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Traditional student course evaluations focus on teacher behaviors that are not necessarily related 

to learning, and use student satisfaction (or preference) rather than learning as their primary 

criterion. They are too general to provide useful feedback on the effectiveness of particular 

pedagogical practices or progress toward course-specific learning goals. The SALG was specifically 

designed to remedy these deficiencies by focusing exclusively on students’ learning gains. It was 

built around two essential principles:  

 that assessment of a course should be relative to the explicit goals of that course—i.e., what 

students are supposed to learn, and 

 that students have something valuable to tell us about what helps them learn (and what 

doesn’t).  

 

Both principles are reflected in the SALG’s title—Student Assessment of their Learning Gains—

and its architecture. That architecture comprises ten questions arranged in two groups: questions 

about the effects of pedagogy and questions about learning gains relative to specific course goals.  

 

The SALG’s first four stem-questions focus on four common categories of learning goals. They ask 

students to assess their  

 gains in understanding,  

 gains in skills,  

 affective/attitudinal gains, and  

 gains in integrating course ideas into their lives (a primary indicator of retention).  

These stem-questions use a gains scale that ranges from “no gain” to “great gain.” There are open-

ended questions at the end of each stem.  

 

The SALG’s final six stem-questions focus on the effectiveness of particular pedagogical practices. 

They ask students detailed questions about how much the following elements of the course helped 

them learn:   

 course design and approach to the material;  

 class activities;  

 graded assignments and tests;  

 resources used;  

 meta-information about the class given to students; and 

 support provided to students.  

Most of these questions use a helpfulness scale that ranges from “no help” to “great help,” but 

there are one or two open-ended questions at the end of each stem that allow students to comment 

on their previous answers and to include observations not specifically elicited by other questions 

under that stem.  

 



Individual instructors may not edit or delete these ten stem-questions (or their response scales), 

since they are central to the identity of the SALG. For this reason, every SALG instrument must 

have at least one question under each stem. On the other hand, the first principle requires that the 

SALG provide instructors with useful feedback about the particulars of their classes. The design of 

the SALG therefore encourages instructors to create a customized instrument for each course they 

teach. Many stems include sub-questions which ask instructors to fill in details of class activities, 

assignments, key class concepts, and so on. Easy-to-use editing tools invite instructors to 

customize the questions to reflect their own learning goals and pedagogies; within the restrictions 

mentioned above, instructors are free to add, edit or delete any sub-question under any stem. 

Finally, instructors may add additional questions to the original list of ten. When writing these 

new questions, instructors may choose from a variety of established response scales, or they may 

create their own scales. This flexibility too is central to the identity of the SALG because it allows 

instructors to assess the effectiveness of their pedagogical choices in helping students reach the 

learning goals for their course.  

 

CREATING A SALG: ADVANCE PLANNING 

The best way to start creating a SALG for your course is to begin with your course objectives. 

There are often many levels of course objectives and/or learning outcomes: those mandated by the 

department or program for which you are teaching, those which derive from specific tracks or 

programs within a department, those which come from the course itself, and those which come 

from your personal theories and biases about teaching. Once you have a list of course objectives, 

you will want to divide that list into goals related to gains in understanding, gains in skills, 

affective/attitudinal gains, and gains in integrating course material into the students’ lives. You 

will then want to make some hard decisions about whether this objective is primarily directed 

toward affecting students’ understanding, skills, attitude or overall way of living. Many people find 

that they spend most of the time creating a new SALG on this step. Ideally, you will end up with a 

list that has no more than ten items in any category and no more than thirty items overall. Fewer 

is generally better because it allows you to ask more focused and detailed questions. 

 

You may also choose to use a Baseline SALG. This is a shortened SALG instrument (just the 

learning goals questions and some optional demographic questions) that you can use at the 

beginning of a term to assess where the students are in relation to your learning goals when they 

enter your class.  

 

CREATING A SALG: OVERVIEW OF THE PROCESS 

Creating a SALG consists of 8 basic steps:  

1) Filling in basic information about your course: name, institution, course title, number of 

students, etc.  

2) Choosing a base instrument from which to start.  

3) Optional: Copy questions from another instrument (one you have used previously or one you 

admire) into your own.  

4) Edit the instrument to adapt it to the specifics of your class.  

5) Set the open and close dates for the survey 

6) Announce the availability of the survey to the students.  

7) Wait for the students to fill out the survey.  

8) View and analyze the results.  


