
The Role of Assessment in Teaching
Understanding what our students are learning is fundamental to good 
teaching. Within a class, this understanding guides our next steps 
with each student. On the scale of a course, it allows us to assess 
where our methods and materials are achieving the desired outcome 
and when they need revision. On the one hand, assessing student 
understanding lies at the heart of grading. However, on a larger scale, 
understanding what students are learning is fundamental to 

researching how students learn in the geosciences

Why are we assessing student learning? 
Workshop participants noted that assessment is used for a number of 
different purposes including 

• promoting and understanding learning
• informing teaching   
• assigning grades
• institutional or professional evaluation as the basis for faculty 

rewards and recognition.  

What are we assessing?
To be successful in these roles, assessments need to gather 
information about student mastery of content, concepts, and skills 
attitudes. 

How do we develop assessments?
To  be most effective, an integrated and iterative approach to 
development of assignments, goals, methods and assessments must 
be coupled with a firm grounding in cognitive research and theory, 
scholarship of teaching and learning, and assessment research and 
practice. 

In May 2005, the NSF  funded “On the Cutting Edge” 
professional development program brought together 42 
leaders in cognition, education, assessment, and geoscience 
education to improve our ability to design and use effective 
assessments of student learning in the geosciences.

Workshop participants recommended 
• opportunities for collaboration between geoscience 

faculty and those with expertise in assessment; 
• sharing of existing assessment activities and instruments 

and the strategies for use and adaptation
• professional development regarding development of 

assessments and their use.
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