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ABSTRACT

This chapter describes Coker College’s subjective performance assessment program to rate student
thinking and communication skills. It uses a discussion of the epistemology of assessment to motivate
an emphasis on direct observation by experts as the basis for “authentic” assessment for complex learn-
ing outcomes. Results from Coker College’s experience are given and discussed in the context of this
approach. The purpose of this chapter is to give a philosophical framework and practical methods that

can help institutions assess liberal arts learning outcomes. Such assessments can provide information

crucial to improving programs and pedagogy and form the basis for institutional effectiveness reports

to stakeholders.

INTRODUCTION

Becausethisisacase study, we will be interested in
implementations and details and uses of data. But
these are more valuable if we know the rationale
behind the assessment methods, so we begin with
an examination of the measurement of learning
outcomes. The questions we address are in turn
theoretical and practical: What can we know, and
how can we know it? How does work in practice?

Answers to these questions are explored in detail
in the following sections:

. The Nature of Assessment

. Measurement and Reality

. Measurement and Probability

. Subjective Measurement

. Authentic Assessment in Practice
. Defining Outcomes

. Gathering Data
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. Institutional uses of Assessment Data
. Program uses of Assessment Data

. FACS in the Classroom

. Reliability and Validity

. CONCLUSION

. Advantages

. Challenges

. Conclusion

It can be the case that an assessment program
is put into place without asking these questions,
but this may invite confusion when the results
arrive.

There are many options open to an institution
wishing to assess general education or liberal
arts skills like thinking and communication.
Standardized testing and portfolio assessment
are two examples at opposite ends of a spectrum
of possibilities. In this chapter we will derive a
kind of performance testing.

Performance testing includes such varied pro-
cedures as observing a foreign-language student
having a conversation in the foreign language,
requiring science students to conduct a real ex-
periment, asking students to work together as a
group and observing the interaction, and giving
problems that have no answer or more than one
correctanswerand observing astudent’s approach.
(Kaplan & Saccuzzo, 2004, p. 631)

The description above makes it clear that the
observer is crucial to this form of assessment.
At Coker College, course instructors use normal
class work to find opportunities for observing
performance. As we shall see, there is a trade-off
between this hands-on approach and objectivity
(and hence reliability), but the results will support
this decision.

We will first seek an understanding of what
measurement is, and in the process reject overly
deterministic models like fill-in-the-bubble tests
for the purpose of assessing complex outcomes.
We are not alone in this: “The ‘new’ assessment
currently being called for by the National Educa-
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tion Association and others is performance test-
ing.” (Kaplan & Saccuzzo, 2004, p. 631).

True performance testing tries to maximize
reliability by carefully controlling testing con-
ditions. See (Harris, 2002, pg. 81) for a list of
testing components including “[...] specification
of the steps or actions required to perform the
test, typically in the order in which they are to
be performed.” This will prove to be a bit too
restrictive for our agenda of assessing educational
outcomes that are not the results of a step-by-step
process. We will use the term “authentic assess-
ment” instead, although in the literature the two
terms are sometimes used interchangeably. In
our case “authentic assessment” will depend less
on rigid specifications and more on subjective
judgment by experts.

THE NATURE OF ASSESSMENT

Observation is crucial to assessment, and we
begin there, with the idea of perception and its
subjectivity. An example often used to illustrate
the subjective nature of perception is the sense of
color. People agree through consensus that there
is such a thing as the color red, and the idea of
redness is therefore useful in the communication
of information. We cannot directly know how
someone else perceives color, but a nearly univer-
sal agreement among observers creates meaning.
The degree of this agreement varies, however,
depending on what is being observed. Judgments
about traits like thinking or communication skills
will likely have less agreement among observers
than if they were looking at a color swatch. This
does not mean that thinking and communicating
are immune to observation or that we cannot use-
fully assess them in an educational setting, but it
does mean that the results will be more subject to
debate. Therefore, the reliability of such assess-
ments will necessarily be lower than if we had,
say, weighed the students to find their masses.
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