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his

summer | am
reading Linda
Nilson’s book
Creating Self-
Regulated
Learners:
Strategies to
Strengthen
Students’ Self-
Awareness

and Learning
Skills, which

offers instructors a wealth of assignments and activities to help students grow their self-regulation an

metacognitive abilities. Teaching students how to learn well on their own and to evaluate that learning is a

http://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/teaching-and-learning/personal-goals-an-exercise-in-student-self-assessment/[2/25/2016 2:54:28 PM]


http://www.facultyfocus.com/
http://www.facultyfocus.com/
http://www.facultyfocus.com/
http://www.facultyfocus.com/topic/articles/
http://www.facultyfocus.com/topic/articles/teaching-and-learning/
http://www.facultyfocus.com/author/davidthompson/

Personal Goals: An Exercise in Student Self-Assessment

goal I have been pursuing for the past few years, and | am convinced that occasional, brief self-assessment
exercises can help college students perform better as well as understand the learning process.

I teach Spanish, and over the years I've noticed that as language students move to higher levels of the
curriculum and higher levels of proficiency, they are able to identify the content (grammar, vocabulary)
and skills (narration, speculation, speaking on abstract topics) that are most challenging to master. But
despite their increasing language proficiency, they are still novices when it comes to self-regulated
learning. They lack the broad array of study strategies and self-assessment practices required to
demonstrate learning in the areas of greatest challenge.

In recent years | have begun to ask students in my upper-

division Spanish courses to formulate personal goals at the O_n C_e Stl_JdentS See the
start of the term. Nilson argues that goal-setting characterizes d Istinction between

self-regulated learners and is one of the first things such effo It an_d Iearn | ng,
students do when given a new task (17-18). Since my advanced they beg IN to IOOk fO r
students have studied Spanish for several years and have a an_d INCO rpo rate ) )
stronger sense of their strengths and weaknesses as language EVI (_jence Of !earn [ ng In
learners, | ask them to shape a significant portion of the thel r reﬂeCtlon eSS&yS-

coursework for the term, usually 15-20%, in the form of

personal goals. They first write two or three personal goals for the semester, using a list of sample goals as
a guide. Next, they identify their methods of pursuing these goals, making detailed statements about the
resources they will use and the practice work they will do during the term.

Each student creates a Google Doc with his or her goals and methods, to which I respond with comments
and required revisions. Twice during the term students write a short reflection essay (three or four
paragraphs) in which they must evaluate progress on their personal goals and include specific evidence
from their work to demonstrate their learning. Students submit the reflection essays electronically on the
same Google Doc where they formulated their personal goals, and | use the comment feature to post
feedback in the margins. The following example contains a portion of one student’s first reflection essay
with my comments in the margin:

spoken in Spanish with the students there. T also made a Spanssh plavlisr of sonzs ononry (Pod that T lsten

1o whea I go for nang, and as [fall asleep. As [ listen 1o dee songs. I oy and thenk about whar message

the sonz 1s tryving ta gve off. Specifically T have hstened to the song Fotogiafia and as T have hstenad to
i David Thampson
it meare, T bave realized of 15 about hearthesak and that the poy 15 mussmg somecne, therefors can only 40 PM Sap 15
- A good example. Try to nchuds avan
sze ber ia plots. e gpecil axamples of hos your

) ) work methods are contributing o your
Tn the next few weeks, Thope to Slope my Clal=an frends, watch a move in Spamsh, and leaming

contumees b0 Facebook chat and listen to Spamsh congs: T am learnsng to speak with more thedrty, and am )

o Diavid Thampaon
gemng bener at fornung verb stucnee and senfence structone withor as aoecl delxy. 1 am also gertas %50 Fhy Bep 15
ire lude exarnples hers

better at commprehension of Spamsh [t takes less effort to mderstand what people aze saying as 1

pracice mors and more

The reflection essays are the essential ingredient in making this a meaningful exercise in self-assessment.
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Most advanced-level students recognize where they struggle in learning Spanish and are able to articulate
concrete goals; however, the results of the first reflection essay reveal a gap between what students want to
accomplish and how they demonstrate achievement. As | give feedback on their first reflection essay, |
almost always indicate the need for more specific examples that indicate progress toward a personal goal.
Sometimes students underestimate the time required to do independent work toward goals, while others
fail to locate appropriate resources. Most often, though, students confuse the act of doing work toward
personal goals with actual evidence of progress, and that is why I love this particular form of self-
assessment: it opens students’ eyes to the difference between demonstrated effort and demonstrated

learning.

Once students see the distinction between effort and learning, they begin to look for and incorporate
evidence of learning in their reflection essays. Depending upon their stated goals, they might include
examples of a more expansive vocabulary, more sophisticated knowledge of a Spanish-speaking culture,
greater facility in comprehending and commenting on a complex reading, or more elaborate description
and narration during conversation. Seeing what constitutes a real demonstration of learning also helps
them reformulate goals, when necessary, or make better choices about resources and work methods in
pursuing their goals. In their second reflection essays | usually find more substantive evidence of progress,
which tells me the students are understanding better the relationship among goals, practice, and learning.

When | think about the goals of advanced disciplinary courses and the most effective kinds of assessment, |
am more and more persuaded that self-assessment exercises like personal goals contribute to stronger
student learning. Raising my students’ levels of awareness about how they learn and how they
demonstrate their learning doesn’t require time-consuming evaluations loosely connected to course
objectives, nor does it involve radically redesigning course content. Self-assessment exercises can help
students learn to learn more effectively, moving them toward stronger performance in particular courses

as well as higher levels of learning proficiency.

Reference: Nilson, L., & Zimmerman, B.J. (2013). Creating Self-Regulated Learners: Strategies to
Strengthen Students’ Self-Awareness and Learning Skills. Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing.

David Thompson is an associate professor of Spanish and head of the Department of Modern Languages,
Literatures, and Linguistics at Luther College (Decorah, lowa). He has published articles on
contemporary Spanish poetry by women writers and currently studies metacognitive approaches to

language learning.

Start your free subscription to Faculty Focus!

http://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/teaching-and-learning/personal-goals-an-exercise-in-student-self-assessment/[2/25/2016 2:54:28 PM]



	facultyfocus.com
	Personal Goals: An Exercise in Student Self-Assessment


	VkZW50LXNlbGYtYXNzZXNzbWVudC8A: 
	form0: 
	search: 
	input0: 




