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SoTL Research: Developing a Framework for Baseline Measurements

The starting point for developing your SoTL project is to define and refine your question. Hutchings’ (2000) taxonomy of questions: “what is?”; “what works?”; “what’s possible/what could be?”; provide us with a frame of reference to guide the process of inquiry.

As you develop your research strategy, it is also important to determine whether your questions warrants establishing “baseline measurements” to provide you with qualitative or quantitative information of the current situation.  For example, if you ask the question, “what works?”, and your goal is to determine the effect of a new active learning on student learning outcomes, you might consider measuring the attributes (e.g. cognitive, affective, psychomotor) of your students prior to implementation of your new strategy.  The impact of your strategy/activity can then be assessed again after implementation.

The process is analogous to the best practice model of identifying course learning goals and defining learning outcomes, and then designing the syllabus in alignment with these goals and LOs (Wiggins & McTighe 1998).

Initially, your framework for determining what data you need to collect to determine your baseline measurements will depend upon which taxonomy/ies of learning outcomes you wish to focus on: cognitive (Bloom & Krathwohl, 1956; Biggs and Collis, 1982), affective (Krathwohl et al. 1964), or psychomotor (Simpson, 1972).  Once you have determined your framework, you will be able to decide what instrument(s) you will use to measure your baseline data.  The following schematic may aid you in creating an initial framework to assess baseline measurements. 


	
	Cognitive
	Affective
	Psychomotor

	What is?
	
	
	

	What works?
	
	
	

	What’s possible?
	
	
	


Once you have defined your question in relation to the category of learning you wish to measure, you will need to think about:

· what evidence/data you have available to establish your baseline

· how you will assess this information

· are there other inherent attributes of your students which may affect your data?  Examples: spatial ability; color-blindness; learning style; demographic background; etc.  If so, you may need to measure/collect data on these variables.

Examples of forms of evidence/data:

· Conceptual exams/tests

· Samples of writing

· Oral presentations

· Attitude surveys

· Group work logs

· Laboratory notebooks

· Calculations / graphs

· Portfolios

· Reflective essays / notebooks

There are a number of examples of assessment strategies for measuring learning gains in comparison to baseline measurements.  The Student Assessment of Learning Gains (SALG) instrument is a well-known and tested web-based tool (http://www.wcer.wisc.edu/salgains/instructor) which can be used for formative evaluation throughout a course. It measures students’ perceptions of their learning gains for any of the 3 domains (cognitive, affective, skills).  


Knowledge surveys at the beginning of a course may also aid in determining mastery of specific objectives before and after the course.  Knowledge surveys are distinct from pre/post-test evaluations because they cover an entire course in depth and evaluate learning in detail (Nuhfer, E. 2003).  However, they require significant time investment and are more often developed as a core component of the SoTL research project itself.
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