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It is important to understand two processes – assessment and evaluation – to unleash the potential of continuous improvement as a vehicle for cultural change in teaching/learning.  The fundamental nature of assessment is that someone values helping someone else and is willing to expend the effort to provide quality feedback that will enhance his/her future performance.  It is a cooperative endeavor that builds respect and ownership of performance.  The focus of an assessment can be on a skill set, on a process, or on a product or outcome from a process.  Assessment is frequently confused and confounded with the process of evaluation.  While both processes involve collecting data about a performance or work product, what is done with these data in each process is substantially different and invokes a very different mindset.  The purpose of an evaluation is to judge the quality of a performance or work product against a standard.  This process can have negative overtones and often erodes trust as well as degrades working relationships.

This paper reviews the characteristics of a quality assessment process and illustrates how these characteristics are embedded in three assessment techniques that support active learning.  The first technique is a concise oral report through which cooperative learning groups share strengths, areas for improvement, and insights about specific learning activities.  The second technique is a course assessment system that distinguishes between student effort and performance competency.  The third technique is a learning assessment journal maintained throughout a course and an end-of-semester self-growth paper in which students identify, analyze, and elevate learning skills critical to success in the course.  Thoughtful use of these techniques can foster active listening and student proactivity toward achieving any of the learning outcomes expected by Engineering Criteria 2000.

