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Aligning Assessment with Intended Learning 
Outcomes 

Introduction 

Given that all-roundedness and professional competence are intended outcomes for all programmes: 
• How do we assess professional competence? 
• How do we assess the outcomes for all-roundedness set forth in the Strategic Objective 1? 

This section attempts to guide you to:  
• Appreciate how assessment design relates to curriculum design, as well as teaching and learning 

design in an outcome-oriented educational framework. 
• Recognise a broad range of assessment options open to your selection. 
• Make informed selection of assessment methods appropriate for your programme. 
• Convincingly justify your assessment design to programme reviewers inside and outside PolyU. 
• Formulate meaningful criteria to assess learning outcomes in various domains – professional 

knowledge, generic skills, and attitudes, etc. 
• Design rubrics to provide feedback to students and to enhance the teaching and learning process. 

Designing your Assessment Plan 

Effective assessment is inseparable from good teaching and learning. Just as a good teacher would use 
more than one method of teaching, a programme or a subject would normally employ more than one 
method of assessment. Furthermore, assessment activities, like teaching, are also carried out at 
different times throughout the semester so we can know how students are learning. An assessment 
plan lays out a well thought out selection of assessment methods that are aligned to the objectives and 
outcomes of the subject or programme. To help you evaluate your assessment plan, we suggest using 
the three check questions for exemplary assessment design. 

Selecting Appropriate Assessment Methods for Intended Learning Outcomes 

Not every assessment method is universally valid for every type of learning outcome. For example, if 
an intended outcome for a Computer Programming course is to ‘be able to design and develop web-
enabled software components using Java,’ you cannot measure this outcome by asking the student to 
write an essay. Similarly most generic outcomes, with the exception of language competencies, cannot 
be assessed by objective tests. 

In order to align assessment with a particular type of learning outcome, you need to select an 
appropriate method of assessment. In the following we shall introduce a range of different assessment 
methods and discuss their appropriateness for different types of outcome.  

A university education goes beyond mastering factual knowledge into higher order thinking skills and 
real world competencies. We want to develop a student’s ability to think critically and creatively and 
to solve problems. Thus, assessment methods which focus on lower-cognitive skills like memory are 
far less justifiable here. Instead, we need to design tests, exams, or assignments that can engage our 
students in thinking and doing things that will be valuable beyond their academic lives.  
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Recommended check question: What outcomes (in terms of level of understanding) are assessed?  

Assessing Professional Competence with Authentic Assessment 

In other sections, it is clearly explained that professional competence involves functioning abilities 
which are founded on a high level of understanding of academic knowledge and relevant procedural 
knowledge. Therefore, when selecting the assessment methods, we have to ensure they are able to 
assess the functioning abilities so as to develop students with competence in the professional context. 

The real professional context, which is highly performance-based, is a complicated mixture of ill-
defined problems, uncertainties and unexpected outcomes that demand teamwork efforts, leadership 
and diverse solutions, etc. It is difficult to create a real professional context in the classroom. Yet, 
teachers can bring in authentic assessments to ask students to demonstrate functioning knowledge and 
skills by performing real-world or near real-world tasks, using real-world tools, in a real-world 
context, and judged by real-world standards. This may sound rather unrealistic. However, when we 
design our assessment plan, we should keep these in mind to make our assessment as authentic as 
possible. When students are doing the authentic assessment tasks, such as projects and placement, 
students virtually gain real-world experience through the integration of different kinds of classroom 
knowledge to solve the real problems in the near real-world situation.  

Recommended check question: How authentic is the task?  

Using Assessment for Both Grading and Support Learning  

Take a minute to consider: ‘What is the function of assessment?’ Many colleagues may immediately 
respond that it is for giving grades to students. Indeed, this is an important function of assessment and 
educators call this ‘summative’ assessment. Summative assessment is usually carried out at the end of 
a subject or after the conclusion of a major topic. Therefore both the final examination and quizzes 
given during the term are summative assessments – as long as they are administered mainly for 
grading purposes. 

Besides its grading function, assessment is a powerful instrument for learning. Recent research in 
education focuses a lot on using assessment creatively to enhance learning (Gibbs, 1995).  The design 
of the questions asked in the assessment will send messages to the students about what kinds of 
learning are encouraged. For example, open-ended questions encourage students to move beyond 
book knowledge into the broader subject context. On the other hand, an over-dependence on objective 
tests promotes a culture of rote learning and memorisation. 

Hence when designing  your overall assessment plan, you should view it not only as building in check 
points to give grades to students, but to consider it integrally as part of the learning process for the 
students. It is important to see the assessment as an instrument for promoting desirable learning. 

Recommended check question: What kind of learning is promoted? 

Continuous Assessment or Terminal examination? 
A common concern among colleagues when making decisions about the assessment plan is the 
percentage weightings to be assigned to continuous assessment (also called coursework) and to the 
final examination. The choice between continuous assessment or terminal examination should 
therefore be considered in the light of whether they are appropriate for the intended learning outcomes, 
whether they are appropriately scheduled for providing feedback etc.  
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Three Assessment Check Questions 

In summary, keep asking the following questions about your assessment plan: 
• What outcomes (level of understanding/ performance) are assessed? 
• How authentic is the task? 
• What kind of learning is promoted? 

Assessment Methods 

This section explores different methods of assessment and uses the check questions to discuss 
conditions justifying their use. Each assessment method has three elements: (1) A description of what 
this method looks like in practice and its major variations; (2) Examples of how this method can be 
used; and (3) Review alignment using the 3 check questions. The assessment methods will be 
presented in this sequence: 

• Objective Tests 
• Case Studies 
• Essay Questions 
• Projects 
• End-of-Chapter Type Problems 
• Reflective Journals and Critical Incidents 
• Seminar Presentation 
• Practicum and Clinical 
• Portfolio 
• Examinations 
• Peer and Self-Assessment 
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Objective Tests 

Description Objective tests measure the learners’ ability to remember facts and figures 
as well as their comprehension of course materials. Common variations 
include multiple-choice (MCQ), true-false, and matching items. A typical 
MCQ test (Example 1) measures only the acquisition of factual or 
declarative knowledge. It is possible, but very difficult, to write objective 
questions (example 2) to measure higher order thinking. 
 

Example 1 Typical MCQ 

Which e-Business model best describes an online auction company like 
eBay?  

(A) B2B    (B) B2C    (C) C2C    (D) Portal    (E) Infrastructure  
 

Example 2 High Order Thinking MCQ 

After installing Windows 2000 Server on a new computer, you try to boot 
the computer but it fails. You receive an error message stating that the 
Boot.ini file is missing. The computer’s system partition has been 
formatted with NTFS. 

Which of the following describes the simplest solution to the problem in 
this scenario? You should 

(A) Use the latest System State backup to restore the missing file. 

(B) Boot the computer using Safe mode and then copy the missing file 
from a Windows 2000 CD.  

(C) Use the ERD to boot the computer and then restore the missing file to 
the Windows 2000 Server computer. 

(D) Use the Recovery Console to copy the missing file from the Windows 
2000 CD. 

(Source: http://www.microsoft-cisco-certification.com) 
 

What Outcomes 
are Assessed?

• Example 1 type questions can be used to assess students’ ability to 
recall, relate, or explain some factual knowledge which, as 
explained in Chapter 2, are lower-level learning outcomes.   

• Example 2 type questions can be used to assess simple knowledge 
application, which means being able to use factual knowledge and 
information to interpret data, diagnose and solve well-defined 
problems. Only lower end problem-solving skills can be assessed 
by MCQs. Real world problems are often too complex to describe 
in a MCQ. Often, they have no one right answer, whereas the 
fundamental design of MCQs aims at soliciting a definite right 
answer. 

 
How Authentic  

is the Task?
• Although some professionals are required to recall facts and data, 

MCQs cannot simulate this kind of recall situation adequately. For 
example, an operating theatre nurse will have to memorise the names 
of hundreds of surgical instruments and to be able to retrieve the 
correct item in a split-second with dead accuracy. However, the 
response is not prompted by a question of choice. The nurse has to 
observe the operation, anticipate what is needed, and respond to the 
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surgeon’s command instantly. Furthermore, getting the right 
instrument into the surgeon’s hand involves correct eye-hand-brain 
coordination. A MCQ assesses only the correct recall of terms. 

• Example 2 is obviously more authentic than Example 1. Customer 
support engineers, and even computer users, face this kind of question 
on a regular basis. However, constructing this kind of MCQ requires 
an in-depth understanding of performance measurement theories – 
something best left to professional test makers. 

 
What Kind of Learning 

is Promoted?
• When we over-use MCQs in quizzes and examinations for grading 

purposes, we send a message to students that learning is always 
about getting the right answers, rather than raising the right 
questions. Hence, we inadvertently perpetuate a culture of 
memorisation and rote learning. 

• Typical MCQs assess knowledge bit by bit, item by item, with 
little or no reference to any real world application. Such 
knowledge is quickly and easily forgotten after the exam. 

• External licensing and certification exams often involve a high 
proportion of objective questions. If one of your intended 
outcomes is successful professional entry, students will need drills 
in writing this type of exam. However, you cannot let these exams 
dictate or control your curriculum. In other words, your 
curriculum is concerned with something much more than 
performing well in any MCQs, it is about becoming an excellent 
person on the job and in life. Hence, academics should influence 
the professional bodies to change their assessment practices 
instead. 

• Even when MCQs are written to assess higher order learning, as in 
Example 2, they still encourage rote learning. Since these 
questions are very expensive to create, they are banked and re-
used many times in professional exams. The constant leakage 
reduces their overall reliability. The typical preparation for this 
type of exam is memorising answers from hundreds upon 
hundreds of past exam questions.  

• Objective questions, like those in the examples, are best used as a 
tool to diagnose learning problems rather than a grading 
instrument. You can store banks of objective questions on the 
computer where students can check their mastery of basic subject 
knowledge on a regular basis.  Good courseware can pinpoint 
concepts that a student has difficulty grasping and can provide 
remedial instruction on the spot. For example, an online diagnostic 
quiz after a lecture on ‘Internet Security’ may reveal that a number 
of students are still confusing the use of ‘Public Key’ with ‘Private 
Key’ in data encryption. Base on this information, the courseware 
can launch an e-learning module on ‘Public Key Infrastructure’ as 
many times as it takes for the student to grasp the basics. On the 
other hand, the instructor can take this information and revise his 
or her lesson plan for the next class. 
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Case Studies 

Description Students are given a factual description of a problem or situation. They are 
asked to analyse some information, diagnose the problem and prescribe a 
solution. 
 

Example This is an example of a case study question used in a timed, opened-book 
examination (summative) mode.  

You are an analyst for the Old World Bond Fund (see Fund Overview). 
You just received the attached set of economic forecast data from the 
European Central Bank. Formulate 3 actionable options for the portfolio 
manager, supporting your recommendation with sound analysis. You have 
90 minutes to write this email of no more than 500 words. 
 

What Outcomes  
are Assessed?

This case assesses students’ ability to analyse economic data, and apply 
and synthesise economic and finance knowledge in order to explain and 
hypothesise causes, as well as to prescribe solutions. The given example 
can also assess generic skills such as communication, global outlook, 
critical thinking, and so on. 
 

How Authentic  
is the Task?

• The type of task given in this example is performed by professionals 
on a regular basis. In the real world, analysts are given only minutes 
after the release of interest rate, GDP, or employment news to 
formulate detailed and sensible recommendations to clients. 

• Case studies can often be unauthentic when they are simply taken from 
a repository of cases without due consideration of the cultural and 
professional context as well as the relevancy to the outcomes of the 
subject or programme. 

 
What Kind of Learning 

is Promoted?
• Case study questions are generally open-ended. There is no one right 

answer but several options; this type of question encourages active and 
deep learning. To do well in the example case, a student needs to be an 
avid consumer of financial and investment information from the real 
world. S/he needs to reflect on the information consumed and, 
probably, to discuss the information with others who share the same 
interest.  

• Case studies, in general, encourage students to explore knowledge and 
to focus on applying the knowledge to solve the problem at hand. 
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Essay Questions 

Description This is the most commonly-used assessment method in universities.  There 
are two main varieties: 
1. Unstructured questions, also known as free-response 

questions. Students have maximum freedom for discussion. 
2. Structured or restricted-response questions. The student is given far 

less freedom to determine the nature and scope of the response. Often, 
the questions guide both the structure and the content of the expected 
response. 

 
Example 1 Unstructured Essay Question 

Discuss the suitability of deploying a distributed high-volume financial 
transaction system on Microsoft’s. Net architecture in under 500 words. 
 

Example 2 Structured Essay Question 

Read the information about Smith College. Describe a) how work is 
organised amongst the different departments b) how these departments are 
coordinated c) the advantages and disadvantages of the functional structure 
d) what kinds of problems this type of organisation solves/ creates? e) Is 
this the most effective kind of organisation for Smith College? 
 

What Outcomes  
are Assessed?

• Unstructured questions (Example 1) are excellent measures for 
assessing a student’s broad grasp of a topic, knowledge of related 
areas, powers of synthesis, analysis and evaluation, written 
communication skills, etc. They also give students the opportunity 
to organise their ideas and demonstrate their power in creative and 
divergent thinking. 

• Structured questions (Example 2) have to be used with more 
discretion. Quite often they work the same way as MCQs do – 
assessing knowledge of textbook information, rather than critical 
thinking. For example, questions 2a, 2b, 2c, and 2d are basically 
assessing a very low-level comprehension of textbook 
information. 

 
How Authentic  

is the Task?
By their very nature, essay questions are not meant to be a direct 
representation of real-life knowledge application. They are useful, 
however, to stimulate critical thinking and reflection on authentic 
situations. 
 

What Kind of Learning 
is Promoted?

Well-designed unstructured questions foster breadth in learning. 
Students can move beyond the topics in a textbook or a syllabus and 
branch out to discover related knowledge. For instance, the answer to 
the first example cannot be found in any one textbook. Students will 
have to research multiple cases and different ROI models to support 
their views. Breadth can be further enhanced particularly when peer 
feedback is incorporated into the process. 
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Projects 

Description Projects are popular methods of assessment in PolyU today.  Projects can 
be based on literature and/or empirical research on a relevant problem. 
They can also be applied projects – solving real-life or simulated 
problems, producing technical prototypes, or preparing a business plan.   
 

Example 1 Engineering Background Research Paper 

Working in teams of 4, perform an engineering background research study 
for the proposed T8 Highway project. What are the important issues in 
terms of the goals of the project and the effects on the community? 
Consider users, cost, safety, environment, technology, legal issues, design 
methods, functionality, alternatives, etc. Submit the final project as a 
website. 
 

Example 2 Multimedia Programming Project 

Working in pairs, make a 5-minute interactive instructional video 
demonstrating one business application of Radio Frequency ID (RFID) 
technology. Your video must include at least an opening splash page, a 
menu page, and a credit information page. It must employ the following 
multimedia functions – transitions and fades, animation, sound control, 
hand-coded rollovers, and custom handlers. Submit the project as a 
streaming video website. 
 

What Outcomes  
are Assessed?

Both examples can assess higher-order learning outcomes. Example 1 
provides more opportunities to analyse, synthesise, theorise, generalise, 
and evaluate Engineering knowledge in an academic context. The 
programming project, on the other hand, promotes the application of 
theoretical IT knowledge, problem solving, synthesis of aesthetics (web 
design), technical skills (web deployment) with business knowledge, and 
so on. 
 

How Authentic  
is the Task?

Example 1 uses a local (Hong Kong) civil engineering project as the theme 
for investigation. This level of real-world problem study makes the 
assignment very authentic. Another measure of authenticity is in the 
usefulness of the project, not to the teacher, but to the learners themselves. 
Example 2 demonstrates the creation of a very useful and assessable piece 
of learning object. The instructional videos created by the class will be 
useful for learning about the different application possibilities of RFID 
technology. These videos can also be used by subsequent classes as 
learning tools. 
 

What Kind of Learning 
is Promoted?

• Both methods encourage active learning where students are not mere 
receivers of knowledge. Instead, they are involved in the construction 
of knowledge. In the Multimedia project (Example 2) students 
contextualise what might be just book knowledge, and make it into 
something useful and functional. The artefact constructed (the video) 
becomes a tool for lifelong learning.   

• Example 1 is the kind of ill-defined problem that drives problem-based 
learning. This kind of research trains students not to find answers, but 
to raise deeper questions about issues – issues of safety, of the 
environment, of goals and objectives, and so on. 

• Group projects develop teamwork and leadership abilities. The 
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power of collaborative learning is magnified by the power of the 
web. The projects not only give students opportunity to learn to 
work as a team; but, given the ubiquitous reach of the Internet, 
such knowledge can be shared widely beyond the walls of the 
classroom. 
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End-of-Chapter Type Problems 

Description End-of-chapter problems are used to reinforce and apply some concepts 
and skills learned in the classroom. As in Example 1, when a mathematical 
procedure is presented in the classroom, students are given numerical 
practice problems to solve, in order, after class. These numerical problems 
are usually over-simplified real-life problems calling for direct substitution 
of values into formulae. 
 

Example 1 Nursing Math 

Complete the 10 problems at the end of the Critical Care Math chapter. 

Problem 1 – Your patient is ordered Dobutamine at 10mcg/kg/min. The 
drug is supplied as 500mg in 1000ml. Your patient weighs 180 pounds. 
How many cc/hr should the patient receive? 
 

Example 2 Prepare a nursing care plan for a specific patient in your care, using as 
your guide one of the models discussed in class. The care plan should 
include the following elements… 
 

What Outcomes  
are Assessed?

• Example 1 is an objective word problem. It assesses the student’s 
ability to perform IV (intravenous) calculation and metric 
conversions based on known algorithms. Since all the information 
needed to solve the problem is given in three lines, and there is 
only one correct answer, it is a well-defined problem. This task 
assesses only computational competency. It does not assess 
problem-solving or critical thinking skills; neither does it assess 
functional IV-administration skill. 

• Example 2, on the other hand, can assess higher-order thinking 
skills. To begin with, the problem is always unique since no two 
patients are exactly alike. The student will have to differentiate 
between various nursing models to choose the one most suitable 
for this situation. S/he will have to analyse patient data, interpret 
subjective messages from the patient, and diagnose the problem. 
Then s/he will have to design a care plan that includes setting 
goals and prescribing nursing interventions that are backed by 
scientific reasoning. 

 
How Authentic  

is the Task?
• The nature of the problem in Example 1 is authentic. However, in 

practice, the nurse will have to make calculations under multiple 
constraints. In the workplace, this kind of task certainly won’t be 
something you can take home to work on at your own pace.  

• Example 2 deals with an actual nursing problem and is very authentic 
in that respect. It is also an appropriate take-home task as the time it 
takes to prepare a care plan varies from patient to patient, and from 
hospital to hospital. However, some nursing schools require students 
to present nursing care plans in an academic format (e.g., APA), rather 
than in a professional format. This practice would compromise the 
authenticity of the task and make it unnecessarily burdensome for 
students. 

 
What Kind of Learning 

is Promoted?
• Example 1 type assessment questions are commonly found in nursing 

professional exams and, hence, nursing students must be able to 
answer this type of questions. Whether this type of assessment task 
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promotes rote learning or not depends a lot on whether students learn 
the computational skill out of the context of practice. If this knowledge 
is learned out of context, it will be forgotten soon after the test. 

• Example 2 type assessment promotes an integrative approach to 
learning that is active, investigative, and problem-based. The 
student will have to integrate learning from different subjects such 
as anatomy, physiology, and psychology with nursing knowledge. 
This type of task will promote problem-solving as well as critical-
thinking skills. 
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Reflective Journals and Critical Incidents 

Description Reflective journal is a piece of writing which allows students to record 
thoughts and insights about their own learning experience. This can be 
writing about what and how they have learned and understood a topic.  It 
can also be a review of their learning process, self-evaluation of their 
performance and planning for future learning based on past learning 
experience, etc. (PolyU Learning-to-Learn Project). 

Critical Incidents Students report on critical incidents that seem, to them, 
powerful examples of the topic studied, or move them to think deeply 
about the topic.  By explaining what make these incidences critical and 
how they relate to concepts learned in the classroom, we can gain insight 
about how students (1) interpret what they have been taught, and (b) make 
use of the information (Biggs, 1999). 
 

Example 1 Reflective Journals in Earth System Science 

a.  Post Your Questions. As a rule of thumb, plan to post your initial 
thoughts, theories, or questions; enter information and insights as you 
locate them; and then reflect on how far you’ve come. This process will 
not only capture the story of your knowledge building, but it will also 
clearly show your growth over the time of the course. For example, 
your initial thoughts could be ‘I have a theory about how the 
hydrosphere is affected by a volcano….’ and what you want to know, 
‘How is the fallout affected by the heat released in a volcano?’ Write 
about the reasons for your questions and theories, as well as how 
strongly you feel about them. 

b.  Post What You Know. In the beginning of each week your entries will 
focus on what you know, ‘I know that the atmosphere is affected by a 
volcano….’ And what you want to know: ‘How is the fallout affected 
by the heat released in a volcano?’ At the end of each week, your entries 
might read, ‘What I didn’t realise….’ And ‘I figured out….when James 
made that entry about the remote sensing data that…’ 

(Adapted from NASA Classroom of the Future, Center for Educational 
Technologies. To learn more about this assignment please see 
http://www2.cet.edu/ete/5-8/cintro/journal.html) 
 

Example 2 Critical Incidents in Communication 

a.  Provide a 1-page account of an occasion when you are not sure how to 
respond. Perhaps, you feel that if you speak your mind you will hurt 
someone’s feelings, or drive them away, or get them angry, etc. On the 
other hand, you may want to inform them of how you feel. What do you 
do in such a situation? 

b.  I will select particular challenging and relevant critical incidents from 
the ones you all hand in and I will distribute selected ones for you to 
work with. You will work as a group to discuss your analysis of these 
critical incidents (Group Exercises), to discuss the communication 
issues you see in the incidents, and to discuss how communication 
theory relates to these incidents. Then you will be asked to write your 
own, individual analysis of the incident to be handed in a week later 
(Analysis of the Critical Incident). The ultimate goal of this exercise is 
to apply theory to the critical incidents – just what are the 
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communication issues that the incident highlights? What are the central 
concepts that attach to the incident? How does theory apply, what 
analysis of the event can we draw out with the help of the theory? (To 
learn more about this assignment visit: 
http://www.usm.maine.edu/~com/critical.htm ) 

 
What Outcomes  

are Assessed?
Both types of journaling are appropriate assessment for deep learning, in 
which, the learner needs to reflect in order to relate theory with 
experience; to synthesise knowledge from multiple domains; to critique 
knowledge encountered; and to evaluate the effectiveness of the learning 
processes itself. Besides forcing students to think about the relevancy of 
the class topic, these writings will give instructors clue as to how students 
(a) have interpreted what they have been taught, and (b) can make use of 
the information. 
 

How Authentic  
is the Task?

Critical incidents (Example 2) are drawn from multiple authentic 
experiences of the class members themselves. Furthermore, it is learning 
by examining ‘What didn’t work for me?’ rather than ‘What does the book 
say?’ From there, one is led to examine theories to see how they could, or 
could not, address real-world problems. 
 

What Kind of Learning 
is Promoted?

• Journaling is not only for assessment; it is intrinsically valuable for 
deep learning. It captures the students’ judgment on the relevance of 
the content taught, and their ability to reflect upon experience using 
that knowledge. 

• In fact, journaling is an excellent means to attain and to assess 
Strategic Objective 1 attributes. What about keeping a Leadership 
Critical Incidents journal? Or a Learning Journal in Cultural 
Appreciation? Or maintain an online journal on Significant World 
Events? 

• Journaling develops lifelong learning skill. Many successful people 
maintain a learning journal or diary throughout their lives. Others 
share their journals within a community of practice by leveraging the 
power of the Internet. 

• When journals are shared and critiqued amongst peers, as in both 
examples above, they promote collaborative learning. Students learn 
from other people’s encounters with knowledge and experience 
through active discussion and feedback. 

• Students can gain valuable insight about their learning progress 
and strengths and weaknesses as learners, as well as the 
effectiveness of their own learning strategies. As a result, they will 
become more capable in planning for overcoming learning 
difficulties. 
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Seminar Presentation 

Description Students work individually, or in teams, to investigate a topic relevant to 
the course and present their findings in the form of a seminar. There are 
other variations of the seminar presentation. Although seminars are very 
similar in format, there can be many alternatives in grading methods. For 
instance,  
• Who grades - Teacher only? Peer? External assessor involved? Self? 
• Performance aspects – Content only? Generic skills like 

communication, teamwork, artwork, etc.? 
• What kind of grade – Team only? Team plus individual? 
 

Example 1 Oral Presentation Grading Criteria 

Present a 45-minute oral seminar on a subject pertaining to this course. 
You will be assessed on the following criteria – organisation, style, use of 
communication aids, depth of content, accuracy of content, use of 
language (grammar, word choice, freedom from biases, etc.), personal 
appearance, and responsiveness to audience. 
 

Example 2 Poster Presentation Grading Criteria 

Present your research on a 6’ x 3’ poster board. You will be graded on the 
following criteria – overall appearance, white space, text/ graphics 
balance, text size, organisation and flow, author identification, research 
objective, main points, and summary. 
 

What Outcomes  
are Assessed?

• Broaden the scope of your assessment in terms of intended 
learning outcomes. Typically, we assess only declarative 
knowledge construction in seminars and presentations; however, 
presentation is also an excellent method to assess other generic 
skills like communication, language skills, teamwork, functioning 
knowledge (how-to), and so on. For instance, the assessment 
criteria of Example 1 encompass many generic skills, including 
language skills, interpersonal communication, as well as quality of 
visual aids and handouts. 

• The assessment criteria of Example 2 focus on communicating 
research findings and effective poster design techniques. 

 
How Authentic  

is the Task?
• The topic of the study may or may not be authentic. 
• Presentations are often used in the professional context. Business 

people make customer presentations, management presentations and 
training presentations on a regular basis. 

 
What Kind of Learning 

is Promoted?
• Presentations foster deep thinking. When one has to communicate a 

complex idea to others with limited time and space, there is always a 
challenge to present the idea in a lucid and succinct way. 

• Most presentation assignments are team-based and promote 
collaborative learning. 
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Practicum and Clinical 

Description In professional skill courses involving lab or clinical work, use and control 
of equipment, or the development of physical dexterity and psychomotor 
skills, it is obviously necessary to assess this work through practical tests 
of some sort.   There are two general approaches to assessing practical 
skills: 

1. Ongoing observation is best for courses with practical or 
psychomotor skills making up most of the intended learning 
outcomes, e.g., Culinary Arts, Performing Arts, Studio Arts, 
Clinical Skills courses, and so on. By assessing each performance 
or product, you can get a better overall view of the student’s 
performance and ability. Furthermore, timely feedback can be 
given on the spot for improvement purposes. Whenever possible, 
this type of continuous formative-to-summative assessment is the 
best for practical skills courses. 

2. Summative demonstration is a demonstration of practical 
skills to an examiner. In many ways this is similar to the closed-
book written exam, except for the fact that it is of a practical 
nature. This form of assessment can be unfair to students who may 
have a ‘bad day’, or to those who react badly to exam pressures 
but are otherwise competent performers. However, many 
vocational qualifications require this type of competency testing 
and students will need to be prepared. 
 

Example 1 Clinical Procedures Demonstration 

To complete your clinical requirements you will demonstrate at least 3 
successful experiences in a hospital setting with 5 procedures: (1) 
venipuncture; (2) arterial puncture; (3) bladder cath of male and female; 
(4) suturing/ wound care; and (5) intravenous lines. Submit completed log 
forms with signature and comments of the supervising nurse or doctor. 

 
Example 2 Physical Assessment Demonstration 

Your final practical exam is a 30-minute physical assessment 
demonstration. Bring your own patient for this demonstration and arrive 
10 minutes before your scheduled exam time. You will be required to 
perform abdominal, thorax/lung, and cardiovascular exam. In addition you 
will perform a fourth exam chosen randomly by the examiner. Possible 
choices include musculoskeletal exam, neurological exam, eye exam, or 
head/ ear/ nose/ throat/ neck exam. The criteria for performance are 
attached. Please use them to study and practice before the exam. You are 
not permitted to refer to them during the exam. 

 
Example 3 Clinical Skills Demonstration with Explanation (this is a variation of 

Examples 1 and 2.)  

Perform the Clinical Procedure/Physical Assessment Demonstration. As 
you are performing each step in the procedure, explain to the supervisor/ 
examiner (1) what you are about to do (2) why you are doing what you 
will be doing (3) answer any question from your supervisor/ examiner. 

 
What Outcomes  • Both Examples 1 and 2 are designed to measure mostly procedural 
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are Assessed? knowledge – it is primarily a matter of getting the sequences and 
actions right based on the given criteria. The assessments themselves 
do not measure functioning knowledge of patient care, which is 
primarily performance with understanding.  

• Example 3 includes an explanation component to the demonstration. 
This ‘running commentary’ will expose the thinking behind the action 
and will allow the examiner to assess the reasoning ability of the 
student 
 

How Authentic  
is the Task?

• Obviously, Example 1 is far more authentic than Example 2. The 
student works on real patients in an actual hospital or clinic. S/he is 
assessed by a practising professional.  

• Example 2, on the other hand, takes place in a simulated situation 
which does not take into consideration all the complexities of a real 
patient in a real clinic. However, sometimes it is justifiable to assess 
under this condition because of the sheer logistical problems with a 
more authentic approach. 
 

What Kind of Learning 
is Promoted?

• Practicum and clinical assessments encourage the development of 
practical hands-on skills.  

• However, when the learning of declarative knowledge is separated 
from the learning of procedural knowledge, there is a danger of 
doing things ‘mindlessly.’ In such cases, the person functions like 
a technician rather than a professional. Thus, the use of 
demonstration with explanation should be encouraged whenever 
feasible. 
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Portfolio 

Description A portfolio is a collection of course-related work performed by the student. 
Written reflections in which students evaluate their own learning are 
central components when portfolios are used to assess course outcomes. 
Traditionally, portfolios are used to assess learning in the arts and 
humanities. However, they can be equally useful in just about any 
discipline. Broadly speaking, there are two types of portfolios – the all 
inclusive portfolio and the selection portfolio. When portfolios are stored 
and presented electronically they are called ‘e-portfolios’. 

1. The all-inclusive portfolio is a complete record of all the 
work a student has produced in a course or programme. It can 
include various assignments like papers, projects, homework, 
VCDs of presentations or performances, etc. Students should 
include a written explanation of the significance of each entry in 
the portfolio. Doing so will help them think about and critique 
their own work, leading to deep learning. 

2. The selection portfolio is purpose-specific. When the purpose of a 
portfolio is to evaluate the achievement of intended learning outcomes, 
only the best work exemplifying outcomes will be selected for 
inclusion. If the purpose is to demonstrate all-roundedness, then work 
representing a broad range of accomplishments will be included. If the 
purpose is to illustrate the process associated with attaining a learning 
outcome, then multiple drafts or versions that represent a chronology 
of progress will be selected. Again, some form of written reflection is 
essential for the development of higher order learning. There should 
be a limit to the number of items in the portfolio, otherwise it may go 
overboard and become a marking nightmare. 

 
Example English Writing Selection Portfolio 

The Writing Portfolio is a well organised, neatly bound collection of 
written work that both you and I can use to gauge your performance and 
effort in this course, and to gauge the progress you have made as a writer. 

Assembling this Writing Portfolio will give you the chance to re-examine 
some of the assignments you did in this course, and to reflect on what you 
learned from them. Your in-depth, reflective comments, placed in the 
transmittal and in section introductions throughout your portfolio, will 
help me to understand precisely what you feel you have learned. Revisions 
of assignments will offer proof. 

The portfolio is accompanied by a 2-3 page memo where you (1) reflect in 
detail on what you have learned about writing and about yourself as a 
writer during this semester. (2) Identify the pieces you have chosen to 
include in the portfolio and describe why you chose them: explain in detail 
how they represent your progress as a writer and your best work as a 
writer. (3) Explain your arrangement of writing assignments: how they are 
arranged, why they are arranged in this way and not another, and what 
effect on the evaluation process you hope the arrangement will achieve.  

(Adapted from Kline, W.D. (1998). Portfolio assessment. Retrieved from:  
http://www.umsl.edu/~klein/PortfolioAssn.html) 
 

What Outcomes  Portfolios can be designed to assess almost any intended learning 
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are Assessed? outcomes. Because reflection is always built into the framework, they 
allow assessment of students’ skills in critical thinking, judging, learning, 
interpreting and analysing information as well as their attitudes and value 
systems. 
 

How Authentic  
is the Task?

• Portfolios are frequently kept and displayed by professionals in the art 
and design field. In fact, they are useful evidence of attainment for any 
discipline. 

• By building a professional portfolio during university years, a student 
has a ready and powerful employment search tool upon graduation. 

 
What Kind of Learning 

is Promoted?
• More than anything else, portfolios help students to take individual 

responsibility for, and ownership of, their own learning. 
• It is also one of the best methods in developing lifelong learning 

skills (Strategic Objective 1). Lifelong learning is at its best when 
a professional can habitually reflect on his or her work 
performance in order to make continuous improvement. 
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Examinations 

Description Examination is not an assessment method, but denotes an assessment 
purpose. Exams are used primarily for grading or selection purpose. We 
call this activity, in educational terms, summative assessment. It can use 
many of the methods we discussed above. Since examinations can take on 
many variations, it is important to understand the range of possibilities in 
order to design examinations that are compatible both with outcome-based 
and student-centred education. Which form should your exam take – open-
book, closed-book, or take-home? When should exams take place – end of 
term only, or throughout the term? These are primary questions, that we 
shall consider here. 
 

Examples Terminal Exams 

• Terminal exams happen at the end of a subject or programme. Some 
courses have one major terminal exam that contributes most of the 
grade for the course. The outcome of terminal exams usually 
determines whether the student can proceed to the next stage of 
learning, entrance to profession, or the degree classification, etc. 

• Continuous assessment is an alternative to terminal exams. In 
continuous assessment student grades are determined by aggregating 
the performance on exams, tests, and other assessment activities 
undertaken throughout the semester or programme. 

Open-Book, Closed-Book, Take-Home Exams 

In planning exams, you often have to make a choice of how much time and 
reference material should be made available to students. 

• Closed-book exam is the traditional mode of assessment. Students are 
not allowed to bring any reference material into the exam. They 
usually have a choice of exam questions and rely on their memory to 
answer them within a time limit. External professional and selection 
exams are usually closed-book and of an objective nature (MCQs and 
short answers). 

• Open-book exam is becoming increasingly popular at the tertiary 
level. Memory plays a less prominent role in this form of assessment 
as students can bring a choice of reference material into the exam. 
However, students are still required to work within a time limit.  

• Take-home exam substantially reduces both the memory and time 
factors in assessment. Students have access to references, but not 
assistance from others. They are expected to complete the exam within 
a given time limit (usually overnight or a weekend). The nature of 
questions in a take-home exam should not be of a factual recall nature 
(e.g. MCQ), since you will only encourage copying. 

 
What Outcomes  

are Assessed?
• Terminal exams, because of their one-time nature, only take a 

‘snapshot’ of student achievement at a particular moment. If, for any 
reason, the student is not performing optimally during those particular 
hours on that particular day, the measurement will not be an accurate 
reflection of his/her learning. 

• Closed-book exams of an objective nature (e.g., MCQ) primarily 
measure factual recall and low-level comprehension of facts and 
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procedures. Open-ended questions, however, can assess students’ 
application and interpretation of knowledge as well as their analytical 
and evaluative skills. 

 
How Authentic  

is the Task?
Exams, by their artificial nature, are not authentic assessment activities. 

 
What Kind of Learning 

is Promoted?
• It is undeniable that the exam carries a very negative connotation, 

especially in Hong Kong. With this baggage, even the best designed 
exam will invoke undesirable behaviour on the part of some learners. 
Because of the inevitability of exams in the current assessment 
environment, it is important to take all of these into consideration 
when planning assessment. 

• An exam also promotes an unhealthy power relationship between 
teacher and students. Instead of perceiving teachers as guides and 
coaches into a life of learning, a teacher can be perceived as 
someone who holds the power of one’s academic ‘life and death’. 
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Peer and Self-Assessments 

Description In designing your assessment plan, you can also choose who should be 
doing the assessing. Thus far, we have assumed that the teacher is the 
person responsible for assessment. However, for all the assessment 
methods we discussed above, you also have the options of peer 
assessment and self-assessment. 

• Peer assessment is assessment of students by other students. As 
more and more teamwork or group work is used in universities, 
peer assessment is becoming increasingly popular. Peer 
assessment can be formative or summative. 

Formative peer assessment involves students giving feedback to 
each other to improve learning. Provision is made in class or 
online for students to give feedback on each other’s performance 
based on a given set of criteria. 

Summative peer assessment involves students grading each other’s 
work. There are many ways to do this. In a written assignment 
each student can grade another student’s paper based on a scoring 
rubric you provide for the class. In a presentation you can use a 
peer assessment scoring form. In a team project, you can ask the 
students within a team to negotiate and distribute a number of 
marks amongst themselves based on contribution to the team. Peer 
assessment grades usually complement the instructor’s grades in 
summative assessment. 

• Self-assessment is the assessment of learners by themselves. In 
order to perform meaningful self-assessment, you need to give 
students clear criteria by which they can assess themselves. This 
could be in the form of a scoring rubric. Once the students possess 
clear and written performance criteria, they can continuously 
assess their own performance and make improvement. Almost all 
self-assessment is formative in purpose. 
 

What Outcomes  
are Assessed?

Peer and self-assessment can be built into any of assessment methods 
described earlier. Again, the emphasis is on making explicit the outcomes 
assessed and their performance criteria by using a scoring rubric. 

 
How Authentic  

is the Task?
Peer and self-assessments are very much a part of modern human resource 
management practice. Students entering the work world will have to get 
used to assessing others and being assessed by others. 

 
What Kind of Learning 

is Promoted?
• Self-assessment encourages learners to take ownership of and 

responsibility for their own learning – qualities of a lifelong 
learner. 

• Peer assessment encourages collaborative learning. Educational 
psychology tells us that knowledge is first socialised before it is 
internalised. Peer assessment activities help bind learners together 
into a learning community. Through these formal and informal 
communities that generate knowledge, students will grow into 
lifelong learners. 
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