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Sone of college' s nost anxi ety produci ng events are exam na-
tions. Students sonetinmes wonder: what purpose is served by an
exam nation? Students attend classes to receive information, to
have questions answered, and to have assigned material inter-
preted, framed, prioritized, and shared with classmates; do
exerci ses practicing what they | earn [homework]; performl abora-
tory experinents to test the validity of and to gain practical
experience in the theory of what they learn; wite assays to
denonstrate their organi zed original thoughts on specific por-
tions of what is being | earned; and give oral presentations that
require clear, verbal articulation of what they have | earned.
Wth all these educational vehicles avail able to denonstrate
| earning, why are tests needed?

Not all examnations are equal. D fferent professors prefer
to use varying examnation formats such as true-fal se questions,
mul tipl e choi ce questions, matching questions, supplying defini-
tion itens, short answer questions, fill-in-the-blank questions,
and essay questions. Each question format is designed prinarily
to achieve a different neasure of |earning. Examnation fre-
guency, size, notives, styles, and proportional course grade
wei ght varies fromprofessor to professor. Anong the recogni zed
and establ i shed pedagogi cal ends achi eved by exam nati ons are:
(1) neasures of materi al menory or recall -- there are valid

reasons why sone material needs to be renmenbered; (2) Not al



| ear ned

material needs to be at instant recall; sonme material is appro-
priately learned if it can be recognized when presented; (3) Sone
material is best defined as | earned when it can be cont r ast ed/
conpared with other learned material; (4) Qher |earning can be
measured by one's ability to see rel ati onshi ps between vari abl es,
called synthesis; (5 Still other learning is best denonstrated
when students can take a vast body of material and w sely choose
portions fromvarious sub parts of know edge to acconplish a
given goal, called integration; (6) Another index of |earning
cones through an ability to handl e nuances, subtleties, and
delicate varieties called differentiation; (7) O paranount
inportance in nmeasuring learning is being able to conpetently use
what is learned, called application; and (8) Yet another vita
determnation of learning is rendering sound judgnments about what
is learned, called evaluation.!

Recal I, recognition, conparison/contrast, synthesis, inte-
gration, differentiation, application, and eval uati on can be
measured, in part, through class attendance, honework, experi -
ments, paper witing, and oral presentations; however, exam ha-
tions offer experiences and eval uation features not commonly
found in other educational vehicles that offer useful evidence of

| earning. These include: (1) in-class tests require students to

1 For in-depth di scussion of these educational variables,
see Benjamn S. Bloom (1956). Taxonony of Educati onal
(oj ectives: The dassification of Educational CGoals.
New Yor k: Longman.



wor k spont aneousl y; having to denonstrate evi dence of |earning
without unlimted tinme to do so. Not all learning lends itself
well to this evaluation node; therefore, other |earning vehicles
[li ke take hone exans] seem nore appropriate under sone condi -
tions; (2) Exans produce evidence of |earning under the pressure
of tinme. Thisis called " performng;" that is, having to produce
output "on stage," not when it is confortable or convenient. In
sonme cases, this is a genuine reflection of life's requirenents.
One valuable quality of nmuch of what we learn is practicability,
the extent to which our learning is imrediately or potentially
useful. Cher assessnent vehicles nay be nore useful when tine
constraints are not needed or are deened inappropriate; (3) Exans
all ow students to be conpared to peers and to objective perfor-
mance standards rather than being i ndependently and individually
judged. Citeria and normative assessnment, too, is a real world
reality that is best initially encountered in school. Individual
centered, standard based, and conparative assessnents all have
their place and purpose; and (4) examnations all ow professors to
requi re student output that conforns to specified format, |ength,
and style constraints, areal life matter in nost vocati ons and
pr of essi ons.

A well constructed test is varied in form A good teacher
can and will, upon request, supply any exam nee a cl ear, thought
out, and rational explanation as to what is being neasured by a
test and test itens and why this neasure is useful. Any teacher

who cannot do so is either lazy, inconpetent, or arrogant. Tests



are nmeasures of teacher effort consequences; such assessnents
must be thought out in advance and articul ated to anyone who
guestions or chall enges such nmeasures.

Exam nation stress has multiple origins: (1) a lack of
student preparedness is an all too unfamliar stressor; (2) a
| ack of exam nee sel f-confidence is another stress producer; (3)
uncl ear or unshared teacher purposes in testing produces added
anxiety; and (4) exclusive or over enphasis on tests as |earning
nmeasur es produce unheal thy anxiety.

Testing is valid, has useful outcones, and gives students
nmeasures of their achi evements when exans are prudently thought
out, properly notivated, well constructed, clearly explained in
terns of what is expected, and admnistered in conjunction wth

ot her wel |l established |earning vehicles.



