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Chapter 4: Assessment Methods 

 
Successfully undertaking assessment in student affairs has three essential stages – planning, 
implementing, and improving & sustaining the process (Banta & Palomba, 2015).   
 
During the planning phase, one important consideration is the level of assessment to be conducted.  The 
level of the assessment will influence the methods used during the implementation phase. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Once outcomes are determined, the next step is to decide what methods will be utilized in order to get 
the desired type of results.  Schuh, Biddix, Dean, & Kinzie (2000) put forth several questions that will 
help guide the assessment process: 

 What are the issues at hand? 
 What is the purpose of the assessment? 
 Who should be studied? 
 What is the preferred assessment method? 
 How should data be collected? 
 What instrument should be used? 
 How should data be analyzed? 
 How should the results be reported? 
 How can data be used for improvement? 

 
Purpose & Rationale 
When thinking about the purpose of and rational for the assessment project, there are a few key 
considerations.  First, the background and history of the program should be taken into consideration.  
This includes knowing the mission, key activities, and outcomes – both short and long-term – of the 
program/activity/service under scrutiny.  Another important consideration is the resources that will be 
allocated to the project.  This includes personnel, budget, technology, time, etc.  Also to be considered 
are the expectations for the assessment and the intended use of the assessment results.  Developing a 
purpose statement can help alleviate many fears and answer many questions.  Examples of purpose 
statements may be: 

 Make decisions about program improvement 
 Evaluate student learning 
 Evaluate impact of program on campus climate 
 Build support for resources 
 Develop programs to satisfy identified needs 
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Involving Stakeholders 
In education, the term stakeholder typically refers to anyone who is invested in the welfare and success 
of an institution and its students, including Board of Trustees, administrators, faculty, staff members, 
students, parents, families, community members, local business leaders, and elected officials such as 
school board members, city councilors, and state representatives.  Stakeholders may also be collective 
entities, such as local businesses, organizations, advocacy groups, committees, media outlets, and 
cultural institutions, in addition to organizations that represent specific groups, such as alumni, parent-
association, and faculty senate, to name a few.  In a word, stakeholders have a “stake” in the institution 
and its students, meaning that they have personal, professional, civic, or financial interest or concern. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Logic Model 
A logic model is a systematic and visual way to present and share your understanding of the 
relationships among the resources you have to operate the program, the activities you plan, and the 
changes or results you hope to achieve (Kellogg Foundation, 2004).  Logic models help plan, implement, 
evaluate, and communicate more effectively about assessment efforts.  Logic models come in a wide 
variety, from very complex to very rudimentary.  The logic model below is a prime example of a very 
simple, straightforward model. 
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This model from Oregon State is a bit more complex. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bringing It All Together 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The worksheet, designed by CampusLabs, on the following page brings all of these elements together for 
a comprehensive assessment plan.  
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Methods of Gathering Information 
After the determination of SLOs, perhaps the second most important step of the assessment process is 
choosing the appropriate methods and tools of assessing student learning.  Potential methods take a 
wide variety of forms.  One of the most important distinctions is that between direct versus indirect 
assessment methods.  This difference was discussed in chapter 1.  The next distinction is between 
quantitative versus qualitative methods of assessing.  Examples of quantitative assessment include 
surveys, tracking data, institutional data; basically anything that involves numbers.  Qualitative 
assessment, on the other hand, involves words.  Examples of qualitative assessment include portfolio 
analysis, rubrics, focus groups, and case studies. 
 
In the case of the assessment of student learning, primary emphasis is usually placed on direct methods, 
such as 

 Evaluations 
 Written assignments 
 Oral presentations and performances 
 Portfolios 
 Capstone projects 
 Reflection papers 

 
Nevertheless, indirect methods can provide a useful supplement and check on the findings from direct 
measures.  They include 

 Surveys of students and alumni 
 Exit surveys with graduating students 
 Data on placement and other measures of post-graduation performance 

 
The selection of assessment tools involves a tradeoff between the ability to obtain detailed information 
and the need to keep the process feasible and manageable.  For this reason programs should use 
multiple assessment tools to overcome the disadvantages of a single tool. 
 
The following table provides an overview of various tools and lists advantages and challenges of each 
type of instrument. 
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