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Indirect Assessment 

Outcomes 
By the end of this segment, you will be able to: 

1. Identify indirect evidence of student learning and 
distinguish it from direct evidence. 

2. Understand the primary types of indirect data col lection. 

3. Recognize useful application of indirect data in learning 
assessment. 



	

Assessment 

5) Interpret results, 
identify, and implement 
revisions to pedagogy; 
curriculum, programs, 
criteria or outcomes. 

..

I 
4) Collect, review 

and analyze 
evidence of 

student learning 

' 
3) Provide 
intentional 

learning 
experiences 

(curriculum & 
pedagogy) 

1) Design Assessment: 
Goals, outcomes, 

evidence, criteri.a and 
standards (ex. rubrics) 

 

\ 
2) Publicly 

share 
out comes, 
criteria and 
standards 

✓ 

Indirect Assessment- What is it and Why 
Do We Need it? 
Direct assessment: requires the student to demonstrate the extent 
of their learning by doing something, such as responding to a test 
question or completing a homework assignment. 

Indirect assessment: involves a report about learn ing rather than a 
direct demonstration of learning. 

Why do we need this kind of information? 
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Before you begin ... 

Define the purpose: 

What do you want to know? 

Who wants to know it? 

How will the results be used? 

Before you begin ... 
Choose a method : 

Are you looking for the opinions and/or behavior of a large 
group of people? 

Do you want to generalize resiults? 

Are you looking for deeper understanding of experience? 

What is the nature of the issue? 



	

you begin ... 
Develop questions: 

Consider a review of the literature about what you want to know about. 

W hat is known? 

W hat is NOT known? 

Create a t imeline: 

Establish specific date t argets for each st age of the process. 

Decide on the language for all communication in advance. 

Schedule survey launch and close dates or interviewer and moderator t raining 
sessions. 

Consider a pilot of the process. 

Forms of Indirect Assessment 

Surveys 
Checklist 
linear Rating Sca le 
likert Scale 
Open-ended Response 
Partially Close-ended Response 
Ranking 

Interviews 
Structu red 
u nstructured 

Focus Groups 
Traditional Focus Groups 
Structu red Group Interviews 
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Surveys 

Item Formats 

Strengths and Weaknesses 

Interviews 

Formats 

Tips for Effective Interviewing 

Strengths and Weaknesses 
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Focus Groups 

Traditional Focus Groups vs. Structured Group 
Interviews 

Sample Questions 

Strengths and Weaknesses 

Nationally Administered Surveys 

NSSE 
Natloruil Survey of 
Student Engagement 

FSSE 
Faculty survey of 
Student Engagement 

NSSE Institute 
For Effective 
Educational Practlc~ 

I li lGHER EDUCATION RESEARCH INSTITUTE 
bow,fCOOPERATIVE INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH PROGRAM 

National Survey of Student Engagement - Un iversity 
of Indiana Center for Postsecondary Research: 

http://nsse. iu b.ed u/ 

Cooperative Institutional Research Program -
University of California Los Angeles: 

http://www.heri.ucla.edu/ 
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Collecting Evidence: Lessons from 
Application 
How can the findings from our work create lasting change for our 
student s and ourselves? 

What impact are we having on student learning? How do we 
improve? 

What data do we already collect that help us make better decisions? 

What new evidence can we gather? 

How can we talk? 

How do the data tell a compelling story? 

Collecting Evidence: Lessons from
Application 

 

Creative co llaborative dia logue 

Fostering common purpose about key challenges and 
opportunities 

Linking ideas to action 

Encourage thoughtfu l experimentation 

Develop a better appreciation for evidence in our 
decisions 
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Strategies for Indfrect Assessment of Student Learning 
Surveys, Interviews, and Focus Groups 

Surveys 

Point-of-contact smveys 
Online, emailed, registration, or graduation check surveys 
Keep it simple! 

Common Sm·vey Formats 
Type of Item Example 

Checklist Please indicate which of the activities you feel competent to perfonu. 
_ Develop an investment plan 
_ Interpret a financial report 
_ Provide feedback about an employee's performance 
_ Write a case study 

Linear Rating Scale Ability to compose paragraphs in standard, written English . 
Unsatisfactory _ _ I __ I __ I __ I _ _ I __ I _ _ Excellent 

Likert. Scale I am able to write a research paper using MLA standards. 
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 

Open-ended Please describe the most important concepts you teamed in the program. 

Partially close-ended Please check the most import.ant factor that led you to maj or in 
engmeenng. 
_ Experience in a specific course 

_ Work experience in this or a related field 
_ Advice from a career planning office or consultant 
_ Advice from family member or friend 

Personal interest 
_ Other: please explain 

Ranking Please indicate your ranking of the importance of the following leaming 
outcomes by assigning ranks from " I" to "4," where a " I" is most 
import.ant and "4" is least import.ant. 
_ Computing 
_ Critical thinking 
_ Speaking 
_ Writing 



	

m·vey Strengths a nd 'Weaknesses 
Potential Strengths Potential Weaknesses 

. Fonnat flexibility; questions about many . Provides indirect evidence about student 
issues can be included. leaming. 

. Responses from large groups of . Validity depends on the quality of the 
respondents are possible. questions and response options. 

. Easily assess the views of various . Conclusions can be inaccmat.e if biased 
stakeholders. samples are obtained. 

. Usually has face validity- the questions . Results might not include the foll array of 
generally have a clear relationship to the opinions if the sample is small. 
outcomes being assessed. 

. Tend to be inexpensive to administer . 

. What people say they do or know may be 
inconsistent with what they actually do or 
know. . Can be conducted relatively quickly . 

. Responses to, close-ended questions are 

. Open-ended responses can be difficult and 
time consuming to analyze. 

easy to tabulate and to repo1t in tables or 
graphs. 

. Open-ended questions allow faculty to 
uncover unanticipated results. 

. Can be used to track opinions across time 
to explore trends. 

. Are amenable to different formats, such as 
paper-and-pencil or online fonuats. 

. Can be used to collect opinions from 
respondents at distant sites. 
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Interviews 

Interviews can be conducted one-on-one, in s mall groups, or over the phone. 

Interviews can be stmctured (with specified questions) or unstmctured (a mo1·e open 
process). 

Questions cain be close-ended (e.g., multiple-choice style) or open-ended (respondents 
constmct a response). 

Interviews can reach a wide range ofpotential respondents: continuing students, graduating 
students, alullllli, employers, conununity members, faculty, etc. 

Exit interviews or pre-post interviews can be conducted. 

Interviews can focus on student experiences, concems, or attitudes related to the program 
being assessed. 

Interviews should generally should be conducted by neutral parties to avoid bias and conflict 
of interest. 

Tips for Effective Interviewing 

Conduct the interview in an enviroiuuent that allows the interaction to be confidential and 
unintermpted. 

Demonstrate respect for the respondents as participants in the assessment process rather than 
as subjects . Explain the pmpose ofthe project, how the data will be used, how the 
respondent's anonymity or confidentiality will be maintained, and the respondents' rights as 
participants. Ask if they have any questions. 

Put the respondents at ease. Do more listening than talking. Allow respondents to finish their 
statements without intenuption. 

Match follow-up questions to the project' s objectives. For example, if the objective is to 
obtain student feedback a.bout student advising, don't spend time pursuing other topics. 

Do not argue with the respondent's point of view, even ifyou are convinced that the 
viewpoint is incon-ect. Y om· role is to obtain the respondents ' opinions, not to convert them 
to your perspective. 

Allow respondents time to process the question. They may not have thought a.bout the issue 
before, and they may require time to develop a thoughtful response. 
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Interview Strengths and \Veaknesses 

Potential Strengths Potential Weaknesses 

. Flexible in format and can include . Generally provides indirect evidence a.bout 
questions a.bout many issues. student learning. 

. Can assess the views of various . Their validity depends on the quality of the 
stakeholders. questions. 

. Usually has face validity- the questions . Poor interviewer skills can generate limited 
generally have a dear relationship to the or useless information. 

. 
outcomes being assessed. 

Can provide insights into the reasons for 

. Can be difficult to obtain a representative 
sample ofrespondents. 

participants' beliefs, attitudes, and 
expenences. . What people say they do or know may be 

. Interviewers can prompt respondents to 
inconsistent with what they actually do or 
know . 

. 
provide more detailed responses. 

Interviewers can respond to questions and 

. Can be relatively time-consuming and 
expensive to conduct. 

. 
clarify misunderstandings. 

Telephone interviews can be used to reach 

. The process can intimidate some 
respondents, especially if asked a.bout 

distant respondents. sensitive infonnation and their identity is 
known to the interviewer. . Can provide a sense of inimediacy and 

personal attention for respondents. . Results can be difficult and time-

. Open-ended questions allow faculty to 
uncover unanticipated results. 

consuming to analyze. 

. Transcriptions of interviews can be time 
consuming and costly. 

Tips fo1· Effective Interviewing (continued) 

Paraphrase to verify that you have understood the respondent's conunents. Respondents will 
sometimes realize that what they said isn ' t what they meant, or you may have misrn1derstood 
them. Parapl1rasing provides an opportunity to improve the accuracy of the data. 

Make sm·e you know how to record the data and include a backup system. You may be using 
a tape recorder- ifso, consider supplementing the tape with written notes in case the 
recorder fails or the tape is faulty. 
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F oc.us G1·oups 

Trnditional focus groups are free-flowing discussions among small, homogeneous groups 
(typically from 6 to 10 participants) , guided by a skilled facilitator who subtly direds the 
discussion in acc-ordanc.e with pre-determined obj,ectives. This process leads to in-depth 
responses to questions, generally with full participation from all group members. The facilitator 
departs from the script to follow promising leads that arise during the interaction. 

Structured g1·oup interviews are less interactive than traditional focus groups and can be 
facilitated by people with less training in group dynamics and traditional focus group 
methodology. Tl1e group interview is highly stmctured, and the repo1t generally provides a few 
core findings, rather than an in-depth analysis. 

Sample Focus G1·oup Questions 

Purpose of Question Examples 

Warm-up I'd like eve1yone to start out with a word or phrase that best describes 
your view of the program. 

Issue 1: Career 
Preparation 

Please tell us what career you are interested in pursuing after graduation. 

How has the program help ed you prepare for your career or future 
activities? 

Issue 2: Advising We are interested in your advising experiences in the program. Could you 
tell us about yom· first advising experience in the department? 

What did you find most useful in your interactions with your advisor? 

What would you like our advisors to do differently? 

Issue 3: Curriculillm Thinking about the cun-iculmn and the required com·ses, how well do you 
think they prepared you for upper-division work? 

What should be changed about the curriculum to better prepare you for 
your care-er or for graduate school? 

Closing We've covered a lot of ground today, but we know you might still have 
other input about the program. Is there anything you would like to say 
about the program that hasn' t been discussed already? 



	

s Group Stren1 ths and Weaknesses 
Potential S trene:ths Potential Weaknesses 

. Flexibility in fonuat can include questions . Generally provides indirect evidence about 
about many issues. student learning. 

. Can provide in-depth exploration of issues. . Requires a skilled, tu1biased facilitator. 

. Usually has face validity- the questions . Their validity depends on the quality of the 
generally have a clear relationship to the questions. 
outcomes being assessed. . Results might not include the foll atTay of . Can be combined with other techniques, opinions if only one focus group is 
such as surveys. conducted. 

. The process allows faculty to tu1cover . What people say they do or know may be 
unanticipated results. inconsistent with what they actually do or 

know. . Can provide insights into the reasons for 
participants' beliefs, attitudes, and . Recruiting and scheduling the groups can 
expenences. be difficult. 

. Can be conducted within courses. . Time-consuming to collect and analyze 
data. . Participants have the oppo1tunity to react to 

each other 's ideas, providing an 
opportunity to uncover the degree of 
consensus on ideas that emerge during the 
discussion. 

Application 

Which indirect o:r direct assessment tedu1ique might be most useful to explore the following 
questions, and how might the data collection be structured? For example, if you decide that a 
focus group would be best, what question(s) would you ask, and who would you invite to 
participate? 

1. Are students satisfied with the quality of the instruction in specific courses? 
2. Can advised students describe General Education requirements accurately? 
3. What suggestions do students have for improving the quality of the curriculum? 
4. What types of co11l1llu11ity service experie11ces are 11ew majors most iuterested in? 
5. What are students leaming about professionalism in their intemships? 
6. Do students in on-line courses learn as much as students in fac.e-to-fac.e courses? 
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