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“Students become creative and critical thinkers as they 
(1) apply reflective reasoning, logic and quantitative 
analysis to new ideas, opinions, and situations and (2) 
analyze problems and challenges from fresh 
perspectives that offer innovative solutions.” 

 
The NSSE data makes it clear that BYU-Idaho students 
have abundant opportunities to analyze, to apply 
theories, and to make value judgments.  The CLA 
provides early evidence that BYU-Idaho are able to 
reason and to analyze just as well as their peers 
nationally and, further, that they make impressive gains 
in their abilities to do so between the freshman and 
senior years. 

 
In this report there are data from – 

• 2011 National Survey of Student Engagement 
• Foundations Assessment 

 
Those that would like to explore the NSSE data further can find resources in the BYU-Idaho 
University Report Card. 

 
Percentage of programs with at least one program-level outcome that supports this university- 
level outcome: 61.8% 

 

 
 

A Note on the NSSE Data 
 

The National Survey of Student Engagement was administered at BYU-Idaho in 2006 and 2011. 
In both cases, all freshmen and all seniors were sent invitations to participate.  In 2011 the overall 
BYU-Idaho response rate was 54%.  In 2006, the response rate was 58%.   Codes such as “11p 
GNSPIRIT” are the codes used to identify the questions in the survey. 

 
The peer institutions chosen for BYU-Idaho in 2006 are Bryant University, Capella University, 
Colorado School of Mines, Embry Riddle, Michigan Tech, and Wheelock College.  The 2011 
peers are Baylor University, BYU, Cal State – Fresno, Idaho State, Montana State – Bozeman, 
Portland State, San Jose State, the University of Utah, and Utah Valley University. 
The Foundations, NSSE and University Report Card data below present a consistent picture: our 
students our highly religious, somewhat insular, and almost without exception, observant of their 
faith.  We are especially interested in the 



Creative and Critical Thinkers 2 

“The end of assessment is action.”  Barbara Walvoord 

 

 

 

 
 

Students become creative and critical thinkers and apply reflective reasoning and logic to 
new ideas, opinions, and situations. 

 
2011 NSSE Data 

 
During the current school year, how much has your coursework emphasized analyzing the basic 
elements of an idea, experience, or theory, such as examining a particular case or situation in 
depth and considering its components?  (1=Very little, 2=Some, 3=Quite a bit, 4=Very much)  2b 
ANALYZE 

 
 Year BYU-I n BYU-I Peers Sig. All NSSE Sig. 
 

First year 2006 856 2.75 2.72 .429 2.82 .020 
2011 828 3.04 2.91 .000 2.95 .002 

 

Seniors 2006 560 2.95 2.90 .173 2.94 .901 
2011 1,625 3.07 2.98 .000 3.05 .268 

 
Questions to consider: Where do students acquire analytical tools? 

 
During the current school year, how much has your coursework emphasized making judgments 
about the value of information, arguments, or methods, such as examining how others gathered 
and interpreted data and assessing the soundness of their conclusions?  (1=Very little, 2=Some, 
3=Quite a bit, 4=Very much)  2d EVALUATE 

 
 Year BYU-I n BYU-I Peers Sig. All NSSE Sig. 
 

First year 2006 800 3.79 2.66 .000 2.04 .000 
2011 762 3.67 2.31 .000 2.13 .000 

 

Seniors 2006 545 3.75 2.89 .000 1.92 .000 
2011 1,528 3.67 2.20 .000 1.95 .000 

 
Questions to consider: What role do the disciplines play in the development of critical thinking? 
Do students develop generic critical thinking skills or do they learn to think critically in a 
disciplinary context? 

 
During the current school year, how much has your coursework emphasized applying theories or 
concepts to practical problems or in new situations?  (1=Very little, 2=Some, 3=Quite a bit, 
4=Very much)  2e APPLYING 

 
 Year BYU-I n BYU-I Peers Sig. All NSSE Sig. 
 

First year 2006 800 3.79 2.66 .000 2.04 .000 
2011 762 3.67 2.31 .000 2.13 .000 

 

Seniors 2006 545 3.75 2.89 .000 1.92 .000 
2011 1,528 3.67 2.20 .000 1.95 .000 
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2012/2013 CLA 
Analytic Reasoning and Evaluation, Problem Solving 
(Six-point scale 1=Low, 6=High) 

 
 Analytic Reasoning and 

Evaluation 
 

Problem Solving 
 

BYU-Idaho 
 

All Schools BYU- 
Idaho 

 

All Schools 
Freshmen 
Performance 
Task 

Mean 3.1 2.9 3.0 2.7 
SD 0.7 0.9 0.7 0.8 

Make-an- 
Argument 

Mean 3.4 3.3  
SD 0.6 0.8 

Critique-an- 
Argument 

Mean 3.2 2.8 
SD 0.8 0.9 

Seniors 
Performance 
Task 

Mean 3.8 3.4 3.6 3.3 
SD 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 

Make-an- 
Argument 

Mean 4.0 3.6  
SD 0.6 0.8 

Critique-an- 
Argument 

Mean 3.8 3.4 
SD 0.7 0.9 

Effect Size 
Performance Task 0.933 0.55 0.75 0.70 
Make-an-Argument 1.0 0.375  
Critique-an-Argument 0.8 0.66 

 
Questions to consider: The CLA has given us cause for pause.  The numbers suggest that 
something significant is happening here at BYU-Idaho but we have to be careful about jumping 
to conclusions since these are the results of just one year of testing.  It may well be that the 2013- 
2014 testing will produce significantly different results.  That remains to be seen.  Meanwhile, an 
observation made by John Hattie seems appropriate here.  In his Visible Learning for Teaching: 
Maximizing Impact on Learning, Hattie challenges us to “become evaluators of [our] effect.” 
These CLA and NSSE data challenge us to dig in and to evaluate in a scholarly way the effect of 
the BYU-Idaho experience on student learning.  What are we doing right?  How can we do more 
of it?  What do we know about the students who are learning successfully?  What do we know 
about those who aren’t? 
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Students become creative and critical thinkers as they apply quantitative analysis to 
new ideas, opinions, and situations. 

 
2011 NSSE Data 

 
To what extent has your experience at this institution contributed to your knowledge, skills, and 
personal development in analyzing quantitative problems?  (1=Very little, 2=Some, 3=Quite a 
bit, 
4=Very much)  11f GNQUANT 

 
 Year BYU-I n BYU-I Peers Sig. All NSSE Sig. 
 

First year 2006 800 3.79 2.66 .000 2.04 .000 
2011 762 3.67 2.31 .000 2.13 .000 

 

Seniors 2006 545 3.75 2.89 .000 1.92 .000 
2011 1,528 3.67 2.20 .000 1.95 .000 

 
Questions to consider: What do objective measure of quantitative ability reveal?  Do the 
strong gains that students experience translate into genuine competence? 

 
Foundations Assessment 

 
 

on-campus day sections 2014 
 
 

ASSESSMENT FOLLOW-UP REPORT 
 

This report includes the following sections: 
1.   Assessment Description 
2.   Assessment Administration 
3.   Assessment Results 

a.   Percentages 
b.   Analytical Score Distribution 
c.   Types of Questions ßß àà Student Performance 

4.   Limitations / Qualifications 
5.   Implications 

 

 
ASSESSMENT DESCRIPTION (CRITICAL THINKING ASSESSMENT) 

 
1.   We administered a 20-question assessment we created that focused on: 

a.   close reading and interpretation of 
meaning b.   deductive reasoning patterns 
c.   use of evidence to substantiate assertions 
d.   slips of reasoning that lead to unreliable conclusions. 

2.   The assessment has been structured as a multiple choice exam for two reasons: 
a.   Essay questions invite responses that allow for greater variation in 
grading. b.   Time required to grade essay exams, given the number of 
FDCNC 350 

students across campus, would be 
excessive. 

3.   The exam was initially on 15 questions long and did not include any questions 
on slips of reasoning.  We believe the exam is stronger for the adjustment. 
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ASSESSMENT ADMINISTRATION 

 
(Round One:  Early Winter 2014 semester; Round Two:  Late Winter 2014 semester) 

 
1.   The majority of on-campus instructors of the course administered 

round one of the critical thinking.  Most but not all of the instructors 
who participated in round one also participated in round two. 

a.   Round One:  517 students completed the assessment 
b.   Round Two:  460 students completed the assessment 

2.   Students took the assessment in the testing center. 
3.   The first round was administered prior to introducing the learning units 

the concentrate most heavily on the critical thinking skills being 
assessed. 

4.   The second round was administered following the learning units 
that concentrate most heavily on the learning units being 
assessed. 

5.   Individual instructors made decisions about how to weight the 
assessment in order to encourage student participation. 

 
ASSESSMENT RESULTS 

 
Percentages 

 
 Round One Round Two 
Highest Score 89.4% 95% 
Lowest Score 0% 20% 
Mean Score 56.4% 66% 

 

 
 

Analytical Score Distribution Round One: 
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Analytical Score Distribution Round Two: 
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Types of Questions 
 

 Student Performance 

Close 
reading/interpretation 
questions 

Moderate/weak 

Patterned reasoning 
(deductive) questions 

Strong 

Data àà conclusion 
questions 

Moderate 

Slips of reasoning 
questions 

Insufficient evidence 

 
LIMITATIONS/QUALIFICATIONS 

 
1.   The assessment can be improved to achieve greater reliability 
2.   Different teachers provided different levels of incentives for students to do 

their best work, thus the performance levels differ. 
3.   A more even distribution of question types would strengthen this 

assessment’s value in terms of providing meaningful, reliable results 
 

IMPLICATIONS 
 

1.   The course assignments DO strengthen students’ critical thinking skills.  We 
DID NOT teach to this test.  Rather, the assessment was intended to 
cultivate these skills without explicitly calling attention to them. 

2.   Our students need more practice at reading closely and at reading for 
meaning. 

3.   Students can recognize simple patterns of reasoning when it is presented 
to them in a straightforward, rather simplistic way.  However, when 
presented in a more formal, technical way, they are less successful. 

4.   Students need more practice at recognizing the relationship between 
data and conclusion.  Using words to accurately characterize the 
conclusion that can be drawn from statistics or expert opinion or specific 
instances is not something students do with a high level of proficiency. 

 
PARTING THOUGHTS…FOR WHAT THEY’RE WORTH 

 
First… Students are not accustomed to paying close attention to the details of reasoning, 
language, or information.  When a pattern of reasoning is laid out before them, they can 
recognize it quite easily.  When it is more subtle or when they have to create their own 
pattern of reasoning, they struggle some. 

 
Second… Student biases and limited vocabulary skills interfere with their ability to read 
well.  When asked to account for someone else’s reasoning, they are apt to be 
influenced by whether they agree or disagree with that reasoning as they interpret the 
content.  Practice is vital.  Structured assignments that require students to account for 
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their interpretations and allow the possibility of being wrong in a demonstrable way go a 
long way in helping them strengthen their skills. 

 
Third… The value of thinking carefully and critically is not apparent to the majority of 
students.  A spirit of inquiry and the desire to seek deeper understanding must be 
generated by the instructor of the course. 

 
Fourth…  Students are capable of more rigorous work and will rise to the occasion when 
that work is made relevant and engaging.  The quality of assignments plays an essential 
role in relation to the habit of mind students form and the level of work they complete. 

 


