Testing & Grading

Designing Tests to Assess Higher Order Thinking
Skills

Contrary to what many think, testing is a key tieefive learning.
Repeated studies have found that students’ absoratid retention

of information depends on how frequently they asted on the
material, rather than on how much they study it.

But all tests are not alike. Some tests simplysueastudent recall.

But better test questions can assess studentgrhatel thinking
abilities including their reasoning, problem solyjwrritical thinking,
analysis, and creative thinking skills.

As teachers we tend to focus on student knowledde a
comprehension. We frequently test students’

= recall of information

= knowledge of dates, events, and places

= familiarity with major ideas, concepts, termsgdormulae

These questions are not bad, but using them atlrtteeis. It makes
sense to ask higher order level of questions, wiggliire more
"brain power" and more reasoned answers. Highagrahinking
involves applying knowledge, analyzing and manipnga
information, solving problems, and developing sujgde
generalizations.

APPLICATION
This refers to the use of facts, rules, and priesipo solve
problems.

ANALYSIS
This involves subdividing a whole into its componparts and
identifying an underlying structure or logic.
Sample questions include:
What are the parts or features of...?
Classify...according to...
How does...compare or contrast with...?
What evidence can you cite to show...?

SYNTHESIS
Combining knowledge and approaches in order toegehfresh
insights
Sample questions include
What would you predict or infer from...?
How would you design an experiment to...?
What might happen if you combined...?
What solutions would you suggest for...?
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= Successfully market your teaching
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EVALUATION
Assessing the significance, value, or quality ahething, such as a decision, a controversy, ari@pia judgment
Sample questions include:

Do you agree with...?

What do you think about...?

What is the most important...?

Place the following in order of priority...

How would you decide about...?

What criteria would you use to assess...?

Designing Effective Tests and Assignments
Many tests are poorly designed. They simply as#esits to parrot back material from course lectaresreadings.
In fact, effective tests can promote student lesynHow can you do this?

By clearly stating your instructional objectve

By spelling out your grading criteria

By designing tests and assignments that an@ppate to your learning objectives
By providing students with constructive feedbac

poNPRE

Designing Tests Appropriate to Your Learning Objecives

There are many different kinds of test questioreer€ are “objective” questions -- including MulgpChoice,
Matching, True-False, Short-Answer, Identificati®iil-in-the-Blank, and Number questions -- andréhare Essay
guestions.

Objective questionsoffer an especially efficient way to measure stisleknowledge, such as their recall of key
terms, facts, principles. Well written questiongymalso allow an instructor to assess student$tyato apply
knowledge: to solve problems and apply conceptsfamdulas.

Not only are multiple choice, matching, and trulséaquestions easier to grade, they also allowstnuctor to test
a much wider range of content than do essay quessti@bjective questions are especially usefusseasing
students’ command of subject matter content. Adliaatage of such kinds of tests is that they eragriguessing.

In designing objective questions:

1. Make sure that the question does not simplysteslents’ vocabulary and reading comprehension.
2. Make sure the wording is straightforward. Alektraneous detail and the use of negatives.
3. Answer options should be about the same lesgthparallel in grammatical structure

How can you create objective questions that test critical thinking?

1. Ask students to identify the correct outcome gfiven circumstance.
Example: If nominal gross national product (GNRy@ases at a rate of 10% per year and the GNRalefla
increases at 8% per year, then real GNP:
a. Remains constant.
b. Rises by 10%.
c. Falls by 8%.
d. Rises by 2%.

2. Create a case study.
Example: Alice, Barbara, and Charles own a smadiress: the Chock-Full-o-Goodness Cookie
Company. Because Charles has many outside comnigraed Barbara has a few, Alice tends to be most
in touch with the daily operations of Chock-FullGmodness. As a result, when financial decisionsecom



down to a vote at their monthly meeting, they hdeeided that Alice gets 8 votes, Barbara getsd, an
Charles gets 2-with 9 being required to make thoésdmn.

According to minimum-resource coalition theory, wikanost likely to be courted for their vote?
a. Alice

b. Barbara

c. Charles

d. No trend toward any specific person.

3. Ask students to respond to what is missingeads to be changed within a given scenario.
Example: Use the following diagram to answerfti®wing questions.

4. Present students with a problem and ask theswatate a proposed solution.

Essay questiongequire students to construct a response ratherrtterely select a response. Essay questions can
be time consuming to score and difficult to graaiely. But these questions allow an instructor $eess students'
abilities to reason, create, analyze, synthesiz ezaluate. Effective essay questions often ptestadents with a
“real-world” problem to solve, rather than simpblecting a solution from a limited list of possitids. Compared

to other kinds of test questions, essay questieqsire more systematic and in-depth thinking.

Effective essay questions are particularly difficalwrite. Students need to know exactly whatqseeted of them.
The essay question should also encourage comptekirty and original responses.

1. An effective essay question should not onlynegstudents to recall facts, but to make judgsend to explain
the reasoning behind the judgment.

2. Effective essay questions are built aroundirettive verb” such as: compare and contrast, dkfdescribe,
define, evaluate, explain, identify, interpret, qioe, propose (a solution), or trace.

3. An essay question should provide students elitarly defined task or focus.

4. Include a limited number of essay questiors t@st because of the time required for the stgdentespond to
them and the time required for the instructor t@dgrthe responses.

5. Tell the students the criteria for grading. ¥a model answer and construct a grading rubric.
Essay questions can be valuable not only in humeanitasses, but also in social science and scemases.
Examples:

1. Ask students to summarize and evaluate an agtim
What positive and negative lessons can African Acaes draw from the case of Harold Washington?

2. Ask students to summarize and evaluate areistimethodology:
How is the concept of political culture operatianed in Putnam’$/aking Democracy Work? Are there
any shortcomings to this method? Can this methggod@count for all the available evidence?

3. Ask students to infer the significance or ugigontribution that a text, object, or event hasfaor understanding
of a particular event or the development of schyli#erature.
In what ways was Martin Luther King crucial to theccesses of the Civil Rights Movement? What were
the limitations of his contribution? What did theolément accomplish independently of his contrimRio

4. Ask students to compose an explanatory naesasizying how some event, institution, idea, atuate came to
be and why, explaining causes or the main resuitihe role that a certain element played in tbheyst



Describe the repeated failure of liberal natiomalia Iran during the 1950s and 60s. How did the
movement originally gain momentum and what werenigsn objectives? What led to its demise?

5. Ask students to evaluate a hypothetical or tarfectual narrative:
Imagine that our society completely integrates @i Americans and white Americans in all area$fef |
(politics, residential areas, schools, universjtieasrkplaces, marriages). How would the census
classification in such a society differ from currenactice? Provide specific examples.

6. Ask students to undertake a comparative arglysi
Is John Stuart Mill's argument for the liberty priple (in On Liberty) consistent with his moral g (in
Utilitarianism)?

7. Ask student to take a position on a given igsuguestion.
Does nuclear proliferation represent a major thteatternational security? Consider the arguments
presented by Waltz and Sagan and defend your positi

8. Ask students to apply or test a theory, madiefinition, method, or category to some data.
Why did balance of power politics fail to prevéV| and WWI1?

9. Ask students to contextualize an event, worklebate, saying how its circumstances (artistittpcal,
biographical, or institutional) played a role inkiray it what it is, or how we understand it diffatly, knowing this
context, than we otherwise might.
How did WWII and the Allied Occupation shape Jaangolitics in the succeeding decades? Did the
Occupation and its consequences represent chamgatmuity with prewar days? Did they increase or
decrease contrasts to other similar political syst@ How much of the wartime and occupation heritage
remains?

10. Ask students to recommend a course of action:
Provide students with a standard CIA country refmrt fictitious country in Africa, including datan
geography, demography, economic indicators, ingiestd labor market, communications, and brief
political history and current system, including quarative data with other countries in the realoagi
Students are asked to write a memo to the U.Se&eagrof State recommending a course of actiom fest
of policy issues; for instance, on amount and kifhtbreign aid, likelihood of state collapse, pitigto
consolidate nationhood, and a series of simulatedrastances (like participation in international
organizations, new form of constitution, workersnfrthe country ask for help in democratizing reform
spread of HIV/AIDS epidemic).

Effective Grading

Many students complain that grading is arbitrangpnsistent, and unfair. Meanwhile, many instrietgnumble
about grade inflation, the excessive amount of tiieeoted to grading, and the many complaints tredigg
prompts.

Grades play at least three roles: evaluating ststleork, communicating how they might improve, andtivating
them to do so. Students often do not fully apptedi@ese roles, and see grades as rewards or mershfor effort,
or tickets to success or failure in life instead.

Here are some exercises to help students to deadbefter appreciation of the grading process:

Peer Review: Assign a short paper or ask students to bring f dir#heir next assigned paper. Split students int
pairs or small groups and have them read and eead@ah other’s papers together. Structure thag by giving
them a checklist of tasks to work through as thesyew each other's work. For example, ask thenegprbby
working out a set of criteria to be used in evabratThis exercise can be effective in getting entd to think more
deeply about the assessment process.



Discuss Sample Papers. Identify sample assignments in each grade rangw, teem and remove names, and
discuss your comments and grades with studentsciiogs. Explain why you chose to comment as you waitht
criteria you used, and ask the students for suggesabout how the work might be improved.

Grading is not simply a matter of bestowing isadat@mber or letter grades. It is a process thailires:
= Designing assignments and exams that promotedinese

= Establishing standards and criteria

= Deciding which comments would be the most usefgluiding each student's learning objectives

= Assessing student learning and teaching effautise

If you are designing assignments, ask yourself:

* What do you want the students to learn?

= What are the goals and objectives of the course?

* How does the assignment contribute to those goalobjectives?

= What skills to you want students to employ: ttvepto argue, to create, to analyze, to explaimjgmonstrate, to

apply?

How can you determine if an assignment is effecti®eAsk yourself:
= How well focused is the assignment? Are the utdtons clear and concise? Does the assignmentiyive
students a clearly defined, unambiguous task?

= Do you want students to engage in research st geyond the course content or do you want thestiak to
the course materials? What should the assignmemiatde? When will the assignment be due and hagy Vuill
you need to grade it? When will the assignmenegrned to students?

= Will you allow students to rewrite the assignmiémiecessary?

= Can this assignment be realistically completegmithe knowledge, ability, and time constraintthef students?
Is it clearly related to the course content? Aeerdgsearch materials needed to complete the assigrawailable in
sufficient quantity?

= |s it possible for you to grade this assignméigiotively, given your workload and other commitrigh

= How is this assignment going to contribute toghelent's final course grade?

Grading criteria

Having clear criteria not only saves you time wigeading, but it also helps to make the grading @ssanore
consistent, enables you to explain very clearlsttments both what you expect from them and whegt tlan expect
from you, and helps students to understand whyhgue given them a certain grade and how their waght be
improved. It also enables you to clearly diagndesdents' strengths and weaknesses, and therebgus 6n
improving the appropriate areas more effectivelguhould also think about your policies on corgraimmar and
usage, late papers, and revision.

Sample Grading Policy Statement
Students sometimes appreciate it if you might spallyour grading policy.

Anonymity: As far as possible, grade papers and exams anasyyrend ask students to write their name only on a
cover sheet.

Regrades. Consider having a “cooling down” period beforaiyegrade an exam or paper to give students time to
consider your comments. Tell students that thexdrie explain why they think that the grade needsetchanged.
Also, inform students that the entire paper or exdlirbe reassessed from scratch..

Typos and Mechanics: Inform students that papers will be graded dowrefaressive typos, misspellings, and
mistakes in mechanics.



Extensionsand Make-Ups. Have a clear policy regarding extensions and madseHfgor example, you might
require students to ask in advance for an exteraionto document all excuses. You might alsotintstia policy of
docking a student’s grade depending on how lat@aper is.

Rubrics

Rubrics clearly spell out the criteria used fording. Rubrics can help you give constructive fesdtto students.
Rubric contribute to fairness and consistency adgrg. They also reduce student anxieties abdajéstivity and
unfairness in grading and reduce grade challenges.

Clarity, Strength, and Development of the Essay’s Agument
= Is the argument clearly and compellingly stated?

= Is the analysis original and sophisticated?

= Is the argument well substantiated?

= Is the argument well developed?

Use and Interpretation of Evidence
= How accurate and thorough is the student’s rek€ar
= Is the evidence sufficient to support the essaygaiment and is it accurately interpreted?

Application of Course Lectures and Readings

= Does the essay demonstrate a solid command ebtirse’s themes and readings>
= Does the essay accurately define and use kegeaoncepts?

= Does the essay situate its argument within adsodisciplinary context?

Quality of the Writing

= Clarity of expression

= Persuasiveness of the argumentation

= Whether the essay’s structure is clear and lbgica

Organization and Mechanics

= Clear organization: introduction, transition sstes to connect major ideas, and conclusion
= Proper grammar and punctuation, accurate woritehand correct spelling

= Use and integration of quotations

= Proper citation of scholarly ideas

Sample Rubric

Grade Characteristics

= The essay contains a clearly-stated, defensible argument.

= Sufficient data is used to defend the argument, and the data is accurately
interpreted.

= The essay reflects solid understanding of the major themes of the course,
using course readings to accurately define key concepts, and places the
A argument within a broader context.

= The essay is clearly organized (with an introduction, transition sentences to

connect major ideas, and conclusion) and has few or no grammar or spelling
errors.

= Scholarly ideas are cited properly.



= The essay contains a defensible argument, but it is not be stated as clearly
and persuasively as in an “A” paper.

= The argument is defended using sufficient data and course readings, but the
use of this evidence does not always demonstrate a clear understanding of how
B the argument is situated within a broader context and its larger significance.

= The essay is clearly organized, but might benefit from more careful attention
to transitional sentences. There are few grammar or spelling errors.

= Scholarly ideas are cited accurately.

= The essay contains an argument, but the argument is not significant, does not
sufficiently take into account counter-arguments, or is not well substantiated by
the evidence.

= Data and course readings are used to defend the argument, but in a
c perfunctory way, without demonstrating the complexities of the topic.

* The essay may have either significant organizational or proofreading errors.

= Scholarly ideas are cited accurately.

= The essay does not have a well developed argument substantiated by
sufficient evidence and examples.

D = Alternatively, or in addition, the paper suffers from significant organizational
and proofreading errors.

= Scholarly ideas are cited, but not properly or thoroughly.

= The essay does not provide an argument substantiated by sufficient
evidence.

= The essay suffers from significant organizational and proofreading errors.

= Scholarly ideas are not properly cited.

Efficient Grading

I dentify common problems students had with an assignment and prepare ahaaddressing those problems. This
helps you to avoid having to write the same commeniltiple times. It also enables you to addresgitioblem in
more detail and helps students realize that otfease the same problems.

Comments
Make sure you have adequately explained the refasdhe grade.

Avoid one word comments such as "good" or "uncleéaxplain your thinking in concrete terms.
Write specific comments in the margin and more gareomments at the end of the assignment.
Give students a good sense of how they might ingtbeir work.

Don't comment only on weaknesses or omission. ilentify strengths.

Keep a record of common problems and interestingsdand discuss them in class.



Questionsto Ask Yourself When Writing Comments

= What were the strengths in this piece of work?aWiere the weaknesses? What stands out as memorabl
interesting?

= Does the work have a clear thesis or main peititer explicit or implicit? Is it clear what poitite author is
trying to make and why? Are the main points anédsdeear? Are they specific enough? Are they cleathted to
the assignment?

= Does the essay provide sufficient evidence onrmentative support?

= Is the writing clear, concise, coherent, and ea®)interesting to read? Are the grammar and gyateeptable?
Is the writing style appropriate? Does the authmtanstand all of the words and phrases that haeoissusing?

= Does the work have a clear, logical structure® the transitions clear? Is there one main poinppeagraph?
= Are the factual claims correct?

= Does the paper provide appropriate citationstablibgraphical references?



