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ABSTRACT

An Assessment Center is a process in which one group of’
participants evaluates another group on a selected set of’
dimensions. This paper describes the nature of these
Assessment Centers and how one was implemented and
conducted in a college classroom. Furthermore, it analyses
obstacles in evaluating and conducting one. Finally, it
compares the Assessment Center use of’ experiential
learning exercises with the more traditional ways they are
used. We conclude that Assessment Centers are potentially a
rich source of new ideas for ABSEL members.

INTRODUCTION

Most university classes in Business Administration do not
integrate or pull together a student’s skills, knowledge, and
behavior. With the exception of® the capstone course
“Business Policy,” they focus on specialized cognitive areas.
They do an excellent job of preparing students to be
students - or possibly teachers.

Students become authorities on communication, financial
analysis, and/or control systems alon% the lines of a Monday
morning quarterback. They get very little of the “hands-on”
experience that challenges the knowledge, skill and
emotional make-up of> a manager. This is unfortunate
because the university is better equipped than the workplace
to provide dispassionate observation and supportive
feedback necessary for a manager-in-training. It is the
authors’ opinion that the Assessment Center, used by
industry largely as a screening device, could be a very
powerful classroom device to heighten “hands-on” learning
and skills development.

In this paper we will briefly describe the nature of an

Assessment Center and explain how this method was

implemented at Old Dominion University. Finally, we will

(eixamine the use of this technique as an experiential learning
evice.

WHAT IS AN ASSESSMENT CENTER?

The Assessment Center is a process in which one group of
participants (assessors) systematically evaluates another
ﬁroup of participants (assessees) on a selected group of
imensions. These evaluations are ultimately fed back to the
assessees. Normally, participants are evaluated on eight to
twelve dimensions, the most frequent of which are:
leadership,  persuasiveness,  perception,  flexibility,
decisiveness, organization and planning skills, problem
solving skills, and oral and written communication skills.
While many different dimensions can be assessed,
organizations typically chose those which best fit their
particular needs and requirements.

Another defining characteristic of an Assessment Center is
the complex of techniques used to evaluate each assessee.
Most frequently encountered are: the in-basket, a leaderless
group discussion, business games, a background interview, a
competitive group exercise, a ease or problem analysis, a
role play interview, and paper and pencil tests measuring

aptitude or personality. Here again, the particular
exercises/instruments selected by an organization are those
which most appropriately measure the dimensions being
evaluated. At least one exercise/instrument is used to assess
each dimension. This enhances the possibility of cross-
validity observations and provides additional information to
feed back to assesses.

Yet another distinguishing feature of an Assessment Center
is that by design each assessee is observed by more than one
observer. Eacﬁ observer has no other role but to evaluate a
participant and take extensive notes on his/her behavior. In
order to perform their functions effectively, assessors are
trained in observation skills and how to record and assemble
what they see. The assessors are familiar with the
dimensions being assessed because of their professional
experience, training, or the fact they have themselves gone
through the center. Frequently it is a combination of two or
more of these. Before any feedback is given an assessee, the
observers spend one or more hours jointly pooling their
observations and identifying the specific behavior data to be
discussed with the assessee.

ODU’ S ASSESSMENT CENTER

During the summer of 1983, the authors established an
Assessment Center at Old Dominion University and built an
experimental course around it. The course was made
available to juniors and seniors and met two nights a week
(7:00-10:00) for eight weeks. The course was taught by the
authors of this paper and enrollment was limited to 20
students. The specific goals of the course were:

1. To provide information to students regarding their
strength and weaknesses on  9-11  critical
leadership/management skills.

2. To improve students’ observation and evaluation skills
and their ability to feed information and evaluations
back to others.

3. To improve students’ ability to evaluate themselves
anl(li accept constructive criticism and praise from
others.

4. To familiarize students with the Assessment Center
concept and how it is used.

Assessment Center Format

Our Assessment Center was structured as follows. On the
first night of class, students were given a one hour lecture on
the history and purpose of Assessment Centers. This
presentation was followed by a discussion of how our own
Assessment Center would be structured, what was expected
of each student, and how students would be graded. During
the last hour of class, an experiential exercise was used to
familiarize students with each other. This “Ice Breaking”
exercise required that each student remove three items
contained in his or her wallet or purse such as a credit card,
library card, or insurance certificate. After picking any three
items he or she wanted, each student showed the class each
item, stated what the item was, and mentioned its
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significance. For example, one student presented a sailboat
club membership card and stated that he belonged to the
club and sailed a 23 foot sailboat on the weekends. At the
conclusion of class, students were divided into two groups of
10 each, one group of assessors and one of assessees, and
were told to report to different rooms for the next class.
From this ]pomt on, the students never met again as a whole
group until the last day of class.

The format for the next seven classes is outlined below:

ASSESS0RS ASSESSEES
Class
Period

2 Instruction in Completion of self-
evaluating others assesament question=-
and giving feecdback naires

3 Conduct/Assess othera Be interviewed by a
on "Background Inter- panel of assessors
view®™

] Observe/Assesas others Complete "Admission
on "Admisalon Com=- Committes" Exercise
mittee™ Exercise

5 Obzerve/Assess others Complete "Bomb
on "Boab Shelter” Shelter” Exercise
Exerclse

B Observe/Assess others Conduct interview
on "The Absent with "The Abszent
Employee™ Role Play Employea™

T Observe/Assess others Complete/discuss
on "Employee Raise™ "Employea Raise™
Exercise Exercise

8 Give oral and written feceive, on an

feedback to Assessees
on 9 dimensionz

individual basis,
on gral and written
evaluation

At this point in the class a role reversal occurred: the 10
Assessors became Assessees and vice versa. The second half
of the course then paralleled the first, only this time different
exercises were used: On the final day of class, all students
met to debrief the Assessment Center. They also completed
2 separate questionnaires and a course evaluation form.

ASSESS0RS ASSESSEES
Class
Fariod
9 Instruction in eval= Completion of =self-

uating others and
giving feedback

asszessment questlon-
naires

10 Conduct/Aszess othera
on "Background Inter-
view®

Be interviewed by a
panel of asseasors

Complete In-Basket
Exercise

11 Observe/Aszess others
on "First National
Bank™ In-Basket
Exercisze

12 Observe/Assess others
on "The Filshing Trip™
Exercise

Complete "The Fish-
ing Trip"™ Exercise

13 Observe/Ansezs othera Complete "New Truck
on "New Truck Dilemma" Dilemma™ Exercise
Exercise

14 Observe/Assess othera Interview "The 3low

on "The Slow Bank Bank Teller™

Teller™ role play

15 Give oral and written
feedback to Assessees
on 9 dimensiona

Receive, on an in=-
dividual basis an
oral and written
evaluation

Dimensions Evaluated

During the Assessment Center, students were evaluated on
nine different dimensions:

1. Oral Presentation

2. Written Communication

3. Listening Skills

4.  Sensitivity to Others

5. Assertiveness

6. Decisiveness

7. Leadership

8. Motivation/Energy

9. Planning and Organizing

No one exercise was designed to measure all of these
dimensions. Rather, each exercise was used to evaluate
assessees on from three to six of these attributes.

Grading

From the student’s perspective, one of the most novel
aspects of the course was the absence of tests. Rather, each
student’s grade was based on (1) a written self-evaluation,
(2) an oral assessment of one assessee, and (3) a written
assessment of” the same assessee. The self-evaluation was
submitted at the end of the course, after each student had
been assessed. The oral assessment of another was
conducted in private with one instructor present and was
recorded on tape. The written evaluation was given to the
assessee at the conclusion of the oral one, and a copy was
given to the instructor. Each of the three course requirements
counted for one third of the student’s grade.

Evaluating The Assessment Center

In industry, Assessment Centers are frequently evaluated in
terms of their predictive validity, i.e. their ability to
accurately predict an employee’s career success with an
organization. Since our students worked for different
organizations in different capacities, this approach was not
possible. Rather, four different methods were used, most of
which followed from the objectives of the Assessment
Center described earlier. They were:

1. Each student was asked to complete a self- assessment
questionnaire, covering the nine dimensions evaluated,
on both the first and final day of class. They were also
asked to write a self-evaluation report at the end of the
course. Both of these were used to determine the effect
of participating in an Assessment Center on each
student’s self-evaluation.

261



Developments in Business Simulation & Experiential Exercises, Volume 13, 1986

2. Students were asked to critique the evaluation they
received from their Assessor. This was done to
evaluate each student’s ability to accept constructive
criticism and praise from others.

3.  The quality of each student’s oral and written
assessment of another student was used to judge each
student’s ability to evaluate others and give feedback.

4. Students completed the University’s course evaluation
form which rates 15 different aspects of the course.

We found that student participation in the Assessment
Center did change their self-evaluation. The changes,
however, were not uniform across students, i.e. no particular
patterns emerged. In addition, while changes did occur, we
are not sure whether the post evaluations were any more
accurate than the initial ones. While we surmise that they
are, we had no method of judging each student’s true score
on each of the nine dimensions.

We also found that students effectively accepted
constructive criticism and praise. These topics were
discussed during the course, and the students followed the
guidelines provided by the instructors. It should be
mentioned, however, that we had no data on how students
reacted to feedback prior to taking the course nor whether
the skills they demonstrated at the end of class would
transfer to actual job situations.

We judged the students’ oral and written assessments of
each other to be uniformly well done. Both were
comprehensive in scope and followed the guidelines
provided by the instructor.

Finally, students as a group evaluated the course very
favorably. They stated on the questionnaire that the course
constituted a good learning experience and that they would
highly recommend it to others.

Obstacles In Conducting Assessment Centers

Conducting an Assessment Center on a colleFe campus for
college students poses a number of obstacles. It requires two
individuals to conduct each class, one to instruct and assist
the assessors and another to instruct and assist the assessees.
In addition, a 2--3 hour block of time seems essential. In
fact, we found that on many nights our class extended far
more than the allotted three hours, at least for some of the
students. Furthermore, a minimum of two classrooms is
desirable. Indeed, on some nights we used four classrooms
simultaneously. Yet a further administrative obstacle relates
to student absenteeism. Unlike most other classes, each day
a student comes to class, he or she is either assessing another
or being assessed. In any case, attendance is critical. We
announced the first day of class that attendance was
mandatory and a prerequisite for remaining in the class.
Fortunately, onlz one student missed one class all semester.
Nonetheless, where absenteeism is high, an Assessment
Center would not likely be a success.

In addition to these potential administrative roadblocks,
there are two conceptual ones which faculty members who
aged thinking of conducting an Assessment Center need to
address:

(1) What dimensions will be assessed during the class and
how will they be measured?

(2) How will the effectiveness of the Assessment Center
be judged?

The first question involves determining which skills and
abilities are to be assessed and finding exercises which can
be used to measure them. We found the most difficult
problem here was defining the dimensions we had picked in
terms of specific observable behavior. For example, what
behaviors = constitute  “sensitivity to  others”  or
“decisiveness”? The second question seems to be even more
difficult to solve. Indeed, we are not aware of any good
solution to it. While we judged the effectiveness of our
Assessment Center in the four different ways described
earlier, we are aware that each has serious drawbacks to it.

ASSESSMENT CENTER vs TRADITIONAL USES OF
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING METHODS

We would now like to address a question which is of
particular interest to ABSEL members: how does the use of
experiential learning exercises/simulations in an Assessment
Center compare to the traditional way in which they are
used? What are the differences between the two? What are
the similarities?

Exhibit I shows one possible approach for comparing the

two, namely in terms of (l(f urpose, (2) basis for learning,
(3) roles of observers, an 81) roles of participants (non-
observers).

Purpose

Perhaps the most striking difference between the Assessment
Center and traditional use of experiential learning
exercises/simulations is in terms of the purpose of the
exercises themselves. A review of prior ABSEL proceedings
suggests that most faculty who use exercises/simulations do
so to teach specific cognitive materials such as how to
develop a weighted application blank d[_1] or to explain
certain concepts such as operant conditioning [ 21 or
reinforcement and feedback [4]. To a lesser extent faculty
appear to use exercises as a way of achieving affective
(process) learning such as examining people’s reactions to
various communication cues [3].

By comparison, the major reason Assessment Centers use
experiential learning exercises is to provide a basis for
assessing participants’ skills and abilities. Exercises, then,
are the vehicle used to evaluate assessees. Conveying
cognitive information (of a generic nature) to participants 1s
typically of only secondary importance or of none at all.

Thus, it appears that while both Assessment Centers and
traditional users use experiential learning exercises as a
means to an end, the end itself differs significantly. This
difference affects the basis for participant Iearning and the
role of both the observers and other participants.

Basis For Learning

Perhaps the major similarity between traditional and
Assessment Center users of exercises/simulations is that
both view exercises as learning rather than teaching devices.
They stress active versus passive learning. As such, the bulk
of participant energy for learning comes from the student
and not the teacher. This is unlike the lecture approach to
education in which student energy is generated by the
teacher, and in which high student participation occurs
primarily at exam time. Since student involvement is so
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Eeriodic Vel’% little gets integrated into the students’ prior
nowledge base. What little does, tends to be highly
cognitive and frequently so disassociated from the students’
own personal experience that it cannot be readily called
upon for problem solving behavior in real life.

While both Assessment Center and traditional users rely on
active learning brought about by the participants’ own
energy, there is one difference between the two which is
important. It centers around the issue of the source and
intensity of student involvement in the exercise/simulations.

In an Assessment Center, student energy and involvement is
typically very high because the subject matter content is the
student him or herself. Keep in mind that assessees are told
that they are being observed during the exercise, that their
own skills and behavior are being evaluated, and that these
assessments will be fed back to them indivi(fually. How can
one not be personally involved under these conditions?
Student involvement 1s high for yet another reason: the
exercise/simulations used in the center simulate the business
or management world toward which the student is oriented.
Thus, the exercises and simulations have high face validity.
Beyond that, the center provides participants with an
opportunity for “testing out” their own skills and abilities.
ne can put into practice ones accumulated cognitive
learning, ones affective characteristics, and ones skills. All
of these further heighten student involvement and learning.

In comparison, when exercises/simulations are traditionally
used, (Fartlclpants are not typically being assessed on an
individual basis. Instead, it is often the group which is being
evaluated, or no explicit evaluations are made or fed back by
anyone. Hence, the source of fparticipant energy is not
pl‘lmal‘llﬁ to learn about oneself, although this frequently
occurs. Rather, the source is typically a desire to participate
and to learn cognitive and/or affective information. ile
one can only speculate as to the significance of this
difference, a good case could be made that participating in
an Assessment Center is a more intense experience than
performing exercises elsewhere. Whether this ultimately
results in greater learning is yet another debatable issue.

Role of Observers

Yet a third difference between the two is the role of the
observers in each. In an Assessment Center, observers are
tﬁpwally instructed to evaluate only one assessee. By design,
there are typically two or more observers watching each
assessee. In addition, observers’ roles are exclusive ones;
they do not at any time participate in_the simulation itself.
Furthermore, observers are told specifically what behaviors
to focus on and assess in each exercise. Thus, they limit their
observations to previously selected traits and abilities.
Beyond that, observers in Assessment Centers typically
receive considerable training as a group prior to observing
participants. In fact, most companies require that observers
go through an Assessment Center themselves prior to
undertaking an observer’s role. Finally, observers have the
task of providinF feedback to participants on an individual
basis, either orally, in writing, or both.

By contrast, when exercises are used in traditional ways,
observers typically receive little or no training. Most have
not participated in the exercises previously. In addition, the
observers frequently play dual rather than singular roles.

That is, they simultaneously act both as participants and
observers giving feedback to each other durmg the post
debriefing period. Moreover, the assignment of observers to
participants is often not as disciplined, nor are the
requirements regarding which behaviors to observe. Instead,
observers are frequently told to watch all of the participants
and to look at all of the behaviors being exhibited. Last but
not least, traditional observers do not ty{pical.ly ive in-depth
feedback to participants on an individual basis. Rather, when
and if feedback is given, it is frequently given to the group
as a whole or depersonalized in some way so as not to
embarrass anyone.

Role of Participants/Feedback

Our final point of comparison relates to the role of the
%artlmpants (assessees) in the exercises. In both Assessment

enters and traditional simulations the primary occupation
of participants is that of engaging in a series of
exercises/simulations. In Assessment Centers, an interrelated
series of 4-8 exercises are typically used. The same situation
can also occur in traditional settings. However, the
similarities between the two often end here. The role of
participants in Assessment Centers is typically quite distinct
in three ways. First, Assessment Center participants often
work alone ‘on one or more exercises, not just in §roups.
Secondly, participants are typically not provided with
feedback until all exercises are completed rather than at the
end of each exercise. Third, feedback to participants in an
Assessment Center is often used as a basis for discussing
each participant’s career goals and how those goals can be
reached. Thus, the feedback becomes a basis for action by
the gartlclpant. This is not typically done when exercises are
used traditionally.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

In this paper we have described the characteristic of an
Assessment Center, explained how one was implemented at
Old Dominion University, and compared Assessment
Centers usage of experiential learning exercises/simulations
with their tradition usage.

For years ABSEL members have prided themselves on bein%
in the forefront of knowledge on the use of experientia
learning methods. Many have experimented with new ways
of conducting exercises/simulations in an attempt to
maximize student learning. In keeping with this tradition,
Assessment Centers appear to be a rich source of new ideas
for ABSEL members. While some may actually want to
convert their classrooms into an Assessment Center, others
may prefer f_ust to use some of its techniques. For example,
one possibility is for ABSEL members to change the way
they use observers, participants, or both to be more similar
to those used in Assessment Centers. To illustrate, observers
could be divided and told to focus on only one participant or
only on certain specific behaviors. They could be trained
prior to watching an exercise so as to improve their
observation ability. They could also be instructed to provide
participants with individual feedback. On the other hand, the
participants’ role could also be modified so that they would
not receive any feedback until the end of a series of
exercises, or would receive both oral and written feedback.
This fee(fback could also be used as the basis for discussing
each participant’s career, or academic or personal goals.

263



Developments in Business Simulation & Experiential Exercises, Volume 13, 1986

Changing the purpose of an exercise so as to incorporate an
assessment objective is yet another area worth exploring.
Exercises/simulations could be used not just to convey
cognitive and process information but also to assess
participants on selected skills and abilities. For example,
ABSEL members who use an exercise designed to teach
decision making skills could also use it as the basis for
assessing a student on concepts taught earlier in the class
such as listening or oral communication skills.

EXHIPIT I

Comparisocn of Traditional and Assessment
Center Use of Experiential Learning Methods

Purpoase

Basia for learning

Role of observers

Role of Participants

Traditional Use

0Of Experential
Learning Excercises/
Simulations

Teach Cognitive/
Affective Informa-
tion

Active learning;
Dezlre to parti-
cipate, learn con-
cepts

Observe group be=
havior; Feeback in-
formatlion to group

Participate in
exercisesa/sim-
ulations; Receive
periodio feedback

Agasessment Center
Use of Experiential
Learning Excercises/
Simulations

Assess Participants’
Skills/Abilities

Aetive learning;
Dezire to learn
about =elf

Regeive training;
Observe/assess
apecific individ-
ual's askills/abili=
ties; Provide in=-
depth peracnal feed=
back

Partiocipate in
exercises/=imula-
tions; Recelve con-
solidated leedback;

Analyze goals
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