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Teaching for Success Faculty Success Center
Quick Tip Series 2; TIP 1

S.I.N. (Simplify It Now) helps students remember what they must 
do in order to comprehend what they read. 

S.I.N. stresses the importance of learning to translate and 
paraphrase a text. By reducing what they read to direct, simple 
statements (such as boiling down a long passage to four 
sentences), students can assert ownership over what is read and 
retain information better. 

Rules for practicing S.I.N. are as follows: 

• Keep close to the meaning of the original material. 
• Reduce complex or compound verbs to a simple verb. 

• Reduce nouns with lots of adjectives to just one noun with 
one adjective, if possible. 

• Cut down long prepositional phrases, or any long phrases, 
to just a few key words. 

• Summarize the gist of the meaning without using all of the 
details. 

• If needed, details can be learned later, after reading.

Nancy Kendall Snouffer

Teach Your Students to S.I.N.
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Teaching for Success Faculty Success Center
Quick Tip Series 2; TIP 2

Have you ever prepared activities for one course only to walk into that 
class with notes on a different class altogether? 

After being a freeway flyer and teaching as an adjunct faculty at 
several community colleges during the same semester, I’ve developed 
a simple method to avoid appearing absent-minded—color-coded 
course materials. It’s a simple organization method, but it works.

As soon as I learn my course assignments for the semester, I assign 
each course a color, and buy or prepare materials only in the color 
selected for each course. 

For example, this past semester I taught Composition II at two 
different colleges—I color-coded one green and the other I color-
coded red. All the materials for each course—binders, folders, index 
cards, labels, even photocopied handouts—were shades of green for 
one course and shades of red for the other.

 Since developing this method several semesters ago, I haven’t 
walked into a class with the wrong notes (or even worse, the wrong 
graded assignments) again.

MaChew W. Schmeer

Uh! Oh! Right Notes; Wrong Class
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Teaching for Success Faculty Success Center
Quick Tip Series 2; TIP 3

A Low-tech, Low-cost, Question Response System
 
At the beginning of my course, each student is given a packet of 
colored index cards. The colored cards are marked as follows: 

 Blue “A”.
 Pink “B”. 
 Yellow “C”.
 White “D”.

Upon viewing a multiple-choice test item, my students individually 
select and show their response by holding up the appropriate 
colored card.

Now, I can quickly scan the colors to assess learning. This is a 
great way to evaluate understanding of content before formal 
testing. As a result, I can immediately review confusing concepts 
as needed.

It’s also interesting to note peer pressure and changing of 
selections. Identifying those at-risk students can be invaluable.

Bonita P. Malak

How to Quickly and Easily Identify At-risk Learners
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Teaching for Success Faculty Success Center
Quick Tip Series 2; TIP 4

Portfolio Assessments

The portfolio is a powerful tool for learning and assessment, and 
it’s a collection of evidence that reflects a student’s knowledge and 
skills in a specific subject. It focuses on process and product. 
There are many types of portfolios as well as purposes for their 
use. The portfolio process involves three steps: 

 Collecting the evidence of learning.
 Selecting artifacts for inclusion in the portfolio.
 Reflection. 

Portfolios are evaluated using scoring systems, that contain 
multiple evaluative criteria and pre-specified quality standards. 
They emphasize self-assessment, reflection, goal setting and 
application. This strategy also prepares your students to create a 
professional portfolio for use in their career. 

Your ultimate goal in using this type of assessment is to gain an 
accurate picture of student learning and achievement.

Lisa Kokx

Portfolios: How to Use Them as an Alternative Assessment
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Teaching for Success Faculty Success Center
Quick Tip Series 2; TIP 5

One of the three main methods of assessment is traditional testing. It 
includes classroom assessments such as teacher-made tests and 
assignments. Unfortunately, many teacher-made tests are poorly 
constructed as they often emphasize verbal-linguistic skills and lower-
order thinking. [See the TFS FSC “Testing and Evaluation" Quick 
Study available to TFS Faculty Success Center members.]

In her book, How To Assess Authentic Learning, Kay Burke gives 
suggestions to improve the quality of traditional tests. These guidelines 
include: create the test before teaching the unit, ensure that the test 
correlates to course objectives, arrange questions from simple to 
complex, vary the question type (multiple choice, fill-in, matching, etc.), 
include visuals and give sufficient time for all students to finish. 

Burke also recommends using questions that cover different levels of 
thinking. For factual questions use verbs such as match, describe, and 
name. For process or procedure questions use verbs like compare, 
classify, analyze, and explain. To stimulate higher-order thinking, include 
application questions that require the student to evaluate, judge, 
predict, and estimate. A good traditional test will cover all three levels of 
cognitive thinking: factual, procedural, and analytical.

Lisa Kokx

Improving Traditional Testing
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Teaching for Success Faculty Success Center
Quick Tip Series 2; TIP 6

Performance tasks
This assessment method involves using practical applications to 
problems found in the real world. A multitude of options are available 
to you depending on the subject matter. 

Task Examples
You may ask students to provide solutions to a current community 
problem, demonstrate verbal or psychomotor skills relevant to the 
subject matter or create a product that is useful in that particular field. 
These tasks encourage higher-order thinking and train your students 
in real-life skills.
 
Like portfolios, evaluate performance tasks with scoring rules. Have 
your students assist in the development of these procedures. 
Performance tasks are a critical component of the assessment plan 
because they focus on applying knowledge to the real world. 

Using a variety of strategies and incorporating a balanced and 
authentic assessments will be most effective.

Lisa Kokx

Using Performance Tasks to Check Learning
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Teaching for Success Faculty Success Center
Quick Tip Series 2; TIP 7

Zero-based, improvement thinking, widely practiced in business 
circles, can be a powerful strategy for improving your teaching and 
your students’ learning. What is zero-based thinking (ZBT)? 

ZBT means seriously reevaluating your current practices, methods, 
course content, learning activities, instructional design, teaching and 
learning assumptions, etc. This can be done before a new term or 
even while you are teaching a current term.

For example, it may mean dropping sections of a course that have 
experienced content inflation over the years and now have become 
impossible to learn in the time allotted with traditional methods. 

This strategy requires that you justify everything you do including: your 
instructional design, the assignments you give, the learning activities 
you plan, the number and type of tests you include, and the specific 
ways you intend to continuously evaluate the results of your teaching. 
ZBT works because it produces clarity and simplification, and 
simplification allows you to focus your energy on the correct targets 
to more likely reach the instructional outcomes you set. 

John H. (Jack) Shrawder

Zero-based Thinking—Use It to Succeed
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Teaching for Success Faculty Success Center
Quick Tip Series 2; TIP 8

To avoid the common pitfalls of group work, each member in a group, 
that typically consists of two-to-four members, assumes a specific 
role, such as recorder, reader, understanding checker, participation 
manager, summarizer, among others. Assigning roles ensures that 
each student has a clear responsibility to the group.
 
The use of a T-chart as a visual aid provides a quick, easy way to 
teach students how to perform social roles in a group. Take, for 
instance, the role of the encourager of participation. 

You might ask your students what an encourager of participation 
looks like and sounds like when successfully fulfilling this role. As your 
class discusses this question, record their responses on a T-chart like 
the model to the right.

By reflecting what specific roles look and sound like, students will be 
able to perform more effectively.

Kathleen Ciez‐Volz

Improving Student Participation in Group Learning
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Teaching for Success Faculty Success Center
Quick Tip Series 2; TIP 9

When you teach a challenging concept, try using a modified version of 
the lecture format, called, “Bookends”  one of my favorite techniques. 
Just as bookends are placed before and after books on a shelf, so too 
does student participation come before and after my lecture. 

Here’s how it works. At the beginning of class, distribute one note card and 
one marker per group. Generally assign groups of two to five and give them 
an “advance organizer”, a short set of questions to answer relating to the 
homework assignment. After two or three minutes of collaborating in small 
groups, the whole class briefly discusses the responses. Next, complete a 
short lecture, then stop. Next, assign them to a new group where they are 
asked to write a summary of the lecture or other group exercise designed to 
enhance recall and application of the lecture topic.

Recommended Group Learning Strategies 
Sharing limited resources compels students to work together and 
therefore builds a sense of positive interdependency upon one 
another. Students seem to work more productively in small groups 
than in large ones.
[For more help with group learning see: How to “Make Small Group Learning 
Work”, a TFS Faculty Success Center member resource.]

Kathleen Ciez‐Volz

The Bookend Teaching Strategy
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Teaching for Success Faculty Success Center
Quick Tip Series 2; TIP 10

At the end of each class session, distribute a note card to each of 
your students.

I ask them to reflect on what they have learned by writing a one-
minute comment. It should contain a summary, of the salient points 
addressed in the prior class lecture. Also, encourage them to jot 
down the muddiest point—that is, the most unclear idea—from that 
session. 
 
Finally, review their note cards outside of class and use them as a 
basis for starting your next class meeting right on target. 

Concluding each class session in this way, provides you with a more 
effective means for checking for completeness of understanding and 
points of confusion resulting from previous lessons that need to be 
improved. 

Kathleen Ciez‐Volz

Better Listening for Better Classes
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