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KEY TAKEAWAYS

› Introducing an online system not  
only saved time but also inspired 
meaningful feedback

› Seven core questions, supporting  
teaching methodologies backed by  
IDEA research, eliminated the need  
to create something from scratch

› Instructors became attuned to the 
different needs and expectations  
of students, and adjusted their  
teaching techniques

› Empowered to offer direct feedback  
to their instructors, students became 
more engaged in class

› Faculty-student interactions were 
enriched, and classes became more 
conducive to an open and supportive 
learning environment

› Professional development, student 
retention, and learning outcomes  
were all strengthened

When Everett Community College introduced a formative assessment tool,  
both faculty and students benefited.

Year founded: 1941

Type: Two-year public 
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Academic offerings: More than  
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Student-to-faculty ratio: 20 to 1 

Mission: We educate, equip, and  
inspire each student to achieve  
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contribute to our diverse communities,  
and thrive in a global society.



“Stay close…Go far.” Everett Community College’s (EvCC) tagline echoes the mission of 

providing college-bound students with an affordable, quality education to help them fulfill 

their personal and professional goals. Founded in 1941 and governed by the Washington 

State Board of Community and Technical Colleges, EvCC is a top-ranked two-year 

institution serving a diverse population that includes first-generation students, students 

of color, and military veterans. Students, 44 percent of whom list academic goals as their 

main motivation, can pursue certificate and degree programs in a variety of fields, and 

the average age is 28. For the 2016-2017 academic year, 29 percent of all students self-

identified as first-generation learners. The college’s strategic plan frames student success 

as completion, job readiness, and career success. Roughly 80 percent of EvCC alumni stay 

in the region after earning their degrees.

A Wish Is Granted
In 2016, EvCC celebrated its 75th anniversary. That same year, out  

of 126 applicants nationwide, the college was one of six institutions 

to receive an IDEA impact grant. It was also the only two-year  

college awarded a grant. The funding enabled Peg Balachowski, 

Associate Dean for Teaching and Learning, to realize her dream: 

introduce more of her colleagues to the value of formative 

assessment in the classroom. 

Balachowski, who joined the EvCC faculty in 2003, began her higher 

education career as an instructor of mathematics. Her own triumphs 

and challenges in the classroom taught her early on about the value 

of student feedback throughout a course, not just at the end. Despite 

the tedious nature of using pen and paper to collect student input, 

her belief in formative assessment never wavered. Today, as Director of EvCC’s Center of 

Transformative Teaching, she remains passionate about the success of students, which 

she knows is inextricably linked to the professional development of faculty. She realizes 

that due to traditional course evaluation methods, faculty tend to rely on end-of-term 

feedback. But because summative feedback can’t shed light on the learning process as 

it’s actually happening, any positive impact is limited to future students. By contrast, 

a formative approach enables faculty to glean contemporaneous insights and adapt 

pedagogical methods for immediate results.

Piloting a Better Approach 
EvCC’s pilot program was officially called Using Formative Feedback to Improve Learning 

Outcomes. It promoted the use of the Feedback tool, an online instrument within Campus 

Labs® Course Evaluations. The program took place during the 2017 winter and summer 

quarters, and 21 instructors representing diverse academic disciplines—including 

English, English as a Second Language, English Language Acquisition, geography, 

math, biology, psychology, engineering, accounting, nursing, and medical assisting and 

transcription—volunteered to participate. Nine of the faculty were full-time, while 12 were 

part-time. Their classes, all at the undergraduate level, reflected a mix of traditional face-

to-face instruction, online instruction, and a hybrid approach. 

“Empowering faculty with  
data gives them the freedom  
to be creative and nimble  
throughout the term.”

– Peg Balachowski, Associate Dean  
for Teaching and Learning
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Faculty volunteers represented a range of attitudes. One instructor 

remarked: “The biggest reason I want to use instant feedback is to 

build a culture of feedback so that students feel comfortable coming 

to me with questions and concerns.”  Another explained: “I tell my 

students that learning involves being okay with beginnings and 

being uncomfortable. If you only stay in the safe, comfortable zone, 

you’re probably not learning much, and that’s why I volunteered 

to participate in the project. It does feel uncomfortable, risky, and 

vulnerable because it’s an unknown, but I’m looking forward to 

learning.” Regardless of whether the instructors were feeling excited, 

trepidatious, or even skeptical, they all were focused on trying 

something new to strengthen the impact of their teaching.

A Catalyst for More Intentional Conversations
The formative instrument used in the pilot consisted of seven items: six questions 

related to teaching methodology and one overall question. The first six questions, based 

on research conducted by IDEA, focused on student perceptions of how an instructor’s 

teaching methodology did or didn’t support their learning. The final question asked 

students if they had understood the material presented in class that day. Students shared 

their feedback in real time from their computer or mobile device using a URL. Faculty 

administered the feedback survey a total of 3-4 times during a 10-week term.

IDEA Feedback: 7 Core Questions 

The Instructor:

› Displayed a personal interest in the student  
 and the student’s learning

› Found ways to help you answer your own questions

› Demonstrated the importance of the subject matter

› Made it clear how each topic fit into the course

› Explained course material clearly and concisely

› Introduced stimulating ideas about the subject

The Student:

› Understood the material covered today

Student responses were not anonymous and could be seen only by the individual faculty 

member. Since faculty had sole access to the results, they could easily follow up with 

students who voiced concerns. After each session using the Feedback tool, instructors 

agreed to share their impressions with other instructors in the pilot via the discussion 

board in EvCC’s learning management system. They also read academic white papers 

related to the seven questions, focusing on the areas in which they received low scores 

based on student input. Instructors then developed a plan for continual improvement.  

 A formative approach  
enables faculty to  
glean contemporaneous  
insights and adapt  
pedagogical methods  
for immediate results.  

Campus Labs is proud  
to partner with IDEA,  
a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to improving  
student learning in higher 
education through  
analytics and resources  
for professional  
development. Since 1975,  
IDEA has focused  
on making a positive,  
sustainable impact on  
teaching and learning  
in higher ed.
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Using the Feedback Tool:  
Keys to Success 

Keep in mind that the questions are relevant for  
any academic discipline

Remember that the questions focus on teaching 
methodologies, not on the subject matter

Communicate openly with faculty about the 
link between formative feedback and practical, 
professional development

Involve students right from the start by explaining 
that their candid feedback will have an immediate 
and positive impact on what and how they learn

Learn more about Campus Labs for  
Teaching & Learning at CampusLabs.com

Encouraging Faculty Reflections 
Once the course was over, each instructor submitted a reflection paper centered on three 

questions: What was the student response to the weekly assessment surveys? How did 

you evaluate and utilize the feedback you received from students? How did your teaching 

strategies shift or change, based on student feedback?  Instructors were encouraged to 

describe the trends from each session, share what they had learned about their own 

teaching practices, and present the student survey results on the use of feedback. At the 

end of the term, students were also asked to evaluate the technology-enabled method of 

formative feedback.

The pilot program yielded a host of tangible and intangible benefits. 

First, the Feedback tool provided a paperless, fast, and easy method 

for soliciting direct input. And because of the instantaneous nature 

of the results, instructors could begin thinking about pedagogical 

tweaks even before the next class meeting.

 

Setting the Stage for Better Outcomes
Beyond modifying their specific teaching techniques, they became 

more intentional about course goals and better at articulating 

learning objectives during class. Instructors also became more 

invested in the success of their students, as evidenced by an increase 

in one-to-one interactions, whether in person or online. They made 

more of an effort to address students by name, and rather than rely 

on group announcements in the LMS, they began sending individual 

emails as well. Explanations about course material became clearer 

and more concise, a direct result of feedback from students who 

finally had an easy and direct way to comment on teaching delivery. 

Faculty were also more explicit about real-world applications of the 

subject matter, whether in the context of another course or a post-

college career path.

Drawing on data about trends during the academic term, as well as 

the written reflections, Balachowski was able to engage instructors  

in more meaningful conversations about their goals for professional development.  

It came as no surprise to her that faculty who had embraced the Feedback tool with 

their students also saw stronger end-of-course evaluations. Additionally, student  

learning outcomes and retention rates improved with the use of feedback. 

Looking ahead, Peg Balachowski is more focused than ever on promoting the use of 

student feedback. She’s inspired by opportunities for more responsive teaching—and 

more successful students. “Keeping students in your class and helping them succeed—

not just with a good grade but with deep learning—can only happen when students are 

fully engaged.”

The success of the pilot program earned Everett Community College a 2017 Campus Labs 

Trailblazer Award. More details can be found at CampusLabs.com/awards. EvCC’s success 

story was also showcased in a session at DREAM 2018 hosted by Achieving the Dream. 


