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Efficiently use faculty time and resources while 
encouraging faculty investment in assessment

Determine whether students are learning:
• Does amount of coursework correlate with factual knowledge?

Use assessment results to improve our pedagogy:
• Do specific courses or pedagogical approaches improve general critical thinking 

skills? 

OBJECTIVES AND APPROACH



OBJECTIVES AND APPROACH

Online Survey Approach

• Customize assessment questions to match 
departmental priorities 

• Lower administrative costs

• Facilitate student participation via accessible 
anytime online interface

• Enable quick statistical analysis, over-time 
comparisons



LimeSurvey: an open-source survey platform 
available at www.limesurvey.org

SURVEY IMPLEMENTATION



LimeSurvey is similar to Qualtrics, SurveyMonkey, and 
other online survey platforms, but has unique 
advantages:
1. Data stored securely on local servers
2. Monitor student participation
3. Customizable question design, A/V support
4. Exports cleaned and labeled Stata/R/SPSS 

datasets
5. Free – as long as you host the platform

SURVEY IMPLEMENTATION



SURVEY IMPLEMENTATION

Question Design:

• All questions are factual: one correct answer
• Designed to capture fundamental lessons and 

conclusions in the discipline
• Subfield-specific questions and general 

questions that assess critical thinking and 
ability to interpret quantitative information



FACTUAL QUESTION 



CRITICAL THINKING



QUANTITATIVE ABILITY



SURVEY IMPLEMENTATION

Faculty created assessment questions

• Increases faculty input and interest in the 

assessment process

• Indirectly increases student response rate: 

faculty that care about the survey make 

their advisees participate



SURVEY IMPLEMENTATION

Ensure student participation by requiring them to 
take the survey before registering for fall courses

Include a completion code in each survey with the 
values 762####, where # are random 

Faculty require students’ completion codes before 
allowing them to register, check first three digits only



DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION



SURVEY IMPLEMENTATION

Randomly assign one of two surveys with 

similar content to help address measurement 

error associated with any particular question

Average completion time: 

12 minutes, 35 seconds



SURVEY RESULTS

Response rates:

90 students took the survey in under a minute 
and a half; we exclude them from the analysis. 



SURVEY RESULTS



SURVEY RESULTS

Students who took seven politics courses (the 

sample median) performed 38% better on the 

assessment than those who had taken only two 

courses (significant at p < 0.01)



SURVEY RESULTS

Students who took research methods outperformed 
those who didn’t by about half of one question, 
though there were too few in the sample to find a 
significant effect

Distinguished majors answered about 2 additional 
questions correctly (significant at p < 0.05)



SURVEY RESULTS



FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Begin joint assessment with other 
departments:
• Better identify the effects of discipline-

specific coursework
• Administer critical thinking questions to 

larger sample of students to compare 
general learning across disciplines



FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Improve analytic precision:
• Link student GPA and specific coursework 

history to assessment performance to 
identify the classes that matter most

• Examine over-time trends in the same 
students as they take additional Politics 
courses



Leverage assessment results for pedagogical 
improvement:
• Quantify the effect of faculty innovation (flipped 

classrooms, iClickers, online content) on student 
learning 

• Increase faculty motivation to use assessment to 
measure the effectiveness of pedagogical 
techniques

FUTURE DIRECTIONS



FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Improve motivation for fourth-year students:

• With no classes to register for, these 

students were least likely to participate 

• Working with administration to make 

assessment a requirement for graduation



THANKS!


