detailed knowledge survey is furnished, it allows students to monitor their progress through the course. One of the first signs that an instructor has produced a survey of good quality is a query from a student: “Will I really be able to learn all these new things?” Prompt feedback delivered by a survey is the students’ own continuous tracking of knowledge gains as the course unfolds. When students can create their original test questions that address the material at a respectable level of thinking, they have reached what probably constitutes adequate preparation and understanding. If any student must be absent, the survey immediately discloses the material missed and reveals to an extent the work required to master it.
5. Good practice emphasizes time on task. Full disclosure at the start of a course allows timely planning and study. A review sheet given out before an exam will not reveal to students what they do not know in a timely manner, and it will promote mere cramming rather than planned learning. Faculty who plan courses well and disclose them at the detail of a knowledge survey, quickly discover that the survey keeps them honest. Some student who is following his/her progress will invariably say: “Excuse me, Dr. ----, but it seems like we didn’t address that item #-- about----.” Perhaps that class launched into a discussion that carried more value than the item skipped and an expressed item of more value now replaces the original item.  On the other hand, perhaps the class launched into a digression and the instructor forgot to address a particularly important point that he/she must yet address. When a class inadvertently strays off track, knowledge surveys reveal whether straying resulted in any important omissions. Surveys also require students to engage material repeatedly. Some of the earliest research on cognition deduced the benefits of time spent in repetition to learning. The use of knowledge surveys ensures at least two additional structured engagements with the entire course material.
6. Good practice communicates high expectations. Students sometimes complain that instructors teach at one level and test at a more challenging level. Knowledge surveys offer the opportunity to detail, in a timely manner, the level of challenge that students should expect. The materials needed to build a rudimentary knowledge survey already reside in most professors’ computers—in the past examinations, quizzes, and review sheets they provided the last time they taught the course. The only work required is to arrange items from these in the order of course presentation. Students appreciate the focus that a knowledge survey brings to the study process, and they will rise to expectations conveyed in a survey, particularly if instructors assert that some of the higher-level items will likely appear on a final exam.

7. Good practice respects diverse talents and ways of learning. One of the best ways to address diverse learners is to be certain to present and engage materials in a variety of ways, in particular ways that make sense in terms of how the brain operates in the learning process (Leamnson, 1999). When one actually has a blueprint of content and levels of thinking that one wants to present, it quickly allows one to ask “What is the best way to present this item, then the following item?” Without such a plan, one can too easily end up lecturing through the entire course, even when the desired outcomes literally scream for alternative methods. A detailed plan of outcomes will obviate a correlative plan for reaching these (see “Pedagogies” Table 4). 

