
Selecting Assessment Measures 
Assessment measures are products of student work that have been identified for evaluation of 
students' proficiency or mastery of a learning outcome.  

Why can’t I just use course grades? 
• Course grades typically incorporate criteria – such as attendance, participation, and effort – 

that are not direct measures of learning. 
• Impossible to standardize syllabi, or grading of assignments by each instructor of a course. 
• With respect to validity, course grades are limited because evidence to support the 

students’ mastery of the learning outcome cannot be adequately established (AERA, APA, & 
NCME, p. 11.) 

• Course grades thwart the process of systematically examining patterns of student learning 
across courses and programs 

       Source: Carnegie Mellon University – Eberly Center  

What should I look for when selecting an assessment 
measure for my program? 
Measures should… 

• Be collected at the individual student level (no group assignments) 
 

• Clearly relate to the learning outcome (valid) 
 

• Be direct measures of student learning (evidence from student work products) and not 
based on student progression or opinion e.g., surveys, graduation rates, course 
completions) 
 

• Provide meaningful and useful information 
 

• Incorporate what you already have in place e.g., Course-embedded assessment measures 
 

• Include an ambitious but attainable performance target or benchmark  

What are different types of assessment measures? 
Assessment measures are classified as wither direct or indirect.  Direct assessment measures are 
typically tangible work products that students developed while in the course of the program and 
can be evaluated objectively.  Examples of assessment measures include: 

• Examinations: select specific questions or to insert specific questions into an exam (often 
•                the Final Exam) to be used to assess specific course learning objectives. 
• Course papers, essays, research papers and projects 
• Performances and speaking opportunities  
• Field Experiences, lab reports and internships: Student reports which are produced in 

field experiences, laboratory experiments or reflective evaluations of internship 
experiences can be used to assess their learning in such course activities. 



• Pre/Post tests: A knowledge assessment instrument that is administered in the beginning
and at the end of the course

• Student portfolios: A collection of different assessment activities for which a student may
be evaluated

• Capstone evaluations: Is an assessment of the general education experience within a given
major. It evaluates the development of skills in content and application throughout the
general education program

Indirect assessment methods provide some indication that students have acquired some level of 
knowledge but do not incorporate the collection and evaluation of student work products that tell 
specifically what students have learned in the program.  For example, consider the comprehensive 
exam for a doctoral program as an assessment measure. 

Distinguishing between direct and indirect measures 
Example: The Comprehensive Exam 

Direct Measure Indirect Measure 
Identify topic(s)s to be tested in the 
comprehensive exam that are evidence of 
student mastery of a particular learning 
outcome.  A representative from the student’s 
comprehensive exam committee rates the 
student’s proficiency on that topic using a 
scoring guide. 

Reporting the number of students in the 
program who complete and/or successfully 
pass the comprehensive exam by a particular 
point in the program. 

Certainly, reporting the numbers of students passing the comprehensive exam reflects that some 
students are progressing through the program. However, because there is variation across 
programs regarding the content and rigor of a comprehensive exam, a direct assessment of 
students’ performance on specific criteria is preferred. 



How do I select a good measure for a particular learning 
outcome? …Consult Bloom’s Taxonomy 
In 1948, a group of educators began classifying educational goals and outcomes.  The original 
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, was created by Benjamin Bloom in 1956 and is commonly 
referred to as Bloom’s Taxonomy.  Bloom outlined six main categories of cognitive learning: 
knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.  In 2001, the category 
names were revised from nouns to verbs. 
 
Diagram showing the Bloom’s Taxonomy for the cognitive domain arranged as a 
pyramid from lower-order thinking skills to higher-order thinking skills.  

 
 

When selecting an assessment measure choose an assignment or activity that requires the student 
to deploy an appropriate level of thinking as described in Bloom’s taxonomy that is both 

          1) required for the successful completion of the assignment/activity and  
          2) desired of students at a specific level in the academic program 

By doing this, the program can confidently report that the assessment measure is a valid measure 
and can serve as evidence of the student’s proficiency with the associated learning outcome. 



Examples of Assessment Measures: 
Example 1 - Assessment Measures for an Undergraduate Teaching Program 

 



Example 2 - Assessment Measures for a Doctoral Program  

  
 


