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The Pyramid Exam: Learning During Assessment

Short Abstract:

The pyramid exam utilizes multi-part examination periods:  students take the

exam by themselves, then interact with others to answer the same or more advanced questions.  This format motivates students to form study groups prior to the exam and forces them to apply their knowledge during the assessment process.  The pros and cons of the pyramid exam will be discussed during this workshop.

Long Abstract:

Teaching a large class has many limitations, one of which is isolation; students tend to feel like a number and do not interact with one another as readily as in a

small class.  This is especially true with introductory classes, usually taken by incoming freshman students who have not established a circle of friends.  As a result, students are

unlikely to form a study group or discuss class material outside of class time, even if these practices are encouraged by the instructor.  The pyramid exam not only stimulates the formation of study groups, but also allows students to learn during exam time.  This

assessment tool utilizes multi-part examination periods.  The first part requires students to take the exam by themselves.  The subsequent part allows the student to interact with others in answering the same or more advanced questions.  Students are thus motivated to form study groups prior to this portion of the exam.  Furthermore, students argue over possible answers while they are interacting, applying their knowledge and learn during the process.  Undesirable consequences of this exam format include students who do not study and rely on others during the group session to pull up their grade.  The pros and cons of this assessment method will be discussed during this workshop.

