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Knowing our Students: A Prior Learning Assessment

Yves Labissiere, Portland State University
Candyce Reynolds, Portland State University

Labissiere, Ph.D., is Assistant Professor of University Studies and Reynolds, Ph.D., is Associate
Professor of University Studies and Director of Mentor Programs.

Abstract

Students in higher education are more diverse than ever before in history. Understanding
students” backgrounds, experiences and attitudes early can help faculty better serve this diverse
population. This is a case study that outlines the development and implementation of a web-
based prior learning assessment. It also describes how faculty and administrators have used the
results.

Introduction

The demographics of college students are changing. In the last forty years, a more
diverse student body has emerged. Nearly 75% of high school graduates now attend
some higher education mstitution within two years after the diploma (Education Trust-
West, 2002). Older students make up one-third of the college population (Schneider &
Stevenson, 1999) and 28% of the college population are ethnic minority students
(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2002). Along with the changing
demographics comes differing needs, skills, and desires (Association of American
Colleges and Universities, 2002). The changing demographics and needs of students
demand that faculty understand who their students are so that they can better teach
them.

The importance of knowing one’s students is supported by research on learning.
This research concludes that a student’s prior knowledge and experience impacts their future
learning (e.g. Bransford, et. al., 2000). With an understanding of what a student brings to the
enterprise of learning, teachers can better assure that what they teach will be lecarned. Yet,
teachers rarely ask what their students bring to the class. If they do ask, the questions usually
pertain to students” mastery of an academic skill or content arca and are gathered through the use
of placement tests or a course pre-test (Angelo and Cross, 1993). Information on students’ prior
knowledge of a content area may not be enough in helping us understand our students. Research
on student learning also indicates that demographic factors, such as students’ commute time and
hours worked, and attitudinal factors, such as one’s reason for attending college, impact students’
ability to be successful as much, if not more, than academic skill or knowledge (Astin, 1992).
Knowing these things may help faculty better address their students’ needs. In addition. research
has shown that student learning is enhanced when students feel they are part of a learning
community (Shapiro and Levine, 1999). Knowing who their peers are, what their experiences
have been and what they believe can help them identify their shared experiences and differences
and promote a better classroom environment and a better sense of self (Lenning and Ebbers,
2000). While an institution may collect demographic and attitudinal data on the institutional level
through its institutional research department, this data may not easily accessed or presented in
ways that can be easily used by teachers or students. In addition, such data tends to be global
versus local and personal.

Given that understanding our students is important to their learning, it is imperative that
institutions and teachers find a way to gather data that can be used by faculty and
students.  Fortunately, gathering such data is possible given recent technological
advances. Web based surveys and databases can easily provide a quick and useable
way to collect and disseminate information about students. This paper presents a case
study of a web-based Prior Learning Survey conducted in all freshman level courses in
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a general education program and describes the process used for gathering data and
disseminating the data on students enrolled in these courses. Examples of how the data
is used by faculty, students, and administrators will also be discussed.

The Context

University Studies is Portland State University’sfour-year, interdisciplinary general education
program. It explicitly seeks to be student-centered and utilizes active learning pedagogies. (For a
more complete description of the program, see White (1994) or http://www.ous.pdx.edu.) The
program is organized around four goals: 1) inquiry and critical thinking, 2) communication,
including writing and quantitative literacy, 3) awareness of the diversity of human experience,
and 4) ethical issues and social responsibility. Courses taken at all levels of the program are
designed to enhance student skill development and learning in these areas. Year-long, three term
Freshman Inquiry courses serve as the foundation of the program. These courses are organized
around interdisciplinary themes and are taught by an interdisciplinary team of faculty. Examples
of the themes include: The Cyborg Millennium, Forbidden Knowledge, and The Constructed
Self. Students earn 5 credits each quarter totaling 15 credits for the year. The courses were
designed to replace lower-division general education social science, science, and writing courses.
All freshman students at PSU, except a small number of student enrolled in specialized programs
like the Honors College, enroll in these courses (n=1466 in Fall 2004). The majority of PSU’s
students are commuter students.

Most Freshman Inquiry faculty made formal and informal inquiries of his or her students to get to
know them individually. For example, some conducted their own course surveys; others met
individually with students early in the term. In Fall 2002, faculty decided that a systematic and
comprehensive tool might be more helpful. In addition, it was thought gathering data about the
entire freshman class would provide a rich dataset for students themselves. Providing students
access to some of the data would help create a sense of themselves as a freshman class and

provide them with an opportunity to begin to develop quantitative literacy skills by analyzing
data about themselves. The Prior Learning Survey has now been administered to all freshman

inquiry students for the last two years. A description of the survey follows along with a
description of how we gather, disseminate, and utilize the data.

Prior Learning Survey

The Prior Learning Survey was created by a group of faculty teaching in Freshman
Inquiry who started with the question: what would be helpful to know about our
students? Examples of other prior learning surveys were also considered in the
development of this survey (Angelo and Cross, 1993) as well as questions that are
asked on the institutional research department’s Entering Student Survey (see
http://www.oirp.pdx.edu for more information). A small committee developed the first
iteration of the survey and it was then discussed and edited at an all faculty meeting.
Student mentors for the program completed the survey and made further suggestions.
The survey was designed to be a fluid document with faculty being able to change the
questions each year based upon the needs of the faculty and the program.

The current Prior Learning Survey asks questions in three general areas: demographic,
attitudes about and desires for college, and curricular experience. The demographic
section asks questions such as age, gender, place of residence, what they were doing
prior to enrolling at PSU, and college experience of their parents or guardians. The
survey explores why students are in college and why they choose PSU. Questions
about hours worked and other stressors are addressed as are concerns and fears about
college. Much of the survey is devoted to questions regarding students’ prior
experiences in the development of the four curricular goals of University Studies. For
example, students are asked about their experience writing research papers. This relates
directly to the Communication and Inquiry and Critical Thinking goals. The survey
also asks questions regarding their experience participating in activities with people that
184
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are different from themselves. This relates to the Diversity of Human Experience goal.
Their responses to questions about service learning activities directly relate to the
Ethics and Social Responsibility goal. The web-based survey was developed using
WebSurveyor software (http://www.websurveyor.com). This proprietary software
allows one to easily create an online survey. A variety of such products are currently
available.

Method

All Freshman Inquiry courses include a mentor session run by undergraduate peer
mentors. These sessions take place in a classroom with a computer available for each
student. During the first week of class, students take the survey online during the
mentor session. Since the survey is completed in a dedicated classroom during a
dedicated class period and supervised by a student mentor, the response rate is nearly
99%. The survey takes approximately 15 minutes to complete. The data collected in
each class 1s then sent to a backend database. Software is used to create graphs for each
class and the whole dataset (the collective freshman class) and is updated daily for two
weeks until all students have completed the questionnaire. This means that faculty and
students are able to access the results for their class the following day. The results for
each class and the collective freshman class are posted on a website accessible to
faculty and students. The individual courses are not identified by name but by a
number.

Results

After the surveys are completed by first year students, the faculty and mentor for the
class and administrators have the opportunity to determine how they will use this data.
To date, faculty, mentors and administrators have found several ways to use the data.
The survey results have been used to: 1) inform the practice of faculty and mentors; 2)
create a sense of community in the class and at the institution; and 3) facilitate students’
skill development in quantitative reasoning. Examples of how the data have been used
follows. These examples were derived from interviews with faculty and mentors in the
program and administrators.

Improving Practice

Faculty and mentors have described that the results from the survey help them to
improve their practice m the classroom. One faculty describes the significance of
understanding the diversity present in his classroom. Recognizing that he had a
contingent of older and more experienced students enabled him to capitalize on their
experience and enlist them in helping set the tone in the classroom. It also allowed him
to consider ways he could engage and challenge all his students. Prior to administering
the Prior Learning Survey, he had assumed that most of his students would be arriving
from high school. Without the input from the Prior Learning Survey, he would have
missed the opportunity to engage these students early on in ways that were more
appropriate for adult students.

The emphasis in a course can be influenced by the results of the survey. For example,
one faculty was surprised to learn that the majority of her students worked over 20
hours per week and at the same time expected to get high grades in the class. She was
concerned that they mught not understand the demands of time that both working and
being successful in school entail. She engaged her students in a discussion about the
reality of an academic workload. To reinforce this and help students recognize and
personalize the issue, the mentor for the class developed a lesson plan on time
management. As a result, the mentor reported that students re-evaluated their balance
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of work and school life. Some decided they needed to drop hours at work or the
number of credits they were taking. Many reported that they were glad to have learned
early on and in such a personally relevant way the need for realistic time management.

The survey results have influenced the faculty’s pedagogical practices. Several faculty
discovered that their students had not read anything on their own beyond reading
required for classes. One responded to this fact by decreasing the number of texts that
her students read but increasing instruction and assignments on critical reading skills.
Another has incorporated the use of more video clips as a way to engage students in
critical analysis of ideas discussed in the course. The faculty member did not argue that
video clips are a substitute for written text, but knowing this about her students
encouraged her to not exclusively rely on text as the only avenue for engagement.

Creating Effective Learning Communities

Developing effective learning communities is an explicit goal of the Freshman Inquiry
courses. Helping students learn to work with and learn from each other is considered to
be an essential learning outcome for the program. Working collaboratively and in small
groups is important for students’ success in the course. The Prior Learning Survey
facilitated the development of learning communities in the program. “Discussing the
data about my students with my students has had an amazing bonding impact,” says one
faculty member. He and others report that the discussion of the data often focuses on
the similarities and differences amongst the students in the class. Students don’t feel as
alone when they learn that most other students have not written a 10 page research
paper either, given many oral presentations, or have concerns about finances. They are
encouraged when they learn that their peers share similar ideas about why they are in
college and that most of them aspire to get good grades in class. It is also encouraging
to know that where one has weaknesses, others have strengths. As many of the
assignments in Freshman Inquiry are group projects, the survey results create an
opportunity to discuss how students can help each other in the acquisition of skills.
One faculty used the data to construct a bar graph of experiences illustrating what his
students brought to the class and used it to facilitate a discussion about utihizing talents
in group assignments. It is also significant for students to be able to compare
themselves and their class with the entire freshman class. One mentor recounted this
comment from her class:

They were blown away by the sheer numbers of people who shared their experiences
and thoughts and feelings about being at PSU. Several of them talked about being a
little embarrassed about why they were in college and how fearful they were. They had
assumed that others thought differently and that they were the anomaly. It created a
sense of community in the flash of a moment just knowing that others felt similarly.

At a commuter institution like PSU, the ability of students to see this snapshot of their
peers can help students feel a connection to the institution. Unlike residential campuses,
students at commuter campuses report feeling disconnected from the institution. This
disconnection has been associated with lower retention rates (Jacoby, 2000).

Skill Development in Quantitative Reasoning

Faculty and mentors have utilized the data gathered from the Prior Learning Survey n
creative ways to advance one of the University Studies’ communication goals—
quantitative reasoning. The survey was purposefully constructed to contain a variety of
types of data. Discrete, categorical variables, such as age, and continuous, scaled
variables, such as the extent of agreement with a statement, are measured. Qualitative
data is also collected. Many faculty use the dataset to allow students to have an initial
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experience in analyzing data and making meaning of the analyses. Through
assignments and discussions students are invited to get hands-on experience with real,
relevant, and personal data.

One faculty member’s experience illustrates the use of the data. He provided
mstruction on basic statistics and as a small group assignment asked students to use the
data to summarize the data through visual representations constructed with Excel
software. He reports:

Incvitably students misrepresent how the data should be presented. Discrete variables
are represented as continuous variables and vice versa. The point of the activity isn’t
necessarily for students to get it ‘right’” but for students to begin to see how charts and
graphs don’t always tell the story. They need to learn how to critically analyze data
that 1s reported in the world around them.

Activities such as this enhance students’ understanding of statistics through data that
are personal and relevant and help develop a student’s skills in this area.

Conclusion

This case study highlights the impact of the Prior Learning Survey used in PSU’s
general education program on faculty and students. Through the use of the survey,
faculty and mentors learn early on about their students’ backgrounds, experiences,
attitudes, and feelings and in turn this knowledge allows them to respond appropriately
and quickly to their students’ needs. Students, in turn, feel supported by the faculty and
mentors. In addition, they also identify with their peers early in the academic year
through the use of the survey. The survey also provides a personally relevant starting
point for learning and utilizing quantitative reasoning skills.

Given the need for faculty to understand their students at the beginning of a course and
the relative ease of creating web-based surveys, institutions and faculty should explore
the possibilities of developing similar surveys on their campuses.
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