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Introduction
Active learning is a widely discussed concept that needs better operationalization. A simple Internet search results in a huge number of hits—even allowing for extensive redundancy and overlap—that leave one with a multitude of definitions and practices that are difficult to integrate. Two conclusions seem difficult to avoid: (a) a useful definition of active learning must be multidimensional, and (b) the educational processes required to implement active learning must be conceptualized in terms of a teaching/learning system. The first point, the focus of this paper, will be addressed by describing two new rubrics developed for measuring the level of active learning from the learner and instructor perspectives. The second point will be addressed more briefly by suggesting some program assessment steps designed to support faculty evaluation of outcomes associated with active learning.

Resources for Rubric Content

Many authors (e.g., Brown & Keeley, 2001; Loacker, 2000; Angelo & Cross, 1993; Centra, 1993; Schön, 1987) address the topic of active learning either directly or in relation to topics like assessment and/or evaluation of student learning and of faculty teaching practices. A very large number of Internet sites (e.g., see the “Additional Resources” section) provide definitions, links, techniques, simulations, handouts, procedures, lesson plans, measures, and other material to help instructors implement active learning practices in their courses. Many thoughtful insights and procedures are available in articles published in association publications and proceedings (e.g., Chambers & Parks, 2002; Higher Learning Commission, 2002; Robins, 2002). The challenge involved in adapting others’ practices into one’s own is a substantial barrier to rapid change but clearly the rate of engagement is rapidly increasing if the number and quality of resources is a guide.

By reading and noting how various authors labeled, used, or designed active learning practices an extensive list of features and characteristics was gathered as a first step in conceptualizing what specific elements seemed significant for students and faculty at Bellevue University. This resource list plus extensive personal experience with systematically implementing active learning in Introduction to Psychology (Leise, 2002) provided a foundation for proceeding with a definition of active learning and the creation of the present rubrics.

Rationale for Active Learning Rubrics
A clear definition is essential to create a practical frame of reference for identification of learning performances considered “active” and to guide efforts to improve. A definition also must support effective measurement of active learning outcomes. At Bellevue University we must meet this challenge because we have committed to implementation of active learning as central to our mission. Therefore, it is one of our institutional areas of focus approved by the Higher Learning Commission for our AQIP accreditation model. 

After I wrote a definition of active learning, and began conceptualizing how to build an active learning rubric to address the measurement problem, it became apparent that there are significant differences of perspective between learners and instructors. Therefore I developed the two “parallel” rubrics presented here. The first is a scale for rating professional progress of instructors in actually creating active learning environments. The second is a scale for rating personal growth of students/learners in ability to assess their own learning.  Focus on instructor strategies is equal in importance to learner outcomes because active learning will occur only to the extent it is modeled, supported, and facilitated by instructors. Furthermore, it increases the likelihood of student “buy-in” if instructors across disciplines consistently implement active learning strategies. These holistic rubrics can be used for any instructional context or discipline for general program assessment. It is expected that more specific measures will be developed within courses and programs as data becomes available to guide more detailed interventions.

Holistic Rubric Design Methodology
Bargainnier (2003) provides an overview of types and purposes of rubrics, which include task-specific rubrics (e.g., to assess athletic performances), generic rubrics (e.g., to assess across-context oral communication performances), and holistic rubrics, which are useful for complex processes. Active learning fits the holistic rubric model because it is composed of many component processes, each of which could be separately rated or scored. Bargainnier lists the characteristics of useful rubrics: They must have clear performance criteria, rich descriptive language, focus on positive attainments, distinguish between performance and effort, and be reliable and valid. Apple and Krumsieg’s (2001) “Methodology for Creating Performance Measures,” presented in Pacific Crest’s Curriculum Design Handbook, was the model used to develop the holistic active learning rubrics described here.

Development of the Instructor Rubric

Steps in the Apple and Krumsieg (1999) methodology resulted in the following “set-up” information for the instructor rubric. (A copy of the rubrics is available from the author by email: cleise@bellevue.edu.)

Definition of Active Learning (Instructor Perspective)

The following definition, and the one for the student active learning perspective, resulted from integration of commonalities across resources in the reference list. The wording intentionally presents a “profile” of effective instructors as a way to define active learning in a way that can be implemented, assessed, and measured.

Instructors who use active learning strategies have positive attitudes about students’ competencies, emphasize learning of effective processes with potential to generalize across areas of knowledge, design learning activities that can move learners step-by-step to higher-order levels of knowledge, and incorporate assessment into all aspects of the learning environment. Further, they strive to involve students by gaining their commitment to learn at a challenging level, by maintaining a warm social environment, by providing realistic tools and resources, and by helping them to learn to turn any source of feedback into useful information for assessing performance.

Ten Key Factors that Control Quality in Use of Active Learning Methods by Instructors

The definition of active learning from the instructor perspective guided a brainstorm process that resulted in 10 factors (i.e., variables) judged to account for most of the differences among instructors.

1. Design courses and classroom activities around learning objectives and criteria of success.
2. Use open or “transparent” evaluation systems focused on level of learning expected.
3. Facilitate improved attitudes toward learning by helping students learn to use many sources of assessment feedback.
4. Facilitate learning by means of interventions that encourage student “ownership” of the learning process.
5. Integrate assessment of learning processes into courses to help students improve their outcomes.
6. Adjust instructional methods and strategies to learning style and personality differences.
7. Provide a variety of tools to support learners’ success.
8. Support learning through methodologies and models that “map” main elements of complex assignments.
9. Assume learning at higher levels requires solid performance of lower level skills
10. Assume learning should transfer and generalize to significant life contexts.
Five Integrated Factors for the Instructor Rubric
The 10 factors were further “integrated” and reduced to five factors by creating statements based on pairs of closely related items. (These are ranked and paired in the list above; items 1 and 2 are the input for factor “a” below, etc.) This reduction made it possible for the final measure to capture the main variables that make a difference in active learning, while also keeping the amount of detail manageable. For the instructor rubric the five factor statements that resulted were the following. “Shorthand” phrases in bold print provide a quick way to reference the factors.

Factor “a”: Curriculum design

Curriculum outcomes are judged on the basis of standards that are related to reliably observable behavior and/or to measures.

Factor “b”: Learning facilitation 

Facilitation results in increased self-efficacy (accurate confidence) of learners because of their openness to any source of performance feedback.

Factor “c”: Leveraging of learning styles

Integration of assessment of learning processes results in higher quality, and enriched, outcomes through “leveraging” variations in individual learner goals, styles, and personality.

Factor “d”: Variation of resources 

Resources, tools, and models for learners are selected to support their success with complex challenges.

Factor “e”: Learning generalization

Generalization of learning is achieved by focus on building higher-level skills needed in life contexts.

Labels for Five Levels of Quality of Instructor Facilitation of Active Learning

Having established the five factors (variables) that “anchor” instructor performance related to facilitation of active learning, five “levels” were conceptualized and labeled. Because performance in this complex area involves long-term growth, the top levels describe depth and breadth of expertise that is unusual. Some instructors find it professionally beneficial to put more intense energy into discipline-based research; others may find teaching/learning scholarship and research more suitable for their career progress. The instructor rubric is designed to indicate that the middle level, level 3, is considered strong performance—a level to be expected in a program assessment system. The intent of the levels is to clearly identify performance that is below expectations as well as performance levels to be aspired to. 

5. Transformational 
(Uses learning challenges and facilitation methods that result in life change in learners.)

4. Enriching
(Moves learners to explore knowledge applications beyond expectations.)

3. Engaging
(Consistently produces active learners who can self-assess performance against standards.)

2. Conventional
(Manages learning by clearly defining outcomes; discounts the value of facilitation of learning processes.)

1. Risk Averse
(Avoids change; discounts the value of assessment of teaching strategies or of supporting learning processes.)

Final Format of the Instructor Rubric

Having established the five factors and the five levels, items were written to reflect how each factor is most likely to be demonstrated at each of the five levels. Thus factor “a” at level 1 (Risk Averse) indicates instructor behavior and attitudes related to restriction of learning caused by setting objectives related only to content in a specific course text. Factor “a” at level 3 (Engaging) indicates much stronger curriculum design including clear standards of performance.

The goal for the set of items across factors “a” through “e” at each of the five levels is to create a “gestalt,” or coherence, in the total “picture” at each level. Thus at level 3, all items should be consistent with each other in the sense that it is very likely that someone who creates curriculum in the way described will also support accurate self-assessment skills in learners, etc.

Creation of the Student Rubric

The student rubric was developed to be “parallel” to the instructor rubric. The student behaviors described at each level are assumed to be related to, if not caused by, instructor active learning facilitation at the analogous level on the instructor rubric. For brevity, only the definition and the five levels are included for the student rubric.

Definition of Active Learning (Student Perspective)

Students committed to active learning have positive attitudes about their own competencies and accept the larger goal of learning-to-learn so they can become highly effective at using processes with potential to generalize to work, life, and citizenship. They appreciate well-designed learning opportunities that help them to move step-by-step to higher-order levels of knowledge. They have learned the affective skills involved in changing their attitudes about assessment with the result that they can reinterpret even negative, evaluative feedback into useful performance feedback. They strive to set their own learning standards above those required to assure that they are always challenging themselves. They maintain a positive social environment with peers and instructors by continually improving their communication and teamwork skills. They learn to continually review the tools and resources provided by the instructor and seek out additional ones that have potential to maximize performance.

Labels for the Five Levels of Quality of Student Engagement in Active Learning

5. Transformed Learner 
(Sets personal challenges that result in significant life change and growth.)

4. Enriched Learner
(Actively explores how to use knowledge for applications of personal interest; performs beyond expectations.)

3. Engaged Learner
(Active learner who can self-assess performance against standards.)

2. Conventional Learner
(Manages learning by focusing on outcomes; limited in awareness of personal potential.)

1. Risk Averse Learner
(Grade-oriented; concerned about meeting requirements efficiently.)

Program Assessment Considerations

The main purpose of this article is to describe the development of rubrics to measure active learning. The second purpose, to suggest program assessment steps, is illustrated by the following progression for incorporating active learning into institutional program assessment at Bellevue University.

1. Provide professional growth experiences to introduce active learning principles and the rubrics.

2. Request reflective reports by individual faculty on the state of active learning strategies in one course.

3. Hold a faculty interactive workshop to assess progress and plans for all program assessment projects.

4. Request each faculty member to assess active learning in a few student cases to identify variations.

5. Request program data for % of courses that meet the level 3 standard in the instructor rubric.

6. Request program data for % of students who perform at level 3 on the student rubric.

7. Continue annual data collection, workshops, and reports to increase quality and quantity of implementation.

Summary and Conclusions

Active learning assessment will not improve unless clear definition and measurement foundations are set in operational terms. Information resources and a rationale are offered for two multi-dimensional rubrics--instructor and student perspectives. Detailed information is presented for steps in the design methodology for the instructor rubric; the student rubric is briefly described. The recommended performance is level 3 of five levels on each rubric. Levels 1 and 2 identify performance that is below expectations; levels 4 and 5 represent performance quality that will require longer periods of time and that can occur only as the result of personal and professional growth. The implementation plan at Bellevue University is presented to illustrate program assessment steps. The most significant function of the described rubrics is to create a definite operational starting point that is flexible across programs and that is an “open” guide for creative options. As with any tool, successful use will depend upon commitment to continuous improvement on the basis of empirical information and reflection on teaching/learning processes.
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