
  

Business school administrators have so much on their plates 
already, with budgets, fund raising, curriculum revisions, 
accreditation, and more. Adding yet another significant task 
can seem overwhelming. Yet learning assessment could well 

be as important to a school’s operations as the other activities com-
bined. After all, learning assessment and assurance of learning repre-
sent a central tenet of a business school’s mission: making certain that 
students have learned what they need to make valuable contributions 
to business.

In this issue of BizEd, we present a variety of perspectives on the 
planning, design, and implementation challenges a business school 
faces when designing an effective assessment plan. How can a school 
involve all of its faculty members in the process? What does it take to 
get a complete picture of student learning? In what ways can student 
learning be measured? How often should schools test their students, 
what tests should they use—and when is testing not enough? We hear 
views on these questions from Bryant University in Smithfield, Rhode 
Island; Indiana University Northwest in Gary; the International Uni-
versity of Monaco; Erasmus University in The Netherlands; and the 
Graduate Management Admission Council in McLean, Virginia. 

Setting assessment policies and procedures might be among the 
most detailed tasks administrators will tackle. But the educators here 
emphasize that, once in place, effective assessment can enhance learn-
ing, enrich teaching, and actually save time and effort in the long run. 
In the following section, they share advice, experiences, and insights 
in an effort to ease the way for other schools currently planning, 
developing, or refining their own assessment plans.

Making Sense  
   of Assessment
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by Carol W. DeMoranville

Mention assessment to most faculty, and they sud-
denly become too busy to have even a three-
minute chat. Their file cabinets need cleaning 

out, their class notes from 1999 need updating, they’re on 
their way to an off-campus appointment. Assessment is an 
anathema to many professors, who consider it just another 
way for administrators to interfere with teaching. And yet, 

business faculty must get on board with assessment practices, 
because AACSB International requires accredited schools to 
maintain faculty-driven assurance of learning programs. 

I’ve been involved in a number of assessment programs, 
and I’ve concluded that faculty usually have three reasons 
to resist. First, they’re already so busy with research, teach-
ing, and service requirements that they have little time for 
additional activities, particularly ones they perceive as busy-
work. Second, they question the value of assurance of learn-

Assessment Investment
A five-point strategy helps schools overcome faculty resistance to assurance of learning programs 
and encourages professors to invest in the assessment process. 
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ing activities because the benefits are abstract, while the costs 
are concrete. Furthermore, the benefits—better learning—
accrue to the students, while the costs—additional work—
accrue to the faculty.

Third, and this is paramount, they think these programs 
impinge on their academic freedom. They are adamant about 
maintaining complete authority to design and deliver their 
courses as they see fit. 

But it is possible for schools to design assurance of learn-
ing programs that overcome these obstacles to faculty partic-
ipation. At Bryant University’s College of Business, we have 
adopted strategies that have resulted in more than half of 
our faculty participating in the assurance of learning process. 
Other areas of the university have also benefited, as many of 
our assessment practices have spilled over into the College of 
Arts & Sciences.

 We believe there are five key factors in making faculty enthu-
siastic about assessment: a supportive administration, a faculty 
champion, an evolving development process, a well-defined 
structure, and an emphasis on excellent communication. In 
our case, two other factors helped us enlist faculty support 
when we needed it most: an impending AACSB Maintenance 
of Accreditation visit, and a growing program that appealed to 
new faculty, who might have been more receptive to assurance 
of learning than more entrenched professors. But while these 
last two components provided an extra push, we believe that 
the real keys to our success are the first five factors—and that 
any other school can employ them as well.

One: Top-Level Support
For any program to succeed, the most senior-level members 
of the administration must be behind it. At Bryant, our 
most ardent supporter of faculty-led assurance of learning 
proved to be Jack Trifts, who became dean of the College 
of Business in 2005. Trifts immediately convened an Assess-
ment Committee composed of one representative from each 
college department. He also served as an active participant 
on the committee. 

In three ways, he signaled to faculty across the college 
that assurance of learning was critical. First, by serving on 
the assessment committee himself, he showed how impor-
tant he thought it was, and he encouraged other faculty 
members to move quickly on assessment efforts. He also 
modeled behavior and provided insights about assessment 
practices, since he had served on AACSB reaccreditation 
teams for a number of schools.

Second, he made sure assessment was an agenda topic 
at all collegewide faculty meetings, which were held three 

or four times a year. At those meetings, even faculty who 
weren’t yet actively involved in assurance of learning were 
kept informed of the progress made by members of the 
Assessment Committee.

Finally, Trifts gave other members of the committee 
financial and strategic support. He made sure they were sent 
to AACSB assessment conferences, and he gave them cop-
ies of Assessment of Student Learning in Business Schools: Best 
Practices Each Step of the Way, edited by Kathryn Martell and 
Thomas Calderon.

Two: A Faculty Champion
A school that wants a faculty-led assurance of learning process 
must have an outspoken proponent who is knowledgeable 
about the subject and will speak about it enthusiastically to 
anyone, anywhere, anytime. This assessment cheerleader 
should be a full-time faculty member with teaching, research, 
and service responsibilities who has credibility with the rest 
of the faculty and is respected by colleagues. He or she also 
should be an outgoing person who proactively connects with 
other faculty and actively shares information. Ideally, the 
champion can share positive outcomes from other assessment 
experiences to show that, indeed, assessment is a good thing!

 At Bryant, I serve as our faculty champion. Although I 
was new to the college in 2005, I had assessment experience 
at my previous school, Northern Illinois University, and I 
staunchly believe the assessment process has benefits for both 
students and faculty. I first served as our department’s repre-
sentative to the Assessment Committee, and I became chair 
of the committee in 2006.

As faculty champion, I always listen to alternate opinions 
and suggestions, but I will not let problems or criticisms get 
in the way of progress. In fact, that attitude—that determina-
tion to move forward constantly despite setbacks—is essen-
tial for anyone involved in the assessment process. 

Three: Continuous Development 
School administrators shouldn’t wait to craft the perfect 
assessment plan before they start implementing it, or they will 
surely fail. They need to design an initial plan and then jump 
right in, making incremental improvements as they go along. 

At Bryant, our goal was to develop and implement our 
assurance of learning process quickly, recognizing that it 
wouldn’t be perfect but that we could improve upon it over 
time. We started out by identifying learning goals and objec-
tives for the primary undergraduate program, the BSBA. We 
presented a draft of the learning goals to the faculty in spring 
2006, and we were already planning how to assess them while 
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the College of Business faculty reviewed and discussed them. 
It took about three months before the faculty approved the 
goals. Then the hard work began.

 The Assessment Committee developed a matrix that illus-
trated which required courses covered or evaluated the objec-
tives of the six learning goals. The matrix also indicated where 
we might find student artifacts, such as class assignments or 
completed projects, that could be used for assessment. 

We chose to assess each of the six goals every academic 
year. However, we developed a multiyear schedule for assess-
ment because we decided to assess only one objective for 
each goal in any one year. We believed this was sufficient to 
give us information about student achievement while keep-
ing the workload at a manageable level. Furthermore, most 
of the learning goals had between two and four objectives, 
so we thought that a rolling schedule of assessment would 
give us complete information about the goal approximately 
every two years. 

 We then determined—and this was crucial—that the 
committee members would conduct the initial assessments. 
That way, we could work out any problems with the pro-
cess, develop and revise rubrics, and present the faculty with 
a system that worked. We were very deliberate about letting 
the rest of the faculty know that we were “protecting” them 
from assessment activities, but we shared and discussed the 
results of our findings with them at collegewide meetings. 

This strategy proved to be highly successful. By the time 
we were ready to roll out the assurance of learning process 
to the rest of the faculty, they were already on board because 
they had seen positive results. For instance, we were able to 
show measurable improvements in the ETS Major Field Test 
for Business, which we use to assess our general business 
knowledge learning goal. The results of curriculum revisions 
and performance incentives for students had a significant 
impact on subject areas where previous performance had 
been below expectations.

We were also able to show faculty how student perfor-
mance had improved in the learning objective for written 
communication. One of our early assessments showed that 
our students needed improvement in this area—no sur-
prise there. We invited faculty to offer potential solutions, 
and they suggested instituting a business communications 
course, increasing written assignments, and providing more 
detailed feedback on papers. 

We encouraged faculty, when considering solutions, to 
use the “fatal flaw policy” developed by Kathryn Martell and 
shared with us at an AACSB Assessment Conference. (See 
“No More Fatal Flaws,” page 30.) This policy states that stu-

dents’ written work must be professionally acceptable—i.e., 
free from errors—or it will be returned without grading for 
revisions and subsequent grade penalties.

The Assessment Committee spent three semesters con-
ducting assurance of learning studies and reporting results. 
When we had made our final changes to the process, we 
rolled it out to the entire college.  

Four: A Well-Defined Structure
For an assessment program to succeed, administrators must 
devise a system that encourages faculty to participate—and 
lets them know exactly what’s expected of them when they 
do.

At Bryant, our Assessment Committee initially consisted 
of seven people: the dean; five faculty members, one from 
each department; and an administrative assistant who had 
been involved in assurance of learning processes during 
accreditation efforts with both AACSB and the New Eng-
land Association of Schools and Colleges. 

When we were ready to roll out the process to the rest of 
the college, we added three members, recruiting them from 
the graduate school administration, the Graduate Faculty 
Advisory Committee, and the University Curriculum Com-
mittee. This helped us establish links between assessment 
and all aspects of curriculum management; it also ensured 
that the entire college would be aware of assurance of learn-
ing activities and results. At the same time, we changed the 
committee’s focus to strategic management of the assurance 
of learning process, and we renamed it the Assessment Steer-
ing Committee. 

Next, we created Goal Assessment Teams (GATs), each 
accountable for the assessment of one learning goal. All 
members of the steering committee became GAT liaisons, 
responsible for guiding their teams’ assessment activities and 
reporting the results to the committee. Every GAT was com-
posed of the liaison plus three to five faculty members. 

To select potential GAT members, Dean Trifts and I met 
with the department chairs, who identified professors who 
might have an interest in a particular learning goal and pro-
fessors who were too busy to participate at this time. This 
method resulted in a high degree of participation. Of about 
35 faculty who were selected as potential GAT members, 
only one deferred. But five or six who were not originally 
chosen volunteered to participate on a team. Even some 
liberal arts faculty wanted to serve on GATs where they 
had some natural interest. For example, a math/statistics 
professor joined the GAT that assesses problem solving and 
critical thinking. 

For an assessment program to succeed, administrators 
must devise a system that encourages faculty to 
participate—and lets them know exactly what’s 

expected of them when they do.
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 We announced the GAT structure at a collegewide faculty 
meeting dedicated to assurance of learning. At that time, the 
teams met and planned out their activities for the semester. 
Their directive was ambitious: to collect and report assess-
ment data for their learning objectives within three months.

Five: Continuous Communication
The last key to a successful assurance of learning program 
is communication. It should be widespread; it should hap-
pen at the college, department, and individual levels; and it 
should follow both formal and informal paths. 

Since we have begun the assessment program, every 
one of Bryant’s collegewide faculty meetings has included 
a session on assurance of learning. At first, these updates 
essentially consisted of status reports. After a few semesters, 
though, the assessment portions of the two-hour meetings 
had expanded to fill at least one hour. We had lively discus-
sions about assessment results and how to “close the loop” 
between measuring results and improving outcomes. The 

spring faculty meeting in May—which is solely dedicated 
to assurance of learning results—has become the College of 
Business’s most highly attended meeting of the year.

Communication also happens at the department level. 
From the very beginning, members of the Assessment Com-
mittee, and now the Assessment Steering Committee, have 
instituted formal discussions to keep their own departments 
apprised of developments. There are also formal communica-
tion paths between the steering committee and other relevant 
groups, such as the Curriculum Committee, the Graduate 
Faculty Advisory Committee, and the school’s departments.

Finally, on an ongoing basis, we promote communication 
at the individual level. When the GAT system was implement-
ed, every faculty member in the College of Business received 
an Assessment Handbook, and every new hire also receives a 
copy. Professors have frequent discussions about assurance of 
learning, partly because so many of them are actively involved 
in performing assessment. Originally, discussions centered 
on efficient ways to accomplish assessment, but once results 
started coming in, talk turned to improving student perfor-
mance. While many discussions may start within a GAT, they 
quickly spill over into other forums. For example, the faculty 
dining room is a prime location for exchanging information 
about pedagogical methods for closing the loop.

Overcoming Obstacles
I want to revisit the three primary objections faculty have to 
assessment and explain how they can be overcome if schools 
follow Bryant’s five keys to success. 

• I don’t have enough time. This objection is less convinc-
ing when the members of the assessment committees and 
teams are all faculty members who are also teaching, con-
ducting research, and serving on other committees. If a pro-
fessor’s colleagues manage to incorporate assessment activi-
ties into their busy schedules, he or she probably can as well. 
Furthermore, a structure like the GAT reduces the amount 
of assessment work that any individual has to do. Most GAT 
members spend 12 hours or less a semester on assessment 
activities. 

• I see the costs, but not the benefits. At Bryant, we made 
the benefits clear, while reducing the costs of time and ener-
gy. Early on, we protected faculty from the work of con-
ducting assessment, while we shared with them the improve-
ments we’d made when we were able to close the loop. For 
instance, we showed how instituting the “fatal flaw policy” 
can improve student performance and shorten the amount 
of time faculty spend grading written assignments. 

We also stressed that the GAT structure reduced how 
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much time and effort an individual had to spend perform-
ing assessment tasks. Ultimately, however, a few faculty were 
only motivated to get involved when we made it clear that 
substandard assurance of learning programs could cause us 
to lose AACSB accreditation.

• I won’t give up my academic freedom. Early in the pro-
cess at Bryant, we spent time educating faculty about what 
assessment is and isn’t. We specifically stated that assessment 
would not result in the school dictating what faculty should 
or shouldn’t do in the classroom. 

To date, the only mandate arising from the assessment 
process is that all faculty must have course objectives on their 
syllabi and those objectives should align with some of the 
program learning goals. We do not specify what the objec-
tives should be nor which learning goals they should sup-
port. We also reiterate, at virtually every faculty meeting, that 
assurance of learning is about evaluating degree programs, 
not faculty or students. 

Finally, we make sure that faculty drive the activities that 
close the loop. Suggestions about how to improve student 
performance, or maintain good performance, come from the 
faculty either in collegewide meetings or in smaller, infor-
mal groups. Individual professors are free to adopt sugges-
tions or not, but the involvement and enthusiasm of their 
colleagues is contagious. Because of the way we have imple-
mented assessment strategies, some of the faculty who were 
most concerned about academic freedom have become our 
strongest proponents of assurance of learning.

All Aboard
There are many ways business schools can structure their 
assurance of learning programs. While we believe our system 
can work for other schools, every situation is unique and 
every school will need to find its own strategies. But we’re 
convinced that, no matter what system is implemented, fac-
ulty are more likely to get on board when they perceive that 
assurance of learning is beneficial to them and won’t cost 
them a lot of time or effort. 

We believe that the five approaches we adopted can bol-
ster any assurance of learning program that’s flagging for 
lack of participation. Top-level support, faculty champions, 
incremental improvements, precisely structured systems, and 
constant communication will spark enthusiasm for assurance 
of learning among faculty across the business school. ■z

Carol W. DeMoranville is professor of marketing and Director of 
College of Business Assessment and Accreditation at Bryant University 
in Smithfield, Rhode Island.

No More Fatal Flaws

Assessment expert Kathryn Martell suggests that 
student writing will improve if faculty institute 

a policy stating that student work will only be 
acceptable if it is free of “fatal flaws.” At Bryant 
University, Carol DeMoranville adapted Martell’s 
policy for written assignments and identified ten 
fatal spelling, grammar, punctuation, and format 
errors. These include misspelled words, sentence 
fragments, run-on sentences, erroneous capital-
izations, incorrect punctuation, mistakes in verb 
tense or subject/verb agreement, improper cita-
tions, incorrect word usage or awkward writing, 
and lack of conformity with assignment format.

In DeMoranville’s class, papers are unaccept-
able if they contain more than three fatal flaws 
per page or ten per document. When either fig-
ure is exceeded, she will return the paper to the 
student without a grade. The student must correct 
it and return it by the next class, and the final 
grade will be reduced by 10 percent. A paper 
that still contains fatal flaws after it has been 
returned and resubmitted can receive a grade no 
higher than a D.

She tells students, “It is in your best interest to 
give yourself enough time to complete the assign-
ment and carefully proofread and/or use avail-
able help before you submit the paper the first 
time.” She suggests that they use spelling and 
grammar checking software or seek advice from 
staff at the school’s writing center if they need 
help avoiding fatal flaws.

Having such a specific policy in place is use-
ful for faculty, DeMoranville points out. It gives 
them a template for determining when a written 
assignment is acceptable—and, by extension, 
determining whether students are really achiev-
ing the learning goals set out by the assessment 
guidelines. Since instituting the policy, DeMoran-
ville has seen a significant improvement in the 
quality of her students’ written assignments and a 
corresponding decrease in the amount of time it 
takes to grade those assignments.
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by Lawrence M. Rudner 

College students have a hard time remembering what 
they’ve learned, and their poor retention rate has been 
well-documented. For example, in a 1980 study, 1,220 

college students were re-tested seven years after they had taken 
a two-semester economics course. On average, when com-
pared with a group that had not even taken the course, they 
scored only 9.8 percent higher on course content.

Even while students are still in school, many of them 
appear to do well all semester, then fail the final. Others 
cram for the exam, but don’t retain enough of the material 
to move on to more advanced courses. The problem may 
not be that students aren’t studying enough—it may be that 
they’re not being tested enough.

That conclusion is drawn from early research in the sci-
ence of learning, an emerging field that has come about 
as public policy and mandated high-stakes testing have 
focused attention on learning outcomes. In this field, sci-
entists seek to identify instructional conditions that pro-
mote robust student learning—specifically, learning that is 
retained for long durations, transfers to novel situations, 
or serves as a foundation for future learning. Starting this 
year, the National Science Foundation plans to fund mul-

Put Learning to the Test
Frequent testing leads to assurance of learning—but only if the tests are done right.

tiple large-scale, long-term centers focused on the science 
of learning. 

So far, it appears that a somewhat counterintuitive take 
on a well-known phrase is re-emerging as a theme: Practice 
makes perfect. But not just any practice. Researchers have 
confirmed that testing—a form of practice—produces better 
recall than repeated study and simple review sessions. 

This “testing effect” may seem to counter the conven-
tional wisdom that repeated studying is what enhances learn-
ing, whereas tests are just necessary evils—they motivate stu-
dents to spread out their studying and they allow teachers to 
assign grades. Yet, the testing effect has been documented in 
at least 40 years of research involving students at all levels. 

Examining the “Testing Effect”
Recent studies have highlighted the testing effect and 
elevated interest in the science of learning. Jeffrey Karpicke 
of Purdue University in West Lafayette, Indiana, and Henry 
Roediger of Washington University in St. Louis, Missouri, 
have produced testing research funded by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education. Their work has appeared in scholarly 
journals such as Science, Psychological Science, and the Jour-
nal of Memory and Language.
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With different subjects and different content, Karpicke 
and Roediger conducted multiple studies investigating reten-
tion after different study and test sequences. These included 
study-test-restudy-retest, study-restudy-restudy-test, and study- 
test-retest-retest. They also altered what was studied. If stu-
dents had demonstrated mastery of some content on an ear-
lier test, they could exclude that content from further 
studying or subsequent testing. 

If learning were solely a function of studying, then we 
would expect that study-study-study-test would yield the 
best results, while study-test-test-test would have a neutral 
or detrimental effect. Furthermore, if there were no need 
to study material after it had been mastered, the traditional 
paradigm of studying something and then moving on would 
yield the same results as intensive studying interspersed with 
testing, or intensive studying followed by multiple tests. 

However, Karpicke and Roediger affirmed that testing is 
not a neutral event and that it is not a good idea to skip over 
mastered material when studying. Students who followed 
the study-test-test-test pattern had superior long-term recall 
of content when compared with students who had followed 
the study-study-study-test or study-test-study-test sequences. 
Furthermore, both study-test-study-test and study-test-test-
test models yielded much better results than models where 
students studied and were tested, and then no longer had to 
study or be tested on content that already had been tested. 

In short, practice made perfect: Students who were repeat-
edly tested on the full material did best of all.

Testing Tips
So how do faculty create tests that truly assess what students 
are learning? Research in testing, learning, and assessment 
suggests these nine strategies for improving learning—
before and after a test. 

1. Give frequent assignments.
Before they even issue the first test, professors should give stu-
dents meaningful assignments that require them to work with 
the material that will be covered in an exam. When students 
have to outline, apply, and synthesize information, they learn 
better than they do when they simply read or re-read mate-
rial. For instance, in a statistics class, students might present 
case studies involving various techniques and the class might 
discuss new scenarios where the techniques would apply.

2. Emphasize practical applications.
It’s easier for students to remember concepts when they’re 
related to practical applications than when they’re presented 

as abstractions. Therefore, in most business courses, theory 
should be kept to a minimum, used only to help students 
understand key issues. Of course, this depends on the stu-
dents’ needs. In a terminal course for business students, 
such as statistics, much of the theory is irrelevant. But in a 
statistics class for math majors, students need to understand 
all the formulas and how to generalize from them.

Once students understand one application, they can more 
readily see how it applies in similar instances, which allows 
them to transfer what they’ve learned to novel situations. 
Such transfer of knowledge, from generalized principles to 
specific situations, is at the heart of all learning.

3. Identify critical skills.
Faculty should make it clear at all levels—from course and 
syllabus to chapter and classroom—what crucial skills they 
expect students to learn. For example, at the chapter level in 
a statistics class, a goal might be for students to understand 
problems that are addressed in designated books. At the 
course level, a specific goal might be for them to be able 
to explain the logic of significance testing. A more general 
objective might be for them to become critical consumers of 
scientific studies.  

4. Carefully design the test. 
Frequent testing isn’t beneficial if tests aren’t well-designed. 
Professors should make sure that questions are worded clear-
ly and that one question does not give away the answer to 
another. Constructing a test takes advanced skill, patience, 
and more time than many professors expect. Faculty need to 
plan their test content and questions just as carefully as they 
plan the outlines or frameworks they use for teaching. 

5. Test relevant skills.
A test is only valid if its questions are built around knowl-
edge the professor has communicated to students and 
expects them to have mastered. It’s easy to develop a poor 
test that has numerous questions addressing relatively 
obscure points, especially if the professor is drawing ques-
tions from an item bank—but that doesn’t help students 
with long-term retention of key concepts.  

6. Prepare the right tests.
Learning is enhanced when students must generate answers 
instead of simply recognizing answers that are provided. 
That’s why essay tests with open-ended questions are better 
than most multiple-choice or true-false tests. Properly con-
structed multiple-choice questions can assess skills almost as 

Faculty should avoid simple recall questions such as 
what or when; instead, they should pose thought-

provoking questions built around why, how, and  
what if. 
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well, but those questions are harder to write and generally 
aren’t found in abundance in test banks.

7. Ask the right questions. 
Tests should require students to use their problem-solving 
and reasoning skills. Faculty should avoid simple recall 
questions such as what or when; instead, they should pose 
thought-provoking questions built around why, how, and 
what if. Such questions require students to work more 
actively with the material—which is a form of practice. As 
such, it leads to better retention.

8. Assess frequently.
Frequent testing enhances both short-term and long-term learn-
ing and encourages students to study continuously throughout 
the semester. Assessments come in many forms, including quiz-
zes, class presentations, and critiques. As previously mentioned, 
cumulative content tests—exams that include what has been 
mastered along with new material—are more effective than 
non-overlapping assessments of separate content. 

9. Provide timely feedback.
Frequent assessments not only measure how much students 
are learning, but also reveal precisely what they are learn-

Sample Questions
 
Good questions are clearly worded, test what stu-
dents are supposed to be learning, and define what 
the answer should include. They also assess what 
the school or professor values. Here are two sample 
questions—one that works, and one that doesn’t.   

Poor
What is the name of the company saved by public 
relations activities after product tampering of Extra-
Strength Tylenol with cyanide led to the deaths of 
seven people?

A student doesn’t need to know anything about the 
product tampering to give the correct answer; the test 
taker just might know who makes Tylenol. A teacher 
should expect students to do more than simply be able 
to recall the name of the company.

Better
Discuss the need for a clear business philosophy, 
using as examples at least four decisions made by 
Johnson & Johnson in response to Tylenol tampering 
in the early 1980s. 

This question taps skill of a higher order and 
clearly defines the expected response. To answer the 
question correctly, students must connect a concept 
with concrete examples—explaining the “why,” not 
just naming the “what.” 

ing. If testing shows that there are portions of the material 
that students haven’t learned—or haven’t learned well—
those portions can be retaught, perhaps in a different way. 
Professors can correct misunderstood material before it has 
become ingrained in a student’s mind. If repeated testing is 
used as feedback, it can lead to better teaching. 

Sometimes “erroneous learning” is a side effect of the 
testing, since testing can lead to long-term retention of mis-
conceptions. On open-ended questions, the constructed 
response that appears to be reasonable tends to be remem-
bered. On a multiple-choice test, the incorrect answers can 
be learned instead of the correct ones. This side effect also 
can be reduced with timely, relevant feedback.

It’s an enormous mistake to give students their corrected 
tests and allow them to glance at their results only briefly 
before turning the papers back in. Students should be able to 
keep these assessments so they can review their past errors—
and retain the right answers over the long term.

Use It, It’s Yours
Dale Carnegie taught us that if we want to remember 
names, we can’t simply hear them repeated; we must say 
them often. Mark Twain taught us how to expand our 
vocabularies: “Use a new word correctly three times, and 
it’s yours.” Similarly, it’s a generally held belief that people 
learn a language more easily if they immerse themselves in it 
and speak it daily, instead of just reading a textbook. Testing 
has the same effect—it encourages long-term retention of 
information. 

Unfortunately, in many classroom situations, testing 
often is viewed as a nuisance to both faculty and students 
that takes away from instruction time. The typical college 
paradigm promotes minimal testing—usually just a midterm 
and a final—and students often put off studying until the last 
minute. They obtain better grades than they would have if 
they hadn’t studied at all, and they feel confident that they’ve 
mastered the subject matter. However, these are superficial, 
short-term gains, and they come at the expense of long-term 
learning and retention.

For true learning, it’s better for professors to test early, 
test often—and test everything. As the term progresses, fac-
ulty should treat each test like a practice final. For students, 
that kind of active practice will make them letter-perfect. ■z

Lawrence M. Rudner is vice president for research at the Graduate 
Management Admission Council in McLean, Virginia, and a visiting 
professor teaching statistics for EMBA students at the Goethe School of 
Business in Frankfurt, Germany.
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Callout
—Callout author

by Subir Bandyopadhyay and Anna Rominger

When business schools develop their learning 
assessment plans, formal testing of students 
usually plays a significant role. But they face 

a common dilemma: Should they rely on a standardized 
test such as the Major Field Test in Business (MFT) 
developed by the Educational Testing Service, or a core 
concept test developed by their own faculty? Standard-
ized tests offer ease of use and better external validity, 
but they offer limited benchmarking and customization 
options. Homegrown tests, on the other hand, are more 

Testing, 1… 2….
By using two approaches to testing—a standardized test and a homegrown core concept 
test—business schools can draw a more complete picture of student learning. 

flexible and more in tune with each program’s unique 
curriculum but require a significant allocation of money 
and faculty time. 

At the School of Business and Economics at Indiana Uni-
versity Northwest (IUN), our faculty wanted to achieve the 
most cost-effective plan that would provide the most valuable 
insights into student learning. In 2007, our assessment com-
mittee began analyzing the relative merits of the MFT and 
the school’s own core concept test. Our faculty discovered 
that they can achieve the best results by using both methods 
for assessment—and we believe other schools can learn from 
our experience.
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The MFT
Pros: Easy to use, measures overall student performance 
Cons: Doesn’t offer comparable data, doesn’t identify  

individual areas of weakness 

The MFT is designed to assess the knowledge of business 
students in core business areas such as accounting, econom-
ics, finance, international business, and business law. But 
while it helps faculty identify functional areas where students 
need more curricular development, the MFT also has three 
significant limitations. 

First, the MFT is “normed”—that is, it compares stu-
dents’ scores only to those of other test takers in that semes-
ter. For that reason, we cannot compare how well students 
performed this semester to how well they performed last 
semester. Second, the MFT reports scores in terms of per-
centiles, not in terms of questions answered correctly. For 
example, if students are in the 90th percentile, it does not 
mean that they answered 90 percent of the questions cor-
rectly, only that they performed better than 90 percent of 
that round’s group of test takers. Finally, the MFT does not 
report the functional area specific scores for each student, so 
it’s impossible to analyze their strengths and weaknesses in 
these areas.

The Homegrown Test
Pros: Makes comparisons possible, tests performance in 

any core concept
Cons: Expensive to implement, time-consuming 

A homegrown core concept test can overcome many of 
the limitations of the MFT. For example, the test that 
faculty designed for IUN is not normed, and it provides 
scores for each student in each functional area. For this 
reason, longitudinal comparisons of student scores can 
measure the reliability of the test itself. That is, if our 
faculty implement an intervention strategy in a function-
al area in a semester—say, for instance, they add a new 
simulation game to the core course in finance—they can 
measure its effectiveness by comparing the scores before 
and after the intervention. 

Also, IUN’s test is flexible enough to test students on 
any core area. For instance, the MFT does not test stu-
dents in ethics and operations management, two core areas 
we identify in our list of learning goals, but our own test 
does. 

Despite the advantages of a homegrown test, schools may 
encounter faculty resistance to implementing one because it 
requires such a huge time commitment. Our faculty spend 
considerable time writing, editing, refining, piloting, and 
revising test questions. To win faculty over, administrators 
must clearly communicate how important the test is to the 
assurance of learning process. It helps to identify individuals 
who will be responsible for handling and maintaining the 
data, and even to appoint an “assessment captain” to cham-
pion the assessment process. 

It also helps if schools encourage faculty who contribute 
to the design and implementation of the test by provid-
ing more opportunities for development. Providing a wider 

Implementing the in-house test

Date of test administration Fall 2007 Summer 2008 Spring 2009 Summer 2009

Average percent of correct 
answers 

51.6 50.7 54.4 59.3

Percentage of course grade 
in the capstone course 

0 0 10 20

Type of pre-test 
intervention

No pre-test 
intervention

Dean speaks 
with students 
about test’s 
importance

Instructor talks to 
students about the 
test, and sample 
questions are 
made available

Instructor talks to 
students about the 
test, and sample 
questions are made 
available
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Student performance on an in-house assessment test improved after faculty at the Indiana University Northwest’s School of Business and Economics 
implemented interventions to better inform students about and prepare them for the test.



 

range of these opportunities might be difficult for schools 
with constrained finances, but even schools with tight bud-
gets may find that the benefits a homegrown test brings to 
the teaching and learning process outweigh its cost. 

Adopting the Hybrid Approach
IUN’s faculty have found that the best possible strategy, if 
time and budget allow, is to administer both tests. By keep-
ing the following suggestions in mind, schools can capital-
ize on the merits of the MFT and a homegrown model, 
while mitigating their shortcomings:

Don’t overtest. At IUN, we require all students to take 
one of the two tests, but no single student is asked to take 
both tests.

N o matter how culturally 
diverse their student 

bodies may be, most U.S. 
business schools can apply 
their assessment plans under 
two assumptions—primarily, 
that their language of choice 
is English and that their pro-
grams operate in a largely 
American context. That’s 
not necessarily the case for 
schools in Europe, where 
assessment is complicated 
by the vast cultural, social, 
and behavioral dissimilarities 
among students and faculty. 

For instance, multiple-
choice questionnaires are 
common in the U.S., but 
they are not the norm for 
many students from outside 
the U.S. system, says San-
drine Ricard, vice president 
at the Monaco Business 
School at the International 
University of Monaco. “We 
have used the Educational 
Testing Service’s Major Field 

Test in Business for years. 
But given the cultural diver-
sity of our student body, the 
test can’t measure the whole 
set of learning outcomes for 
our students,” she says.

For that reason, IUM facul-
ty rely on a variety of social 
and behavioral approaches 
to assessment. Ricard empha-
sizes that the final measure 
of student learning comes 
down to how graduates 
perform in the workplace. 
Through companies’ updates 
on students’ on-the-job per-
formance, IUM faculty assess 
how well graduates have 
translated their educations to 
their careers. 

Erasmus University’s 
Rotterdam School of Man-
agement in The Netherlands 
also takes cultural diversity 
into account in its assess-
ment activities. RSM’s MBA 
program serves more than 
120 students from 50 differ-

ent countries, which makes 
multiple and diverse avenues 
to assessment a must, says 
Diane Bevelander, associate 
dean of MBA programs. 

In addition to traditional 
testing, RSM faculty rely on 
the following multifaceted 
strategies that are integrated 
throughout the MBA program:

Self-assessment. At the 
start of the MBA program, 
students complete an assign-
ment that their professor 
grades and returns. After-
ward, they are asked wheth-
er they think the professor’s 
evaluation is fair. At semes-
ter’s end, they are asked to 
re-evaluate their work on the 
same assignment. 

“At first, students will 
say, ‘Why did the profes-
sor give me a seven out of 
ten? I should have gotten 
a nine,’” says Bevelander. 
“When they return to that 
assignment at the end of the 

program, they realize how 
much they have learned.”

Evaluation of feed-
back. RSM students regularly 
give feedback to their peers, 
but throughout the program, 
students are critiqued on how 
helpful their feedback is and 
how much its quality improves 
over time, as a measure of 
their knowledge and commu-
nication skills. 

Evaluation of prob-
lem-solving skills. RSM 
has been experimenting 
with “critical incident logs,” 
where students write about 
their responses to problems 
they have faced. “We com-
pare their first logs to their 
last,” says Bevelander. “At 
first, we find that students 
often view the solution to 
a problem as someone 
else’s responsibility. In their 
last, we evaluate how well 
they’ve learned to think of 
multiple solutions and under-

Secure administrative support for a homegrown assess-
ment tool. At IUN, after our assessment committee intro-
duced its proposal for the new core concept test, the 
entire faculty approved it. At that point, our dean sent a 
clear signal to faculty members about its importance to 
the assurance of learning program and urged all faculty 
members to help develop our test question bank. 

Secure faculty contributions from all functional areas. 
Our faculty helped us develop a test bank of more than 700 
questions for the BS program and more than 600 questions 
for the MBA program. In many instances, faculty members 
teaching the same course jointly developed a test bank of 
questions for that course. 

Faculty members from different functional areas such as 

European Views on Assessment 

With a hybrid approach, schools can capitalize on  
the merits of the MFT and a homegrown model,  

while mitigating their shortcomings.
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stand why others might think 
differently than they do.” 

Evaluation of person-
al networks. Several times 
a year, the school creates a 
computerized map of students’ 
personal and professional net-
works. The map will show, for 
example, whether a Japanese 
student interacts only with 
other Japanese students. Once 
the student is aware of the 
gaps in his network, he can 
work to diversify it.

Faculty and course 
evaluations. On faculty 
evaluations, students are also 
asked to rate their own perfor-
mance in their courses, includ-
ing whether they completed all 
readings and assignments and 
how much they studied.

Personal essays and 
presentations. After RSM’s 
MBA students complete major 
projects, such as case studies 
or international travel, they 
must write essays, develop 

videos, or create PowerPoint 
presentations to demonstrate 
the knowledge they obtained 
or their understanding of a 
core issue. 

Customization. RSM 
also makes assessment 
student-specific. For example, 
MBA students from countries 
where speaking out in class is 
discouraged must strengthen 
their class participation 
skills; they are evaluated at 
program’s end on how well 
they’ve learned to add value 
to class discussion. Students 
are evaluated on other skills 
such as self-management, 
teamwork, critical thinking, 
and theoretical application, 
depending on their personal 
strengths and weaknesses.

Simulations. This year, 
as part of a sustainability 
course, RSM required stu-
dents to take part in a three-
hour simulation in which a 
company faces an environ-

mental problem. During the 
game, many students made 
short-term decisions that 
caused irreparable harm to 
the simulated environment. 
“Many were horrified at 
what they had done and 
wondered why they didn’t 
think about long-term conse-
quences,” says Bevelander. 
The school plans to have 
students play the same game 
again next semester to mea-
sure how far their decision 
making has evolved. 

Internet feedback. The 
school may soon have its 
professors provide feedback 
on student essays via Internet-
based audio files. Three 
faculty members already are 
recording and uploading ver-
bal feedback to students on 
Blackboard, and the school 
hopes other faculty will do the 
same, says Bevelander. Ver-
bal responses take less time 
than written responses, and 

students can listen to faculty 
speak as they go through 
a paper point by point. 
“Students appreciate the more 
personalized approach,” 
Bevelander adds.  

Integrating these assess-
ment activities into the 
program would be more dif-
ficult if not for the relatively 
small size of the school’s 
student body, Bevelander 
admits. But when these tools 
are integrated into courses, 
they do more than account 
for cultural differences, 
she says. They also sup-
ply faculty with information 
about students’ functional 
knowledge, critical thinking, 
communication skills, and 
behavioral responses that no 
multiple-choice test can pro-
vide. That information, she 
adds, can help professors 
make their teaching more 
effective—and make their 
jobs easier in the long run.  

marketing, economics, and finance collaborated to prepare 
the test banks for multidisciplinary areas such as international 
business. Today, our core concept test comprises 120 ques-
tions—the same number as the MFT.

Motivate students to do their best. We have built these tests 
into our capstone course, the last course our students take. 
It’s a time when students suffer from “test fatigue,” and they 
often don’t understand the importance of one more test that 
isn’t related to any single course. To circumvent this prob-
lem, we used multiple strategies: 

■ Starting in summer 2008, our dean began to talk to 
undergraduates about the importance of the test to the 
school and the students.

■ At the start of the fall 2008 semester, the instructor of 

the capstone course announced the spring 2009 test date 
and informed students regularly about the test as the date 
approached.

■ In spring 2009, the instructor provided sample ques-
tions to students to familiarize them with the test’s focus 
and format.

■ We increased the weight of the test in each student’s 
total grade in the capstone course, from 0 percent in fall 
2007 and summer 2008, to 10 percent in spring 2009, and 
finally to 20 percent in summer 2009.

■ The instructor of our capstone course meets with every 
student who takes our core concept test to provide feed-
back on the test results. That feedback can serve as a strong 
motivator for students, who appreciate this attention to their 
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learning process and development.   
After we took these steps, our undergraduates’ perfor-

mance in the core concept test improved over its last three 
administrations, as shown in the table on page 35. The 
school plans to continue these interventions for future tests 
as well. Interestingly, our faculty’s core concept test remained 
unchanged in the last three administrations, which suggests 
that the improvements in scores are principally due to our 
interventions.

Continuous Improvement
The School of Business and Economics also made changes 
to its curriculum in response to students’ performance on 
the tests. Our faculty discovered that students traditionally 
do better in core areas such as marketing and management 
than in areas such as accounting, finance, international busi-
ness, and information systems. The school has addressed this 
issue in several ways:

■ The addition of an elective international course to the 
program. Faculty also are considering adding a required 
international business course to our core curriculum.

■ The addition of preparatory classes and tutoring in 
accounting and finance.

■ A requirement for all students to take preparatory classes in 
information systems from the computer sciences department.

■ A test of all students’ IT competence in the 300-level 
MIS course, which encourages students to maximize their 
learning in this area.

Our faculty also will continuously evaluate the valid-
ity and reliability of our testing procedure. In the coming 
months, they will examine test scores over multiple test-

ing periods, as well as analyze student responses on the 
test to check the validity and reliability of each question. 
They will compare scores between the MFT and the core 
concept test and re-evaluate the effectiveness of our inter-
vention strategies. 

The preliminary data our faculty have collected so far indi-
cates that offering either the MFT or a test designed in-house 
provides an incomplete picture of student performance. A 
hybrid approach that strikes a strong balance between both 
options intensifies the strengths of each, mitigates their limi-
tations, and maximizes the effectiveness of our overall assess-
ment plan. ■z 

  
Subir Bandyopadhyay is professor of marketing and chairman of the 
assurance of learning initiative and Anna Rominger is dean at the 
Indiana University Northwest’s School of Business & Economics in Gary.

The instructor meets 
with every student to 
provide feedback on 

test results. That feedback 
can serve as a strong 

motivator for students, who 
appreciate the attention to 

their learning process
and development.
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Top 25 part-time MBA program 
#1 in entrepreneurship for 16 consecutive years 
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BUT DID YOU KNOW WE HAVE BOSTON’S LARGEST PART-TIME MBA PROGRAM?

T H E  E V E N I N G  M B A  P R O G R A M  AT  B A B S O N 

FLEXIBLE. CONVENIENT. CAREER-FOCUSED.

•  Team-taught “cluster courses” encourage learning from multiple perspectives

•  Intensive electives, summer courses, and study abroad enhance student fl exibility

• Blend of online and classroom courses maximizes time and increases convenience

•  Babson’s Center for Career Development offers a wide range of workshops 
and offi ce hours to fi t busy schedules 

WWW.BABSON.EDU/MBA

“ The rigorous and relevant courses in 
Babson’s Evening MBA program were 
convenient with my busy schedule.” 

   —  Meredith Haff M’07, Marketing, 
New Customer Development, Concept2
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