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Raising the Question #8
Assessment: Is It Just Measurement?

James C. McCroskey

Until relatively recentlv, communication instructors were expected to develop a
svllabus that would describe the policies and procedures which would be tollowed in
the class, what content would be taught in the course, and how the students would be
evaluated. Typically, these syllabi were distributed to the students, and a copv was
retained by the instructor {for possible future use} and sometimes placed in a file in
the office of the department. And that was that. There usually was no review or
evaluation ot the svllabus beyond that, but in some cases, peers evaluated the svilabus
as a part of facultv reviews. These reviews generally involved just making sure the
above three elements were present. It was assumed that the instructor would follow
the svllabus, teach the class well, and fairly evaluate the student’s work. This

procedure still is followed in many institutions.
Times have changed tor instructors in many institutions, from elementarv school

to -the universitv. Two new terms have been introduced to the instructional
vocabulary that have caused considerable concern in the academic community.
These terms are learning objectives and assessinent. These terms retlect concepts that
have become commonly recognized in the elementary and secondary schools as a
function of the No Child Left Belund legislation. More and more colleges and
universities have begun to apply these concepts in higher education. The response of
faculty at all levels has been highly diversitied, from considering these concepts to be
totally irrelevant and of no value to viewing these concepts as center pieces for
improving the quality of instruction at all levels. Whether one loves or hates these
concepts and what they stand for, learning objectives and assessment are here to stav.

Let me simplify what these terms represent. Learning objectives refers to the
perceived need to determine specifically what student outcomes are expected from
either a single class or a whole instructional program before either is implemented.
Assessment refers to the perceived need to measure and evaluate the degree to which
the learning objectives are met in either a single class or a whole instructional
program during the instructional process or after its completion. As an example.

James C. McCroskev (Ed. D., Pennsvlvania State University, 1966) is an Emeritus Protessor of Communication
Studies at West Virginia University. He currently is a Scholar in Residence at the University of Alabama at
Birmingham. James C. McCroskey can be contacted at emaill@James(CMcCroskey.com

ISSN 0363-4523 (print)/ISSN 1479-3795 {online) « 2007 Nauonal Communication Association
DOI: 10.1080/03634520701528569



S0 L CO MeCrosker

oresume one iy going to teach a public speaking class, One of the learning obieciives
of the course mav be to reduce the stage fright ot the studeni speaker. Tne assessmuent
coutld be a measure of stage i_i'ij:{‘] t prios to the course and another measure of stage
Ticht at the end of the course. This learning obiective Ind iy assssment aie
piﬁ,r-;.umc_”' o provide evidence of the degree to which the instruction in the vourse hae
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'ﬂpit o the Dean's agenda was assessiment, found out ]__L-tEL‘H‘}.' rhat mai 1Y Sty chares
relt like T did. We riled against iniating mu'athm* administration -initiaied, buraat-
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1ud experenced frequently m the past,

When the Dean cwho did not seem very favorable to such a program: infermed s thal

we did not have any other option than to mstitute an assessment ’pmgrmﬂ 1 omaneile
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vom abover, my opposition solidified. Nievertheless, the Uean establisiea two

comumittees to deal with this Issue. Qne committes was constiruted ofF chalrs i the

hard sciences and mathematics. The other commitrer (to which Tawas appoinied i was

constituted of chairs in the humanitics and social sciences.
Our first meeting furned into a4 gripe session not surprisinghy L Fewever, the

cecond committee mectine included a person from Educational Psvehology, wwho did

.
L.

an excellent job explaining what was involved in such a program. The commitive
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nuch easter for the social sciences departments than it would be tor the humanmi
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md some of us already emploved them i cur classes, The chaws in humaniies were

not converted, and explained that they were teaching uppreciations. not content

nformation. Thev msisted that their faculty seldom were realls sure what was going
o be discussed in a given day because student input was very important, Thev
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nsisted that this was @ good thing and should not be changed. Atter this mecting, it
wvas decided that each department would be expected to develop a program of
assessment on s own,

While the department | chaired had a tocus on the social science ipproach, the
Sold of conynunication also embraces humanistic approaches. Many communication
departments fand schools or coileges) include humanistic programs as oie ot fnelr
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approaches, or focus on only humanistic approaches. Hence
important that we recognize thar developiig dssessmieit Progranis 15 LS D1or
difticult tor some departments and faculty members than others. cventialls fearied
‘hat those of us who have a background in Education have a much casier task than

many ot our colleagues.
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My background had actually prepared me well for the task of developing learning
objectives and assessment measures for courses and programs in the field of
Communication. (I have a B.S. in Education, M.A. In Speech with a minor
in Elementary Education, and an Ed.D. in Speech Communication with a minor in
Educational Psychology which focused on learning theorv and gquantitative research
methods.}) Our doctoral students were already getting much of the information
related to learning objectives and assessment (although we never called it that) in
their program. In addition, our two oft-campus M.A. programs (Instructional and
Organizational) were built on learning objectives and regular assessment for each
class and for the M.A. program as a whole. I had been converted without recognizing
it, and so had some of my faculty, colleagues, and graduate students. Labels make a
big difference in one’s willingness to adopt change!

Qur colleagues in the field of Communication can be leaders in the assessment
movement. In general, we (both scientific and humanistic) know what we want
students to learn. In many cases, however, we have not taken the time and effort to
put our learning goals in writing. I believe this is because so many of us simply have
never learned how to do this effectively. Guidelines which make identifying learning
objectives much easier are, and have been for over a half-century, readily available.
The most respected books in this area were written by Bloom (1956) and Krathwohl,
Bloom, and Masia (1964) and are available in just about every college and university
library in the U.S. They explain that there are three kinds of learning objectives:
cognitive learning {content/information), affective learning (attitudes, beliefs, and
values related to cognitive learning), and psycho-motor learning ( performing specific
behaviors). They expand this discussion to identify levels of each area of learning
(example for cognitive learning: from remembering dates or places to being able to

synthesize information to generate new knowledge).
Assessment skills have alreadv been mastered by many people in this field.

However, many are not aware they have them. Assessment in this context has nothing
to do with how much your house is worth! It just reters to measurement. Those of us
who do quantitative research are alreadv dependent on our skills to find or develop
measuring instruments to use in our research. Many relevant measures have been
developed by communication researchers.

The most important concern when developing a measure is to be very clear about
what is to be measured. The history of rhetorical sensitivity illustrates this coricern.
The theory behind this construct was very enticing, and 1t drew the attention of many
researchers, particularly those of us with a background in rhetoric as well as
quantitative methods. The measure for this construct, unfortunately, suffered from
extremely low reliability and poor face validity. Research on this construct declined
rapidly. Most researchers blamed the decline on the measure; however, the problem
was the fuzziness of the construct itself. For fuzzy constructs, it is impossibie to
develop a high-quality measure.

The same basic principle applies to assessment. If the learning objectives are fuzzy,
it is not possible to develop quality instruments to measure them. Hence, 1t is critical
that before assessment measures are developed, the learning objectives must be clear
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and concrete; ambigurty cannot be tolerated. Hence, we need to constder how (o
develop clear, concrete learning objectives. The first step s determining what learning

s the objective. There are two tvpes of fearning with which communication taculty

]

v need to confront: atfective and cogmitive learninyg,

will most Hke

J

Affective Learning and Teacher Lvailuation

When discussing affective fearning, we are most hkehy to be concerned with student
atfect toward the subject matter of the course. It students do not like the subiect
matter, there s much less propabilite thev will learn the subject being taught. This s
likelv to be a mator problem particularty in required courses fcourses students would
not take anless forced to do soand courses in which they nave performed poorhy in
previous  experiences fsuch as math. boghshy and public speaking:. However,
mstructional behaviors of the teacher will have a maior impact on whether students
Jdevelop positive or negative atfect m any course,

Because teacher instructional behaviors have such a large impact on student aftect
toward a course, many people contuse attect tor content with atfect toward teacher,
Atfect tor teacher tcommonly referred to o as teacher evaluation! s not aftective
lcarning, and needs to be assessed separatehy, Tt s quite possible for a student o
dislike the subiect matter but hike the teacher, or vice versa. However, mstructional
communication research has determined that both affect for the course and affect
towvard the teacher are strong predictors of cognittve learning,

Assessment of affective learning can be relatively simple. A simple nieasure that can
he used for this 1s the General Beliet Measuare (MeCroskey & Richmond, 19961, This
measure was destgned to be used tor multiple purposes. T s composcd ol six bipolar
scales teas, Good - Bad), The wstructions ask the students to indicate how heishe teels
dbout 110 this case “taking an mterpersonal communicatton class. Tt has hiah alpha
reliability tover 901, good tace vahdity, and has worked well i a wide vartety of
research studies. To assess a given course, 1t should be administered the tirst day
of class and near the Tast dayv ot class. Either the difterence scores between the two
measurement periods or just the second measurement can provide appropriate
assessinent data.

Teacher evatuation data can be obtained by using this same scale. The only
Jditterence s that the important data are those obtained at the end ot the course. You
can use the target for the student's responsces as cither “mv teacher i this class  or
the teacher’s nante. This witl work well as a direct evaluation ot the teacher, but it data
are intended o identity spectfic weakness or strengths of the teacher, the same scale
can be used with multiple targets for the student’s response te.e., "my teacher s sense
of humor,” “my teacher’s knowledge of this subject matter,” “my teacher s rairness
in grading). Most teacher evaluation measures developed by mstitutions should be
avoided because they lack reliability and often are nvalid. For instance, many
nstitutional measures ask questions about issues that are rrelevant to the teacher's

subject matter or assess methods which do not apply to the specitic course.
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Cognitive Learning

In today’s educational arena, considerable cognitive learning assessment is conducted

by means of so-called standardized tests. In theory, this appears to be an attractive
alternative. Some outside company creates the tests and often scores the results.

Assuming that the content taught is consistent with the cognitive learning objectives
tor the course, this approach offers a viable option. Unfortunately, this is rarely the
case. Only if the test-maker provides the cognitive learning objectives to the teacher
and the teacher shares those objectives with the students does this method approach
validity. The instrument must demonstrate high reliability estimates (above .80
minimum) to provide valid assessment.

In addition, when the teacher bases instruction on the provided learning
objectives, the teacher often is criticized for teaching to the test. This criticism 1s
not justified. Learning objectivds define for teachers what should be taught and what
students are supposed to learn. If all the teachers ot a particular course teach whatever
thev want and ignore the specific learning objectives, there is zero validity in the
assessment of actual cognitive learning. Teachers often complain that the tests are not

relevant to the courses they teach-—and they are correct.
When standardized tests are not available (or are unreliable or invalid), the most

common approach used is referred to as teacher-made tests. Almost evervone who has
taught has employed teacher-made tests. Unfortunately, most teachers, particularly
those who teach in higher education, have never been taught how to develop reliable
and valid tests. One of the most common complaints of students who take teacher-
made tests 1s that the test is not fair. Their complaints are usually accurate. These tests
typically are not based on cognitive learning objectives that have been shared with the
students. If students do not know what they are supposed to learn, most likely they
will not learn it. The assessment of students’ cognitive learning is invalid. It 1s vital
that the teacher have clear, understandable cognitive learning objectives to provide
the students and to guide the teacher’s instruction. While multiple-guess and true-—
talse tests are easy to correct by machine, it is difficult to develop tests of this tvpe that
have high reliability and validity. Short-answer questions are likely to be more valid
when the cognitive learning objectives are available to students. and the teachers
address the objectives in their instruction. These tests, ot course, take longer to score
and are often subject to rater fatigue and potential rater biases which reward
verbosity, correct punctuation, neatness, and spelling. Several strategies can reduce
such biases, such as creating first a model answer or outlining key points students are
expected to provide and preassigning points to various parts of an answer.

Conclusion

Assessment is here to stay. We use it wisely, or it is worse than worthless. To make
assessment beneficial, it must be visible to all involved. The instructor must be able to
obtain or create the affective and cognitive learning objectives, and have these
approved by their superiors. The students must be apprised of the cognitive learning
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on the atfective learning of the students. Appropriate assessments miust be
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of our faculty fearn about and implement fearnimge objectives 1 their Classes
must also learn encugh about measuring  mstructional cutcomes
assessment 15 based on valid meast SHOrt of this, Assessment 15 st
waste of valuable resources.
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