 Recommendations for using the SALG  
The SALG can be used for gathering information to improve courses (formative assessment) and some accountability purposes.  Instructors customize the SALG to reflect the learning activities and objectives of their courses, and then administer the assessment to their students online thorough the SALG website.  Feedback from students includes quantitative ratings and written responses about course focus, learning activities, content and materials. Instructors make comparisons among different understanding and skills components of their courses to learn if students (on the average) believe they gained more in one area than another.  Resulting changes are then made to course design and teaching, and instructors assess these changes with subsequent SALG administrations to learn if ratings improve.  Instructors also use the SALG for some accountability purposes such as teaching portfolios for tenure and promotion, and as a supplement or substitute for existing end-of-course evaluations. 
The SALG is best used as an aggregate, or group measure of self-reported gain.  It cannot be used as a substitute for a direct measure like a test because individual student responses are anonymous, and students would most likely give an inflated estimate of their abilities if consequences such as grades were linked to their SALG ratings.  
Kuh (2002) recommended guiding principles for gathering valid student self-assessment data through surveys.  These principles apply to the SALG and include: 

· Students must know the information they are asked to assess.

For the SALG this means instructors should use wording that students are familiar with from class.  Instructors may 

· Questions should be phrased clearly and non-ambiguously 

Good survey items are simple.  Common survey errors include “double barreled” questions (asking about multiple activities or learning objectives in one question), overly specialized or vague language, complicated sentence structures and items that do not match scales.

· Questions should ask about meaningful activities and ask for a thoughtful response.
For SALG users, this means avoiding overly long or detailed surveys.  Instructors should also avoid asking about irrelevant information.
The validity of the SALG for formative assessment

During the course of the SALG’s use and development we have gathered data about how instructors use the survey to make changes in their course design and teaching. Of 139 instructors we surveyed, seventy-nine percent of the instructors used the SALG primarily for course redesign (versus “accountability” purposes).  The most frequently made change (60%) to course design were modifications to class activities (lecture, discussion, hands-on activities) followed by student learning activities (54%) course content (43%), and the information given to students (33%).  Eighty-five percent reported that the SALG  provided qualitatively different and more useful student feedback than traditional student course evaluations.
The relationship of self report and direct assessments
We are often asked if students can rate their understanding and skills accurately.  We conducted a small study to gauge this relationship with 119 students in an astronomy course by comparing students’ SALG ratings to their performance on a final test. Students answered SALG items starting with: “As a result of your work in this class, how well do you think that you now understand each of the following?” in five course subject areas such as solar phenomena and stellar evolution.   We also created a total score measure from SALG items by summing ratings across subject areas on the SALG for each student.   When we correlated total scores on the SALG and final test, the correlation was r =.41, a moderate but significant correlation. Correlations between self-ratings in specific subject areas (e.g., stellar evolution) and the matching subsection on the final (test items related to stellar evolution) ranged between .49 and 0.  These correlations are shown in the table below.
The result we found reflects other research about the relationship of self-assessment and direct assessment.  In a large-scale study of student self assessment, Falchikov and Boud (1989) conducted a meta-analysis of 57 separate studies of the relationship between faculty and student ratings of student performance.  The researchers found that (in absolute terms) students tended to rate themselves higher than faculty rated the same student performances.  The average correlation between faculty and student ratings was r = .39, a finding very close to our result.  Science students, and students in upper division courses rated themselves more accurately than non-science students and students from introductory courses.  
Falchikov, N., Boud, D. (1989).  Student self-assessment in higher education: a meta-analysis. Review of Educational Research, 59(4), 395 – 430.

Kuh, G.D. (2001). The national survey of student engagement: conceptual framework for overview of psychometric properties, (Bloomington, IN, Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research).
