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There’s a lot of talk these days about evidence-based instructional practices, so much that I’ve gotten worried we
aren’t thinking enough about what that means. Let me see if I can explain with an example.

Recently I’ve been trying to locate the evidence that supports quizzing,
wondering if it merits the evidence-based label. Tracking down this
evidence in our discipline-based research is challenging because although
quizzing has been studied across our disciplines, it’s not easily searchable.
My collection of studies is good, but I know it’s not complete. As you might
suspect, the results are mixed; they are more positive than negative, but
still, a significant number of researchers don’t find that quizzes affect
learning outcomes.

I’ve been looking closely at a set of seven studies, which you will find listed at the end of the article. (These studies
were randomly selected—no empirical objective here.) Not all of the studies report the same positive results, but if
they are viewed collectively, the use of quizzes seems to yield some impressive benefits. Students reported they
spent more time reading and more time studying between tests, and that they were more motivated to come to class
prepared when the course included quizzes. These quizzes also increased student participation, lowered failure
rates, improved exam scores, resulted in better overall course grades, and did not lower course evaluations. That all
sounds pretty good, doesn’t it?

But the devil is in the details, as in the specific combination of factors and conditions that produced the results.
When I looked closely at this subset, I was amazed at the array of details that could potentially affect whether
quizzes improve learning.

Are they pop quizzes or scheduled on the syllabus?

What types of questions are used (multiple choice, short answer, etc.)?

What’s the relationship between quiz questions and questions on the exam (same questions, similar 1/3
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What’s the relationship between quiz questions and questions on the exam (same questions, similar
questions, or completely different)?

How many quizzes are given throughout the semester?

When are the quizzes given—before content coverage or after? How soon after?

Do students take the quizzes in class or online?

Are the quizzes graded or ungraded? If graded, how much do they count?

Is the lowest score dropped?

What kind of feedback are students provided?

In addition to these design details, there are content variables derived from what’s being taught, the level at which
it’s taught, the type of course, and the instructional method used to deliver it. And then there are student variables,
such as their year in college and academic performance to date. In all likelihood, the classroom climate exerts some
influence on the outcomes as well.

What this evidence tells us is that given a particular set of conditions, quizzes produce positive results, in most
cases a range of them. And that gives us three things to consider. First, based on studies done in our disciplines,
quizzes are an evidence-based instructional strategy only in a general sense. If your course design details and
teaching context aren’t the same as those in the study, you aren’t assured the same results.

Second, to be sure that your quizzes produce the desired results, you need evidence. You can conduct your own
empirical analysis. One of the benefits of all these different studies is that they provide a range of different ways quiz
performance can be analyzed. That will give you the best evidence, but you can also do something quasi-empirical.
You can look at exam scores in sections with and without quiz scores. You can ask students how a course with
quizzes affects their attendance, preparation, and study habits. Or, you can carefully, thoughtfully, and objectively
observe how quizzes are affecting learning. What we need to stop doing is assuming that just because an
instructional strategy has been studied and judged effective, we can use that same strategy and accrue the same
benefits.

Finally, looking at a set of studies (whether on quizzing or a range of other instructional strategies) illustrates the
profound importance of instructional design. So often, when we decide on an instructional approach, we just do it.
Without much thought or purposeful decision-making, we come up with a way to use quizzes. And yet it’s those
easy, seemingly minor decisions about the details that determine the outcome.

Remember, though, that you haven’t gotten the whole story here. You’ve gotten the sum of a sample of studies done
in our disciplines. Regular repeated testing has been studied elsewhere. In the next post, we’ll continue this
consideration of what it means to be an evidence-based instructional strategy.
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