
Tool Time

Ephraim Schechter
Associate Director, University Planning & Analysis
North Carolina State University
(919) 515-6209
ephraim_schechter@ncsu.edu

Virginia Assessment Group Fall Conference
Williamsburg VA, November 3-5 1999



Tool Time

Guys and tools

When the tools overwhelm the project



When the tools overwhelm the project

“If it’s assessment, does it have to be 
standardized testing?”



Assessment is...

…what I don’t want my tools to 
overwhelm



Assessment involves...

“…making our expectations explicit and public; setting 
appropriate criteria and high expectations for learning 
quality; systematically gathering, analyzing, and 
interpreting evidence to determine how well 
performance matches those expectations and standards; 
and using the resulting information to document, 
explain, and improve performance…” (Angelo, 1995)

• Explicit goals
• Monitor progress toward goals
• Use the information to improve the program



Assessment is for...

• Program improvement
• Telling the story

• Put program improvement first



Assessment requires...

• Program-level buy-in

• “Draw from the top”
• The 10th principle of good practice for assessing 

student learning (Banta et al., 1996)
• See AAHE’s “9 Principles of good practice for 

assessing student learning”

• Effort



Assessment tools shouldn’t be more 
important than...

• Gathering useful information

• Figuring out what it means

• Making sure the information is used



Key questions

What’s your purpose in doing this 
assessment?

• What’s it for?
• Who’s it for?



Tools to...

• Coordinate the assessment process

• Produce the data

• Present the results



Tools to coordinate the assessment process



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Tracking assessment activities 

Record:

• Intended outcomes 
• ...and their relationships to unit/institution missions

• For each intended outcome
• How performance was assessed
• What was found
• How the information was used

• What’s done when, and by whom



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Web forms for department reports

George Mason University: Program goals



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Web forms for department reports

GMU: Evaluation methods



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Web forms for department reports

GMU: Evaluation methods



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Web forms for department reports

GMU: Evaluation methods



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Web forms for department reports

GMU: Major findings and changes



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Forms to track assessment activities

Institutional Effectiveness Associates



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Forms to track assessment activities

IEA -- Goals and outcomes



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Forms to track assessment activities

IEA -- Assessment method and results



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Forms to track assessment activities

TracDat -- Objectives



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Forms to track assessment activities

TracDat -- Observations



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Forms to track assessment activities

TracDat -- Student Portfolios



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Tracking assessment activities 

Benefit: helps...

• Make sure things get done

• Make sure things get done on schedule

• Show others what’s done



Tools to coordinate the assessment process:
Tracking assessment activities 

Risk: “Not those forms again!”

• Focus on
• Record-keeping rather than information use
• Reporting rather than improvement



Tools to produce data



Tools to produce data:
Web surveys

NC State University sophomore survey
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Tools to produce data:
Web surveys

NC State sophomore survey



Tools to produce data:
Web surveys

Benefits:

• Attract attention

• Easy administration

• Easy data capture



Tools to produce data:
Web surveys

Risk: Response bias from unevenly distributed 
Web/email use 

• Students’ use of email varies
• With major
• With GPA
• Data from: University of Colorado-Boulder

• Web surveys for distance-education students



Key questions

What’s your purpose in doing this 
assessment?

• What’s it for?
• Who’s it for?



Tools to produce data:
“Ear to the ground” surveying

• CU-Boulder’s “Ask Ralphie”

• University of Massachusetts-Amherst: 
“Pulse”



Tools to produce data:
“Ear to the ground” surveys
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Tools to produce data:
“Ear to the ground” surveys



Tools to produce data:
“Ear to the ground” surveys

“Ask Ralphie”

• Convenience sample

• Unstructured data-gathering

• Searcheable, analyzable email files



Tools to produce data:
“Ear to the ground” surveys

“Pulse”

• Structured topical phone interviews

• Random sample

• CATI data entry



Tools to produce data:
“Ear to the ground” surveys

Benefits:

• Current topics

• Maintains interest
• Respondents
• Audience for reports



Tools to produce data:
“Ear to the ground” surveys

Trade-off: Ease vs generalizability
• “Ralphie”

• Uses data gathered for another purpose
• Eyeball analysis
• Convenience sample
• Unstructured/uncontrolled topics

• “Pulse”
• Labor-intensive
• Random samples
• Structured/controlled topics



Key question:
What’s it for?

• Quick check to identify possible topics 
for followup?

• Characterize population’s experiences 
or opinions?



Tools to produce data:
“Point & click” analysis

• Statistical software

• Accommodates various levels of 
sophistication



Tools to produce data:
“Point & click” analysis

Benefits:

• Built-in data management

• Fast

• Powerful analyses



Tools to produce data:
“Point & click” analysis

Risk:

• “No special training in statistics 
[or research design] is needed…”



Tools to present the results

Assessment Web sites



Tools to present the results:
Assessment Web sites

Benefits:

• Widely accessible

• Up-to-date information



Tools to present the results:
Assessment Web sites

Risk: Reducing utility with the “latest and 
best” effects 

• Are Java effects worth the start-up time?

• Are frames really needed?



Tools to present the results:
Assessment Web sites

Java effects: Western Carolina University
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Tools to present the results:
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Java effects: Western Carolina University



Tools to present the results:
Assessment Web sites

Java effects: SUCCEED
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Tools to present the results:
Assessment Web sites

Java effects: SUCCEED



Tools to present the results:
Assessment Web sites

Frames:Assessment & Evaluation on the Net



Tools to present the results:
Assessment Web sites

Frames: Academic Assessment at Virginia Tech



Key question:
Who’s it for?

• Internal or external audience?

• Knowledgeable or naïve audience?



Key question:
Internal or external audience?

University of Colorado-Boulder



Key question:
Knowledgeable or naïve audience?
Southern Illinois University-Edwardsville



Tools to present the results:
Assessment Web sites

For more ideas, see:

• AIR’s “Structures of data” project

• Internet Resources for Higher Education Outcomes 
Assessment

• The post-conference workshop “Using the Internet 
and World Wide Web for Assessment”



Key questions:
What’s it for? Who’s it for?

• Can be applied to any tool

• Know your tools well
• Select for useful information
• Remember your

• Purpose
• Audience


