Ending the Semester on a

Positive Note

Columbia University
Graduate School of Arts &
Sciences Teaching Center

The end of the semester is a stressful and exhgustit also a
poignant time. Many of your students suffer frderep deprivation.
They've eaten poorly and ignored exercise. Foresdhe stress is
overwhelming. Some suffer from the end of semdsiters. It's also
a time of some sadness, as the intellectual contynthat you've
constructed over the course of the semester camas énd.

If the semester is to end on a positive note, yerdrto address a
variety of psychological and emotional issues al agcourse
content.

Tips for Reducing Stress
As the end of the semester approaches, stresgtaraind pressure
escalate. Moderate stress motivates studentsdyg.sBut too much
stress diminishes performance. End of semester £xaapers, and
presentations intensify stress.

Don't let the stress of semester ending respoiitgsilisolate or
overwhelm you. Think of ways you can reduce stregsu+own as
well as your students’.

How Can You Help Your Students Vanquish Stress?

= Make sure that your students understand whatrikey to do.
= Provide your students with directions about howtudy for the
final exam.

How Can You Help Yourself?

What if you are feeling overwhelmed? Here’s how gan reduce
the risk of end of semester burnout:

= Seek balance in your life; Schedule time awanfieork. Take
relaxation breaks each day.

= Reduce sources of stress by learning to say no.

= Be present minded.

Reviewing for the Final Exam
Reviewing is very important for students. Prepatedients make
sure that they are on track. Struggling student fotus and
direction.
1. Be learner friendly.
Highlight what students need to know in ortdebe successful.
2. Link your learning objectives with your classitent and
activities and the way that students will be asseks
Discuss how all that the students have leaimmethss applies to
the final exam.
Align the course components:
Your learning objectives
Content
Learning activities: These include the readings ajects
and problem solving exercises that the studentertizice
Learning assessment: The ways thaesitts demonstrate

Advancing teaching and learning

The Teaching Center is the go-to place
for practical advice about teaching. We
can help you:

= Successfully market your teaching

= Deal with anxiety, challenges to your
authority, and other classroom issues

= Design innovative courses, deliver
scintillating, substantive lectures, and
lead stimulating discussions and labs.

= Respond appropriately to shy,
withdrawn, or disruptive students.

= Use technology more effectively.

The Teaching Center offers:

= Weekly workshops

= Individual consultations

= Certification in pedagogy

= Observations on your teaching

= A library of teaching, job search, and
publishing resources

A catalyst for innovation, The Teaching
Center

= Promotes interdisciplinary

= Sponsors research in the science of
learning

= Supports improvements in the
assessment of learning outcomes

= Works collaboratively to improve public
education through community and
school partnerships

To arrange a one-on-one consultation,
contact:

Steven Mintz
smintz@columbia.edu
212-854-1066




their knowledge and skills
3. Model appropriate test taking strategies.
Discuss such matters as pacing, prioritizing, #mé fmanagement.

Building Reflection into Your Class
One undervalued process that often gets lost ietideof the semester rush is reflection: The opdtst to think critically
about the course, question concepts, draw concisisand synthesize. Yet it is during reflectioat tleep learning occurs.

1. Return to the syllabus and have the studentge@ the course’s learning objectives and consitiew well they have
achieved them.

2. Consider asking students to create a model dliba course material.

Consider asking your students to write an erfdsemester self evaluation:
Has your approach to ... changed during thissgurlf yes how?

Have your attitudes about .... changed?

How do you feel you performed in this class?

What would you do differently if you took thiass again?

What suggestions do you have for improvingdhss?

aohrLONPE®

Saying Goodbye

The end of the semester is a time of transitiorbfith you and your students. You will often feslemse of loss as your
class draws to a close, as if your students’ 15kwesit is ending too soon. Your students will too

= Don't be afraid to offer your students some pagtthoughts.

= Make it clear that your connection with the stuidewill persist after the class is over.

= Consider establishing some end of semester situal

Testing and Grading
The hardest part of your job takes place outsidecthssroom, and the very hardest part occursthiterlass is over. We
might teach for free, but we need to be paid tagetests and grade.

Design Tests to Assess Higher Order Thinking Skills

Contrary to what many think, testing is a key tieefive learning. Repeated studies have founddtuatents’ absorption
and retention of information depends on how fredjyehey are tested on the material, rather thah@m much they study
it.

But all tests are not alike. Some tests simplysueastudent recall. But better test questionsasanss students' higher
level thinking abilities including their reasonimoblem solving, critical thinking, analysis, acréative thinking skills.

As teachers we tend to focus on student knowleddecamprehension. We frequently test students’
= recall of information

= knowledge of dates, events, and places

= familiarity with major ideas, concepts, termsgddormulae

These questions are not bad, but using them atirtiesis. 1t makes sense to ask higher order lefsgLiestions, which
require more "brain power" and more reasoned arsweigher order thinking involves applying knowded analyzing
and manipulating information, solving problems, aedeloping supportable 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 structurdamic.
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...?

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#lesits to parrot back material from course lectaresreadings. In
fact, effective tests can promote student learrtttayy can you do this?

1. By clearly stating your instructional objectve

2. By spelling out your grading criteria

3. By designing tests and assignments that an@ppate to your learning objectives

4. By providing students with constructive feedbac

Designing Tests Appropriate to Your Learning Objecives
There are many different kinds of test questiorser€ are “objective” questions -- including MulgpChoice, Matching,
True-False, Short-Answer, Identification, Fill-ine-Blank, and Number questions -- and there arayEpsestions.

Objective questionsoffer an especially efficient way to measure shisieknowledge, such as their recall of key terms,
facts, principles. Well written questions may addlow an instructor to assess students’ abilitggply knowledge: to
solve problems and apply concepts and formulas.

Not only are multiple choice, matching, and truksdéaquestions easier to grade, they also allowstnuctor to test a much
wider range of content than do essay questiongeaide questions are especially useful in assgsstidents’ command
of subject matter content. A disadvantage of suntiskof tests is that they encourage guessing.

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 tedical thinking?
1. Ask students to identify the correct outcomea gfven 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 smairess: the Chock-Full-o-Goodness Cookie Company.
Because Charles has many outside commitments athdBehas a few, Alice tends to be most in touch tiie
daily operations of Chock-Full-o-Goodness. As alltesvhen financial decisions come down to a vatthair



monthly meeting, they have decided that Alice @etstes, Barbara gets 7, and Charles gets 2-wlihirgy
required to make the decision.

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 questionsequire students to construct a response ratherrtterely select a response. Essay questionsecam®
consuming to score and difficult to grade fairlptBhese questions allow an instructor to asseskests' abilities to
reason, create, analyze, synthesize, and evakif¢etive essay questions often present studerttsavireal-world”
problem to solve, rather than simply selectinglatgm from a limited list of possibilities. Compet to other kinds of test
guestions, essay questions require more systearaliin-depth thinking.

Effective essay questions are particularly diffi¢alwrite. Students need to know exactly whatdseeted of them. The
essay question should also encourage complex tigrdad original responses.

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

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

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

4. Include a limited number of essay questiore iest because of the time required for the stgdermespond to them and
the time required for the instructor to grade t&ponses.

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 arlestimethodology:
How is the concept of political culture operatiopatl in Putnam’$laking Democracy WofkAre there any
shortcomings to this method? Can this methodol@gpant for all the available evidence?

3. Ask students to infer the significance or ueigontribution that a text, object, or event hasofar understanding of a
particular event or the development of scholatiréture.
In what ways was Martin Luther King crucial to theccesses of the Civil Rights Movement? What weee t
limitations of his contribution? What did the Movent accomplish independently of his contribution?

4. Ask students to compose an explanatory naesasizying how some event, institution, idea, atuale came to be and
why, explaining causes or the main results, ortfethat a certain element played in the story.
Describe the repeated failure of liberal natiomalia Iran during the 1950s and 60s. How did the @moent
originally gain momentum and what were its mainechjes? What led to its demise?

5. Ask students to evaluate a hypothetical or tarfectual narrative:



Imagine that our society completely integrates @sn Americans and white Americans in all areagfef |
(politics, residential areas, schools, universjtiearkplaces, marriages). How would the censussiflaation in
such a society differ from current practice? Prevsgecific examples.

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

7. Ask student to take a position on a given isguguestion.
Does nuclear proliferation represent a major thi@atternational security? Consider the argumprasented by
Waltz and Sagan and defend your position.

8. Ask students to apply or test a theory, madigfinition, method, or category to some data.
Why did balance of power politics fail to prev&dw! and WWI1?

9. Ask students to contextualize an event, worklebate, saying how its circumstances (artistittpcal, biographical, or
institutional) played a role in making it whatsgt ior how we understand it differently, knowingstbbntext, than we
otherwise might.
How did WWII and the Allied Occupation shape Japangolitics in the succeeding decades? Did the @atmn
and its consequences represent change or contimitityorewar days? Did they increase or decreargasts to
other similar political systems? How much of thertimae 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, inglestd labor market, communications, and brief alit
history and current system, including comparatigadvith other countries in the real region. Stislane asked
to write @ memo to the U.S. Secretary of Statemmenending a course of action for a set of policyéss for
instance, on amount and kind of foreign aid, likebd of state collapse, projects to consolidatmnhbod, and a
series of simulated circumstances (like particgrath international organizations, new form of ditngon,
workers from the country ask for help in demociatizeform, spread of HIV/AIDS epidemic).

Effective Grading
Many students complain that grading is arbitrangpinsistent, and unfair. Meanwhile, many instructmmumble about
grade inflation, the excessive amount of time deddb grading, and the many complaints that gragmnognpts.

Grades play at least three roles: evaluating ststi@ork, communicating how they might improve, andtivating them to
do so. Students often do not fully appreciate thekss, and see grades as rewards or punishmeraffda, 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 th dirtheir next assigned paper. Split students pdirs or
small groups and have them read and evaluate ¢aeHsopapers together. Structure their time byngjthem a checklist
of tasks to work through as they review each adheork. For example, ask them to begin by workiogaset of criteria
to be used in evaluation. This exercise can be®ffein getting students to think more deeply aliha assessment
process.

Discuss Sample Papertdentify sample assignments in each grade rangsy, teem and remove names, and discuss your
comments and grades with students in section. iExplay you chose to comment as you did, what gatgou used, and
ask the students for suggestions about how the magkt 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 explaimjegmonstrate, 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 assignmentiyvstudents a
clearly defined, unambiguous task?

= Do you want students to engage in research ties geyond the course content or do you want tbestidk to the
course materials? What should the assignment fdoeatVhen will the assignment be due and how lafigyeu need to
grade it? When will the assignment be returnedudents?

= Will you allow students to rewrite the assignmiémiecessary?

= Can this assignment be realistically completegmgithe knowledge, ability, and time constraintshef students? Is it
clearly related to the course content? Are thearebematerials needed to complete the assignmeiitible in sufficient
guantity?

= |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 clearly to students vdtat you expect from them and what they can edfpem you, and
helps students to understand why you have given theertain grade and how their work might be inapcb It also
enables you to clearly diagnose students' streragttisveaknesses, and thereby to focus on imprakimngppropriate areas
more effectively. You should also think about ypolicies on correct grammar and usage, late papedsrevision.

Sample Grading Policy Statement

Students sometimes appreciate it if you might spallyour grading policy.

Anonymity: As far as possible, grade papers and exams anarsyynand ask students to write their name only ooweer
sheet.

Regrades: Consider having a “cooling down” period beforaiyegrade an exam or paper to give students timerisider
your comments. Tell students that they need téagxgvhy they think that the grade needs to be ghen Also, inform
students that the entire paper or exam will besessed from scratch..

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

Extensions and Make-UpsHave a clear policy regarding extensions and madeeHesor example, you might require
students to ask in advance for an extension add¢ament all excuses. You might also institut@kcyp of docking a
student’s grade depending on how late the paper is.

Rubrics

Rubrics clearly spell out the criteria used fording. Rubrics can help you give constructive fesdtto students. Rubric
contribute to fairness and consistency in gradifigey also reduce student anxieties about subjgctimd 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 worétehand 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
D sufficient evidence and examples.

= 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

Identify common problemstudents had with an assignment and prepare ahaaddressing those problems. This helps
you to avoid having to write the same commentsiplaltimes. It also enables you to address thelpnolin more detail
and helps students realize that others share the peoblems.

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.

Questions to Ask Yourself When Writing Comments

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

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

= Does the essay provide sufficient evidence onragntative support?

Is the writing clear, concise, coherent, and easyinteresting to read? Are the grammar and syateeptable? Is the

writing style appropriate? Does the author usi@erd all of the words and phrases that he orsshsing?

= 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 citationskablibgraphical references?

Common Problems

Requests for Extensions

Don't be surprised when you receive last minuteiests for extensions. Make sure you have a policgxtensions in
your syllabus: Are grounds for extensions spelletd(e.g. medical or family, personal, or employresiated
circumstances)? Is there a penalty? What kindtofimentation do you require? If you do grantxeresion, make sure
that there is an agreement on when the assignnikiievsubmitted.

Requests for Incompletes
Typically incompletes are only granted for non-aratt reasons, such as illness, and documentatieqisred.

Closure:

Conduct a Postmortem

Evaluate your course: What worked well? What di2ifiVhat aspects of the course need improvement?
Save your course materials, including your notes



Ideas for the Semester’s End with your Class
Jan Allen
Associate Dean for Ph.D. Studies

What is the end of the semester usually like inryamurse? A frantic rush to cover all the materRit@paring students for
the final exam? Asking students to complete thesmevaluation?

Let me share what | have done in my courses appm®ached the busy end of the semester.

. Provide a capstone experience....such as give aléletstre,” with last lecture defined as what yoould tell students if
this were the last lecture they would ever heathenssues covered in your class. Or discuss tyetttree things” you
want students to remember from this course in 120oyears. (The top three things could be relaiembhtent or could be
skills such as ways of thinking, analyzing, evahmtapproaching these issues in the future.) ®tlses students to come
to class prepared to offer their suggestions ferttihee most significant things learned duringdberse.

. Also a capstone experience, does your course tseld io some big summary activity or “cumulativgerience” that is
NOT an exam? For example, for a cource that | teegéry year for 15 years at either the undergredoagraduate level
(Children’s Cognitive and Emotional Response tgcRslogical Stress), | made a room-sized board ganirek
Monopoly), with Knowledge cards, Experience casas] Luck cards. Fabric squares made up the “baaaiind which
students moved and “landing on a color associatddtie cards allowed students to respond to quesir situations or
bad luck-good luck experiences that covered thieeeoburse’s content. (This took DAYS to createutyou can do
something simpler. A Jeopardy-based game. A WhieEbdune type game.) But it's a way to use theamat, play with
the material, review and reinforce the materiaal{ays had students who seldom talked in classamhazed and
impressed me with their ability to act out or expler debate a point when we “played” it as a game.

. During the last week or two of class have a daynthere are no new assigned readings. (But maleait that students
are expected to attend; sorry, you might haveltohtem that the discussion that day will includéormation that will be
on the final exam.) Let students suggest in advioies that they want to discuss some more...oteeltpics that have
not been covered in the course but were promptdtidoyeadings or discussion earlier in the semeEher class feels more
casual, seems more conversational than a lectass ot discussion class on the day we depart fesigreed readings and
we (or 1) choose a topic that we really want tahemore about.

.Include a stress-buster moment. For me, it wasyawanging milk and cookies to class (and the te®kvere always
animal crackers — a true childhood comfort fooddk Atudents to share their tips for reducing stré$kis helps to convey
that almost everyone experiences stress — it's aloi®o recognize it, do something about it, gep lielcause Columbia
offers resources to deal with stress.)

. Make sure you know and follow departmental and ersity policies for the end of the semester. (Mgragle is...at the
University of Tennessee you may not give an exathériast 10 days of classes that counts for nfae 20% of the final
grade. So no giving the final exam before the fexam period. (The rationale was that, without gabcy, far too many
faculty would give their final exam on the last dz#fythe class period, causing students to havihaill final exams in back-
to-back days.) Know and follow the policies — ystudents will appreciate it.

. A word about the final course evaluation: Yes, ysltr students to complete one, but make sure thatye also using a
formative evaluation tool (or tools) throughout #@mester next time. Final, or summative, evalaatteelp instructors
improve the course for the next time they teach.dBudents really engage with midterm or interimdieack they can give
that helps improve the course for them while theytaking the course. So use a midterm evaluatioh or evaluate
individual class days, especially if you are trysamething new. | view course evaluation as a ®teat starts on the
first day of class with a needs assessment...andtminues throughout the semester. (I have a pa¢k®murse and class
evaluation tools; as soon as | return to campus ftoy duty in Queens, I'll scan it and e-maildtthose at today’s
workshop, if yo're interested.)

A final thought: At both the beginning of the seteesind again as the semester is drawing to a,dles& myself: What
can | do with and for my students in this clasg thid cause them, when confronting these topiad @sues in the future,
to want to approach the topic rather than avoidadpé.



