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ASSESSMENT TERMINOLOGY  
Division of Student Affairs 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
 
Note: Listed below is a glossary of terms and concepts commonly used in assessment and 
research literatures.  Some of these terms may appear be very simple while others appear to be 
more complex.  This list is not meant to be comprehensive of all terminology used in these fields 
but is meant to be representative of those concepts and terms commonly used and perhaps most 
relevant to your department’s assessment process.  We hope this document will provide you with 
a common language for interacting with colleagues across campus.  The numbers following each 
definition refers to the citation source listed at the end of the document in the reference section.   
 
 
 
Assessment: an effort to gather, analyze and interpret evidence that describes institutional, 
departmental, divisional, or program effectiveness. (21) 
 
Academic program review: the periodic peer evaluation of the effectiveness of an educational 
degree program usually encompassing student learning, faculty research, scholarship, and 
service, and assessment resources. (6) 
 
Accountability: use of results for program continuance/discontinuance; the public reporting of 
student, program, or institutional data to justify decisions or policies; using results to determining 
funding. (6) 
 
Assessment plan: a document that outlines the student learning outcomes (for academic 
programs) or unit outcomes (for support units), the direct and indirect assessment methods used 
to demonstrate the attainment of each outcome, a brief explanation of the assessment methods, 
an indication of which outcome(s) is/are addressed by each method, the intervals at which 
evidence is collected and reviewed, and the individual(s) responsible for the collection/review of 
evidence. (2) 

Behavioral observations: measuring the frequency, duration, typology, etc. of student actions, 
usually in a natural setting with non-interactive methods, for example, formal or informal 
observations of a classroom. Observations are most often made by an individual and can be 
augmented by audio or videotape. (2) 

 Benchmark: a criterion-referenced objective; “Performance data that are used for comparative 
purposes. A program can use its own data as a baseline benchmark against which to compare 
future performance. It can also use data from another program as a benchmark. In the latter case, 
the other program often is chosen because it is exemplary and its data are used as a target to 
strive for, rather than as a baseline."  (p. 35, 10) 

Closing the loop: using assessment results for program change and improvement. (6) 
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Commercial, norm-referenced, standardized exams: group administered, mostly or entirely 
multiple-choice, "objective" tests in one or more curricular areas. Scores are based on 
comparison with a reference or norm group. Typically must be purchased from a private vendor. 
(2) 

Construct:  an abstract or general idea inferred or derived from specific instances (2) 

Construct validity: the degree to which the degree to which a test measures what it claims, or 
purports, to be measuring (13)  

Content analysis: a qualitative methodology in which researchers analyze written material in a 
way that which will produce reliable evidence about a large sample. To do this, researchers 
establish a set of categories and then count the number of instances that fall into each category. 
The crucial requirement is that the categories are sufficiently precise to enable different coders to 
arrive at the same results when the same body of material is examined. (18) 

Content validity: a test has content validity if the item measures what it is intended to measure. 
(12)  

Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI): taken from the business world, CQI is a 
methodology intent on meeting or exceeding customer requirements by continuous improvement 
and innovation in products, processes, and services. Marchese (cited in Palomba & Banta, 1999) 
notes that “the quality movement brings with it a sense of collective responsibility for learning, a 
habit of listening to the people we serve, a preference for data, an ethic of continuous 
improvement, a determination to develop fully the talent of every learner, and an 
acknowledgement that we are professionally accountable to one another and to those we serve 
for results.” (p.11, 15) 

Convergent validity: general agreement among ratings, gathered independently of one another, 
where measures should be theoretically related. (2) 

Course-embedded assessment: collecting assessment data information within the classroom 
because of the opportunity it provides to use already in-place assignments and coursework for 
assessment purposes. This involves taking a second look at materials generated in the classroom 
so that, in addition to providing a basis for grading students, these materials allow faculty to 
evaluate their approaches to instruction and course design. (15) 

Criterion-referenced: criterion-referenced tests determine what test-takers can do and what they 
know, not how they compare to others. Criterion-referenced tests report on how well students are 
doing relative to a predetermined performance level on a specified set of educational goals or 
outcomes included in the curriculum. (2) 

Culture of assessment: an environment in which continuous improvement through assessment 
is expected and valued. (6)  

Culture of evidence: an environment in which the use of research and/or assessment results to 
guide policy decisions is expected and valued. (14) 
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Direct measures: direct measures of student leaning require student to display their knowledge 
and skills as they respond to the instrument itself. Objective tests, essays, presentations, and 
classroom assignments all meet this criterion. (15) 

Embedded assessment: including questions from assessment instruments or selecting questions 
from existing tests of existing courses; paucity of number of questions can affect reliability. (24) 
 
Evaluation: any effort to use this evidence to improve effectiveness. (21) 

Exit and other interviews: asking individuals to share their perceptions of their own attitudes 
and/or behaviors or those of others, evaluating student reports of their attitudes and/or behaviors 
in a face-to-face-dialogue. (2) 

External assessment: use of criteria (rubric) or an instrument developed by an individual or 
organization external to the one being assessed. Usually summative, quantitative, and often high-
stakes (see below). Example: GRE exams. (2) 

External validity: refers to the extent to which the results of a study are generalizable or 
transferable to other settings. Generalizibality is the extent to which assessment findings and 
conclusions from a study conducted on a sample population can be applied to the population at 
large. Transferability is the ability to apply the findings in one context to another similar context. 
(2) 

Face validity: the extent to which an instrument superficially appears, to an examinee, to 
measure the construct being investigated. (8) 

Focus groups: typically conducted with 7-12 individuals who share certain characteristics that 
are related to a particular topic related a research or evaluation question. Group discussions are 
conducted by a trained moderator with participants (several times, if possible) to identify 
trends/patterns in perceptions. Moderator's purpose is to provide direction and set the tone for the 
group discussion, encourage active participation from all group members, and manage time. 
Moderator must not allow own biases to enter, verbally or nonverbally. Careful and systematic 
analysis of the discussions provides information that can be used to evaluate and/or improve the 
desired outcome. (2) 

Formative assessment: the gathering of information about student learning during the 
progression of a course or program and usually repeatedly-to improve the learning of those 
students. Assessment feedback is short term in duration. Example: reading the first lab reports of 
a class to assess whether some or all students in the group need a lesson on how to make them 
succinct and informative. (2) 

“High stakes” use of assessment: the decision to use the results of assessment to set a hurdle 
that needs to be cleared for completing a program of study, receiving certification, or moving to 
the next level. Most often the assessment so used is externally developed, based on set standards, 
carried out in a secure testing situation, and administered at a single point in time. Examples: at 
the secondary school level, statewide exams required for graduation; in postgraduate education, 
the bar exam. (2) 
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Indirect measures: indirect methods such as surveys and interviews ask students to reflect on 
their learning rather than to demonstrate it. (15) 
 
Institutional effectiveness: broadly refers to the extent to which an institution meets its unique 
mission. Typically includes functions associated with assessment and institutional research. (11) 

Inter-rater reliability: the degree to which different raters/observers give consistent estimates 
of the same phenomenon. (2) 

Interviewing: asking questions in a systematic way as to determine another’s perspective. (16) 

Internal validity: refers to (1) the rigor with which the study was conducted (e.g., the study's 
design, the care taken to conduct measurements, and decisions concerning what was and wasn't 
measured) and (2) the extent to which the designers of a study have taken into account 
alternative explanations for any causal relationships they explore. (2) 

Learning: the process by which a relatively lasting change in potential behavior occurs as a 
result of practice or experience. (19) 

Learning outcomes: refers to the specific knowledge or skills that students actually develop 
though their college experience. (6) 

Longitudinal study: a study that investigates development, learning, or other types of change in 
individuals over time. (6) 

Measurement: refers to the two over-arching but not mutually exclusive methods used to 
conduct assessments: quantitative and qualitative. (21) 

Meta-analysis: a systematic way of compiling results across studies in order to clarify the 
findings in an area of research. (7) 

Norms: Statistics that describe the test performance of specified groups, such as pupils of 
various ages or grades in the standardization group for a test. Norms are often assumed to be 
representative of some larger population, as of pupils in the country as a whole. (2) 

Norm-reference: a norm-referenced test is designed to highlight achievement differences 
between and among studies to produce a dependable rank order of students across a continuum 
of achievement from high achievers to low achievers. (2) 

Observer effect: the degree to which the assessment results are affected by the presence of an 
observer. (2) 

Objective measures: tests or measures that can be scored without need for subjective judgment 
(e.g., multiple-choice format). (19) 
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Objectives: refers to the specific knowledge, skills, or attitudes that students are expected to 
achieve through their college experience; expected or intended student outcomes. (6) 

Ongoing assessment: tracks student learning by performance on tasks that are part of the natural 
Lesson Plan process. Ongoing assessment, producing samples of work clustered by the outcome 
demonstrated, provides accumulated data for summative analysis. (6) 

Open-ended: assessment questions that are designed to permit spontaneous and unguided 
responses. (2) 

Operational (--ize): defining a term or object so that it can be measured. Generally states the 
operations or procedures used that distinguish it from others. (2) 

Outcome measure: instruments used for gathering information on student learning and 
development. (6) 

Outcomes: refers to the specific knowledge, skills, or developmental attributes that students 
actually develop through their college experience; assessment results. (6) 

Performance assessment: assessment technique involving the gathering of data though 
systematic observation of a behavior or process and evaluating that data based on a clearly 
articulated set of performance criteria to serve as the basis for evaluative judgments. (23) 

Portfolios: collections of multiple student work samples usually compiled over time and rated 
using rubrics. The design of a portfolio is dependent upon how the scoring results are going to be 
used. (2) 

Portfolio assessment:  a portfolio becomes a portfolio assessment when (1) the assessment 
purpose is defined; (2) criteria are made clear for determining what is contained in the portfolio, 
by whom, and when; and (3) criteria for assessing either the collection or individual pieces of 
work are identified and used to make judgments about performance. Portfolios can be designed 
to assess student progress, effort, and/or achievement, and encourage students to reflect on their 
learning. (6) 

Predictive validity: the ability of a measure to predict some future behavior. (3) 

Program review: many different perceptions and models exist of program review. In higher 
education, a program review could consist of anything from a judgment by experts of the worth 
of the curriculum based primarily on observations to a comparison between student performance 
indicators and objectives and actual student performance on either standardized or evaluator-
constructed measures. (25) 

Qualitative assessment: Collects data that does not lend itself to quantitative methods but rather 
to interpretive criteria. (2) 

Quantitative assessment: Collects data that can be analyzed using quantitative methods. (2) 
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Questionnaire: a list of questions concerning a particular topic administered to a group of 
individuals to obtain information concerning their preferences, beliefs, interests, and behavior. (4) 

Reliability:  is the extent to which an experiment, test or any measuring procedure yields the 
same result on repeated trials. (2) 

Research: is about studying, developing or testing a theory by gathering data in a systematic 
way.  (21) 

Rubrics: a rubric is a set of categories that define and describe the important components of the 
work being completed, critiqued or assessed. Each category contains a graduation of levels of 
completion or competence with a score assigned to each level and a clear description of what 
criteria need to be met to attain the score at each level. (2) 

Self-assessment: the process of evaluating one's own learning. The process often includes the 
ability to judge one's own achievements and performances, understanding how the product or 
performance was achieved, understanding why one followed the process he or she did, and 
understanding what might be done to improve the process, product or performance. (5) 

Self-report: student evaluation of their own learning or abilities. (6) 

Standard:  A pre-determined criterion or expectation of a level of student learning; a passing 
score. (9)  

Standardization: a consistent set of procedures for designing, administering, and scoring a 
measure. The purpose of standardization is to assure that all students are evaluated under the 
same conditions so that their scores/ratings have the same meaning and are not influenced by 
differing conditions. Standardized procedures are very important when scores/ratings will be 
used to compare individuals or groups. (6) 

Statistically significant:  The probability that the association between the factor and the 
outcome or the difference between the means of two samples for example is due to chance is less 
than a specified level (by convention, p < 0.05). 

Student outcome:  the achieved results or the actual consequences of what a student has 
demonstrated or accomplished; maybe academic and occupational, as well as the intellectual, 
personal, civic development, attitudes, values, and beliefs that students attain as a result of 
postsecondary education. (6) 

Summative assessment: assessment that is done at the conclusion of a course or some larger 
instructional period (e.g., at the end of the program). The purpose is to determine success or to 
what extent the program/project/course met its goals.  (2) 

Triangulate (triangulation): the use of a combination of assessment methods in a study. An 
example of triangulation would be an assessment that incorporated surveys, interviews, and 
observations. (2) 
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Validity: validity refers to the degree to which a study accurately reflects or assesses the specific 
concept that the researcher is attempting to measure. Validity has three components: relevance - 
the option measures your educational objective as directly as possible; accuracy - the option 
measures your educational objective as precisely as possible; utility - the option provides 
formative and summative results with clear implications for educational program evaluation and 
improvement.  (2) 

Written surveys/questionnaires: asking individuals to share their perceptions about the study 
target-e.g. their own or others skills/attitudes/behavior, or program/course qualities and 
attributes. (2) 
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