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click here to read about Dr. Lowenstein
and how he inspires students to become

transformative educators!

t e a c h i n g  s p o t l i g h t

Dr. Ethan
Lowenstein

b o o k  s p o t l i g h t

Professor of
Teacher Education

Final Session of Universal Design For Learning Series

This week we feature Helping College
Students in Distress by Monica
Galloway Burke.
This book unpacks real-life dilemmas
of students in distress both inside
and outside the classroom, and
provides readers with essential tools
and recommendations to assist
distressed students.

During this interactive session, LaMarcus Howard, Kat Naish,
and Andrea Zakrajsek will revisit universal design principles,
with a focus on Universal Design for Learning (UDL), and
strategize how these principles may contribute diversity,
equity and inclusion (DEI) initiatives within an institution of
higher education. We will facilitate opportunities for
participants to discuss their own experiences of promoting
inclusive learning practices in their classrooms, programs,
and other services they offer to EMU students. By the end of
this session, participants will be able to reflect on universal
design principles in higher education, apply universal design
thinking to institutions of higher education and diversity,
equity and inclusion goals, and develop an action plan for
universal design at EMU.

click here to read the full
spotlight or to check out this
book, or others, from our library

Director: Dr. Jeffrey L. Bernstein | jbernstei@emich.edu

M o r e  o n  U D L
For more information
or to register for the
last session, click or
scan the code.
Recordings of previous
sessions can also be
found on this page!

https://www.emich.edu/facdev/events/udl.php
mailto:faculty_development@emich.edu?subject=
https://www.emich.edu/facdev/teaching-spotlights.php
https://www.emich.edu/facdev/teaching-spotlights.php
https://www.emich.edu/facdev/teaching-spotlights.php
https://www.emich.edu/facdev/resources/library.php
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Dr. John Koolage

Teaching Blog
Let's Talk about Assessment (and Bruno)

Dr. John Koolage

     Wow! Still reading? Assessment is not a concept that really
draws, nor holds, the attention. I have the, perhaps
reasonable, fear of being the person who provided the
dullest blog post ever, but there is a crisis in assessment.
This crisis is a direct result of lack of clarity. While the side
eye is certainly warranted by some uses of the term, it is not
in others. Here, I hope to make some distinctions that will
increase our understanding of assessment and its role in
supporting student learning – something we all care about.
     One of the greatest challenges in developing adequate
assessment is that the term is ambiguous. While some
conceptions of the term correctly draw our ire, others should
not.  A simplified model of teaching can help us zero in on a
handful of fruitful concepts of assessment. This model

proposes four constitutive elements to teaching: (1) how we would like students to be different when
they are done with their time with us; (2) what we will do together to help students be different in this
way; (3) how we will know if they are different in the way we want when they are done with their time
with us; and (4) the context in which (1), (2), and (3) occur and are understood. 
     For example: I would like my students to (1) remember a handful of philosophic concepts. So, I will
(2) deliver a lecture on these concepts (exciting, right?). Then, I will (3) ask them a couple of questions
that require them to recite a few details of these concepts, and I will also observe whether they are
taking notes and paying attention throughout the lecture. This model can be extended to all learning
activities (a common name for (2)) that take place in a moment, as part of a class period, the whole
class period, multiple weeks of a course, a whole course, linked courses, whole programs, all the way to
completed degrees. My focus here is the part of the model identified by (3) – how will we know if
learners are different in the way we intend by teaching them – namely, assessment.
     Assessment can serve many purposes. These purposes can be institutional, such as grading, or folk
psychology, such as predicting student engagement in upcoming classes, but my focus here is student
learning. When assessment is leveraged for the purpose of student learning, our assessments are
aimed at improving learning activities – this is sometimes called 'closing the loop.' When we close the
loop, assessment is aimed at improving our learning activities (tests, journal assignments, papers,
group activities, lectures, reading lists, etc.), thus improving students’ opportunities to engage in
meaningful growth. When one has the feeling that a particular activity needs to be tweaked to better
target the learning in question, one is engaged in assessment. 
     Changing a learning activity in order to better target a particular skill, content knowledge,
disposition, or anything else, is closing the loop. Loop closing is iterative; this is known as ‘continuous
improvement’ in teaching and learning circles. Understanding the purpose of assessment is critical to
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S u b m i t  a
B l o g  P o s t

the decisions we make about it – it is difficult to see what
could be upsetting about taking stock of our own role, and
refining and improving it, for the purpose of increased student
learning.
     Assessment of student learning comes in many flavors.
here, I want to draw two distinctions: Direct vs. Indirect
Assessment and Formal vs. Informal Assessment. 
     The direct versus indirect distinction has to do with the
“distance” one is from the demonstration of learning
(sometimes called the artifact). Consider a journal assignment
wherein students reflect on their use of course content in
their own lives. The journal they produce is the artifact. If we
use this artifact to determine whether the student learned
some skill (say, journal writing), we would be doing direct 
assessment – learning is assessed, directly, by way of the journal. 
     Now, if we were to ask the student whether they believed they learned the skill demonstrated in the
journal assignment, we would be doing indirect assessment. Here, the ‘measured’ learning is one step
removed from the artifact (the demonstration of learning). While the philosopher in me worries about
this distinction, it draws a helpful difference between, say, a survey of students’ perceptions of learning
(indirect) and (direct) assessments of performance (artifacts). Current best practices in the assessment
favor direct assessment. 
     The second distinction is formal versus informal assessment. Informal assessments involve “eye-
balling” student learning. If you have ever looked to see if your students are taking notes in class, you
have done an informal assessment of student learning. In formal assessments, you develop the
measurement of learning (usually a rubric) in advance of collecting the artifact. Unsurprisingly, it is
formal assessment that finds its way into the scholarship. That said, both formal and informal
assessments can be extremely helpful in the pursuit of continuous improvement.
     Alright, kudos to you for reading this far! Edge of your seat, I bet. Permit me a few more
observations. First, the artifacts that we develop for assessing student learning can also meet other
goals: grading, for example. Two for the price of one! We can collect data that enables us to
continuously improve learning activities while we accomplish other important teaching tasks.
     Second, there are a number of psychological biases, including but not limited to confirmation bias,
the self-serving attributional bias, and naïve realism, which can make assessment a real challenge.
While bias is (probably) inevitable, it can be reduced, in the service of continuous improvement, by
iterating assessment and working as a team (hopefully one designed to ensure diversity and inclusion).
Additionally, methodological and theoretical pluralism– measuring in different ways, or with different
assumptions, or different theoretical frameworks, can help too. That said, eye-balling student learning
can still lead to great gains in terms of the continuous improvement of learning activities.
     Assessment is a vital component of all good teaching. While I strongly believe that formal
assessment, conducted by groups, using a variety of artifacts, is the key to programmatic assessment, I
didn’t make that case here. Here, I only sought to suggest that you are probably in favor of assessment,
under at least some descriptions. Cheers!
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New York Mets at
Washington Nationals  -

April 7, 4:05pm
#LetsGoMets #LGM 

Detroit Tigers at home vs. Chicago
White Sox - April 8, 1:10pm

 

Wednesday, April 6, 2022, 2-3:30pm
Through this virtual series facilitated by the News
Literacy Project and the University Library, we have
discussed approaches to help students understand
bias and identify misleading, inaccurate, and false
information. In this final session of the series, we will
share how we have addressed these topics, to
generate ideas for adding strategies and assignments
to the courses we teach.

Addressing Misinformation,
Bias, and News Literacy #4

March 28, 2022

What's Coming Up
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Click or scan the QR codes for more info

This two-part workshop, facilitated by Dr. Khairul Islam, introduces users to R and its
functions. The workshops cover the installation of R and RStudio software, data entry,
and basic statistical analysis via descriptive statistics and graphics. This event is
cosponsored by the FDC and the Office of Research Development & Administration.

How to Use R for Statistics
Monday, March 28, 2022, 3:30-4:45 pm and Monday, April 11, 2022, 3:30-4:45pm
109B Halle or via Zoom

EMU alumnus Dr. April Baker Bell, who is on the faculty at MSU, will be giving a talk
and workshop at EMU on April 8. Dr. Baker Bell is the author of Linguistic Justice: Black
Language, Literacy, Identity, and Pedagogy (New York: Routledge). If you'd like to read
this work before attending her talk, EMU has unlimited online access to the book via
Proquest. Click or scan the QR code for the Zoom information.

Writing Across the Curriculum Winter Colloquium
Friday, April 8, 2022, 10:30am | via Zoom

The goal of this event is to provide a venue to share and discuss ideas for tackling
equity and inclusion in STEM Departments at EMU. Five STEM Departments will share
strategies and initiatives on which they are currently working. These presentations will
be followed by an open discussion.

Developing Inclusive Excellence in STEM
Friday, April 1, 2022, 10-11:30am | 109B Halle or via Zoom

Opening Day!

Click or scan the QR code for more
information, to register, or to view

recordings of previous sessions from the
News Literacy series!

https://www.emich.edu/facdev/events/r-for-statistics.php
https://www.emich.edu/facdev/events/diversity-in-stem.php
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https://emich.zoom.us/j/86120057705?pwd=NkR1c3ZOMGN5VXkycWkrRitFdm1rdz09
mailto:faculty_development@emich.edu?subject=
https://emich.summon.serialssolutions.com/#!/search?ho=t&include.ft.matches=f&l=en&bookMark=eNqVy0sKwjAQANABW9BqN57ACyiTTjJJ1qK4cOm-pCXWSD9gkvuLR3D1Vq-CYl5mv4LaaiNICdLMlkqoGhQWFXNj1lDHGDqUUmlNGjewv4d5yCGm0B_e-YffQfl0Y_Q1FOmT_RZO18vjfDvGxfkp9C8Ufspt75Ibl6FVQjBLbaxERGLF9Hf4AgAxMXY
https://emich.summon.serialssolutions.com/#!/search?ho=t&include.ft.matches=f&l=en&bookMark=eNqVy0sKwjAQANABW9BqN57ACyiTTjJJ1qK4cOm-pCXWSD9gkvuLR3D1Vq-CYl5mv4LaaiNICdLMlkqoGhQWFXNj1lDHGDqUUmlNGjewv4d5yCGm0B_e-YffQfl0Y_Q1FOmT_RZO18vjfDvGxfkp9C8Ufspt75Ibl6FVQjBLbaxERGLF9Hf4AgAxMXY

