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1 Introduction

The primacy of assessment

Research and experience tell us very forcefully about the importance of

assessment in higher education. It shapes the experience of students and

influences their behaviour more than the teaching they receive. The influence

of assessment means that ‘there is more leverage to improve teaching through

changing assessment than there is in changing anything else’ (Gibbs and

Simpson 2004–5: 22). Tutors implicitly know the importance of assessment.

Anecdotal experience tells us that, to a large extent, assessment activity in

higher education is the learning activity. Students may take notes in lectures,

seminars or from their reading, they may have been through the prescribed

activities in laboratories or on field trips, but it is only when faced with

assessment tasks that the majority seriously engage with that material. Tutors

despair of trying to persuade students to undertake study which does not

contribute in some way to their grades.

Sadly, though, university assessment practice lags well behind its

equivalent in the school sector (Murphy 2006), relying largely on a limited

range of tried (but not always tested) methods. It is dealt with in an ad hoc

way (Swann and Ecclestone 1999a) and the situation is not mitigated by the

‘amateur’ status of many academics regarding assessment (Ramsden 2003:

177). We learn the craft of assessment informally through being assessed

ourselves and through being part of a community of practice, but lack

scholarship regarding assessment (Price 2005). Undoubtedly, most of us have

survived this approach to professional learning reasonably unscathed but it is

not a recipe for enhancement; it provides no reliable route for ensuring that

research on assessment reaches those doing the assessing.

Assessment pressures and influences

The contemporary environment of higher education means that assessment

cannot carry on unaltered; it is subject to too many pressures and influences

which create a force for change. Increasing cohort size and the shrinking unit

of resource creates pressure for more cost-effective assessment methods

especially as assessment is very expensive and, in today’s mass classrooms,

can use more resources than teaching (Gibbs 2006b). This problem is



exacerbated by modularisation, which has increased the volume of

assessment as each small block of learning must be formally assessed and

graded.

In addition, the student body is changing. Reliance on part-time work

and other commitments appear to be turning students into very strategic

learners (Kneale 1997) unwilling to devote effort to study which does not

contribute to summative assessment. Tutors are increasingly teaching a

much more diverse student body who challenge existing assumptions about

what can be expected from new students (Northedge 2003a), with many non-

traditional students needing greater support in making the transition to

higher education. Poor early experience of assessment is associated with high

student attrition rates (Krause 2001).

Moreover, the employability and graduate skills agenda is placing pres-

sure on tutors to design assignments and examinations which assess a much

broader range of achievement than in the past. Assessment is now expected to

assess subject knowledge and a wide range of intellectual, professional and

generic skills in a quality-assurance climate that stresses reliability with robust

marking and moderation methods. Tutors are also facing pressure to modify

assessment so that it supports learning through student involvement in

assessment, prompt feedback, flexible and formative approaches and a wide

variety of assessment methods.

In addition, assessment practices are being influenced by advances in

technology. While computers afford the opportunity for online assessment,

immediate feedback and computer-marked assignments, they also provide

the breeding ground for the increase in plagiarism.

Within individual universities the mediation of regulations and the

assessment process by departments, programme teams and individual tutors

may be influenced, possibly constrained, by locally based, taken-for-granted

assumptions, and even myths. Effective communication and academic

development work may often be required to support programme teams in

enhancing their assessment design and practice.

Finally, student evaluation through the National Student Survey (2006)

has made student reactions to our programmes public for the first time, and

assessment is proving to be the weakest area in the analysis. Competition in

the new consumer market in higher education will mean that departments

cannot neglect the student perspective for too long.

Policy

Perhaps the most obvious recent influence on assessment has been the policy

climate in relation to quality assurance and enhancement. The quality

assurance and accountability climate differs from nation to nation. In the UK,

4 DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE ASSESSMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION



institutional autonomy and self-regulation are now constrained by unam-

biguous public policy (Jackson 2000), largely in the guise of the ‘academic

infrastructure’ of the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA 2006d). This includes a

set of guidelines designed to create greater confidence in standards across

British higher education, including the Framework for Higher Education

Qualifications (FHEQ) which indicates the types of learning outcomes

expected from different awards, subject benchmark statements for

individual disciplines, various codes of practice, including one for assessment,

and programme specifications. A key feature of external review of institutions

(institutional audit) by the QAA is the extent to which the quality assurance

procedures for any university comply with these guidelines.

At the heart of the QAA approach is the notion of constructive alignment

between ‘learning outcomes’ and assessment. Assessment practice is judged

primarily on whether it effectively measures the intended outcomes of a

course of study in a valid, reliable and transparent way. This book acknowl-

edges the centrality of this approach and its pervading influence on so much

day-to-day institutional practice, and therefore an outcome-based method

has been adopted throughout the text. However, such a philosophy is not

accepted unquestioningly. Outcome-based course design represents a set of

ideas which are currently fashionable in higher education quality assurance

and educational development circles, but the approach is also open to criti-

cism. Box 2.3 in Chapter 2 summarises the debate.

A further policy imperative emerged in the late 1990s in the UK. The

Dearing Report (National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education 1997),

followed by various initiatives and the 2003 Higher Education White Paper

(Department for Education and Skills 2003), placed considerable emphasis on

raising standards of teaching and assessment in higher education. This

included requirements for institutional learning and teaching strategies and

strong encouragement for the professionalisation of academic staff in relation

to learning, teaching and assessment. Some form of initial training for higher

education lecturers is now widespread in British universities.

Research evidence

Publications now abound with tips for improving assessment and case study

accounts of assessment practice. However, Knight and Yorke (2003: 209)

argue that they largely represent a ‘cottage industry’ lacking a systematic

theoretical basis for understanding judgements of achievement, and thus

‘attempts to enhance assessment practices are built on sand’. This book

attempts to distil the consistent elements of research findings to provide well-

informed but intensely practical advice. In doing this, it is recognised that

academics are by definition sceptical and will wish to see an

INTRODUCTION 5



acknowledgement of conflicting ideas and alternative perspectives, with any

subsequent recommendations emerging from persuasive evidence.

Despite the evidence-based approach, we have attempted to write in an

accessible way that does not require the reader to have prior knowledge of

educational theory. Leads into Literature boxes will be used to provide routes

into further reading or summarise areas of debate in relation to conflicting

theories or controversial policies. In this manner, the book aims to provide

strong guidelines explicitly supported by research.

Why another assessment book?

The dominance of assessment in the student experience and the social, eco-

nomic and policy climate have led to a situation where assessment is in a state

of flux, facing pressures for enhancement while simultaneously coping with

demands to restrict its burden on students and staff. It is a demanding agenda

but one which this book endeavours to embrace. The book recognises and

welcomes the challenges presented above of assessment for learning, quality

assurance, student numbers and diversity, modularisation, workload, plagi-

arism and technology. It also aims to provide a guide which focuses on all

stages of the assessment cycle (see Figure 1.1). In this sense, the book is

unique and comprehensive.

The book attempts to translate what is implied from research into the

day-to-day demands of doing assessment in higher education. Our approach is

informed by many years of experience struggling to improve assessment and

use it creatively to influence students’ learning. The poverty of assessment in

higher education has made it tempting for assessment texts to advocate major

institutional change; in our view this is an ideal rather than a realistic

approach. Our experience and knowledge of the sector have persuaded us

towards a more pragmatic approach recognising the limited appetite for

change among academics facing huge pressures for productivity in other

aspects of their role. Potential frustration for staff attempting change but

constrained by institutional structures (Cuban 1988) is also acknowledged, so

the book advocates practices which can have significant impact on the stu-

dent experience yet have the potential to work within existing structures.

Thus, although we do not gainsay many of the conclusions of other

scholars in the assessment field, they are not developed here. As Boud (2000:

159) suggests, ‘one of the traps in arguing for a shift in assessment practice is

to propose an unrealistic ideal that can never be attained’. In its place, we

have attempted to write this guide within the bounds of what is possible in

most university departments. The book focuses on discussion of issues,

offering pragmatic solutions, and does not spend too much time advocating

6 DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE ASSESSMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION



the overhaul of a system which is too loosely coupled to be easily subject to

change.

Having said that, the text does alert staff, particularly those in positions

of responsibility, to some of the weaknesses in existing assessment infra-

structure such as modularisation, constraining regulations and the con-

sequences of tutor discretion in examination boards. Overall, the book

aims to combine a clear academic rationale for good practice with concrete

advice and living examples of successful assessment interventions.

Situated practice

Tempting as it is, educational research and theory do not translate simply

into ideas for educational practice. Laurillard (2002: 62–3) emphasises the

‘situated character of all learning’ and the impossibility of defining ‘reliable

prescriptions for teaching strategies’. Readers’ knowledge of assessment is

situated in the context of their own experience and in the particular tradi-

tions, expectations and needs of different academic subjects. What we offer is

based on our own experience and interpretation of the literature, but every

recommendation and activity has to be adapted to the reader’s local context.

This includes tutors, their skills, experience, time, enthusiasm and interests. It

also includes students, their previous education, backgrounds, knowledge,

skills, level of study and motivation. Finally, it also includes contextual issues

such as group size, resources, regulations, and disciplinary and professional

requirements.

Thus, although the growing evidence base of research on assessment

provides a useful basis on which to build and review practice, it leaves the

onus on tutors and teaching teams to develop and critically evaluate assess-

ment processes and procedures as they are used and developed within their

local context. Thus, while the evidence base can inform institutional and

departmental policy, it will require mediation to suit local contexts and stu-

dents groups.

Overall, we need to listen to Black and Wiliam (1998b) when they assert

that there is no quick fix which will give rapid rewards in relation to assess-

ment. Earl (2003), drawing on the work of Cuban (1988), refers to the notion

of first-order and second-order change. First-order change is making existing

procedures more efficient and effective, and we have all seen institutional

strategies designed with this end in mind – speeding up the time for return of

marked assignments, improving assignment feedback proformas, streamlin-

ing procedures for assessing claims for extenuating circumstances, and

introducing plagiarism-detection software to improve malpractice proce-

dures. This text does provide advice on these procedural matters but, as Crook

et al. (2006) point out, equitable and consistent procedures are not sufficient
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to deliver good-quality assessment practice. Procedural changes and effi-

ciencies will struggle to determine individual practices. For example, proce-

dures may ensure assignment briefs are published four weeks in advance of

the deadline and always include assessment criteria, but they do not

ensure the appropriateness of the assignment or the quality of the criteria.

Such first-order changes do not get to the heart of individual practice. That is

second-order change (Earl 2003): change designed to alter the fundamental

ways staff operate. It is the latter that we aim for in writing this book. We are

hoping to encourage a transformative approach to thinking about the pur-

poses of assessment, enabling staff to comfortably ‘[accept] and [embrace] the

subjectivity of judgement’ (Clegg and Bryan 2006: 224) so that they, in part,

are liberated to review the contribution of their practice to student learning.

Audience

This book is aimed at lecturers in higher education and others with respon-

sibility for the assessment of taught programmes of study. While we hope it

will be of particular use to new lecturers, we have also written it with more

experienced staff in mind: those embarking on a new role or responsibility in

relation to assessment, writing a new module or taking on programme lea-

dership. It is not aimed at educational scholars, for whom there are more

research-focused texts available, although they may choose to follow up the

leads into literature offered within the chapters. We particularly commend

the book to programme leaders, whom we see as the vital link in the chain

between individual tutor intentions and the likelihood of providing a

coherent assessment experience for individual students.

In addition, the book is also aimed at those with subject management,

quality assurance and educational development remits who are seeking

information regarding assessment strategy and management.

Plan of the book

Figure 1.1 sets out the structure of the book. Above all, the book is dis-

tinguished from its predecessors by attempting to capture all the stages of

assessment from initial task design to final examination board and evalua-

tion. These stages are reflected in the central spine of the diagram (rectangular

boxes). One might characterise these chapters as dealing with the day-to-day

practice of assessment. The oval or round shapes characterise elements of

assessment research and practice which you may wish to consider in devel-

oping your assessment strategy. The two diamond shapes indicate processes

which influence all stages of the assessment cycle: the management of

8 DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE ASSESSMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION



assessment in different roles and providing effective feedback. Finally, suc-

cessful development of assessment relies on the active engagement and

learning of tutors, and therefore Chapter 15 is shown as underpinning all

other chapters of the book.

The book falls naturally into three parts. Part 1 summarises research on

the relationship between assessment and learning and critically explores the

difficulty of reconciling the various principles underlying assessment with its

different purposes. It provides both a challenge to current assessment practice

Figure 1.1 Structure of the book
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and outlines the research and theory which underpin the advice contained in

subsequent chapters. Part 2 focuses on the day-to-day matters associated with

dealing with assessment, including recognition of the new emphasis on

assessment and feedback which ‘promotes learning’ (QAA 2006c), and

working with the needs of diverse students, including those with disabilities.

Part 3 is aimed at the design stage of the assessment cycle. It stresses the

importance of taking a programme-level approach to developing assessment,

as much as anything to ensure a balance of practice which can meet the often

conflicting demands on our assignments and examinations. It provides ideas

for broadening the range of assessment to meet its different purposes,

including an overview of online assessment. Finally, we examine the issues

and good practice associated with developing tutors and teaching teams with

respect to assessment.

The book takes a broad view of the purposes of assessment, including

recognising the pressures for quality assurance and standards discussed ear-

lier. The implications of these policies, including the QAA code of practice on

‘Assessment of Students’ (QAA 2006c), are woven throughout the text, and

Box 1.1 identifies where specific information can be found in the book.

How to use this book

The book is not intended to be read in a linear fashion but is designed to help

individual tutors and teaching teams with relevant advice depending what

point of the assessment cycle they wish to examine. Some suggestions for

how to use the book are as follows:

* New tutors or postgraduate teaching assistants may wish to start with

Chapter 4 which deals with the ‘assessment basics’ needed when

beginning to teach a module for the first time. Chapter 6 also pro-

vides advice on marking.
* Tutors could use the bulleted lists which appear in most chapters as

checklists, for example to ensure module outlines contain appro-

priate assessment information, to check they are aware of assessment

responsibilities, or to test the impact of assessment practice on

international students.
* Programme leaders or heads of department could use short sections

of the book as pre-reading for team meetings. For example, the

chapter on providing effective feedback (Chapter 7) or the section on

designing assessment to reduce plagiarism (Chapter 4) might be used

to stimulate discussion about departmental practice.
* Programme leaders could draw on Chapter 11 at the beginning of a

course design process, using the ideas presented to interrogate their
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Box 1.1 Code of Practice

The text below sets out Appendix 1 of the Code of Practice for the Assurance of

Academic Quality and Standards in Higher Education, Section 6: Assessment of Stu-

dents (*c The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education 2006) and identifies

which chapters address each specific principle.

The Precepts

General principles

1. As bodies responsible for the academic standards of awards made in their name,

institutions have effective procedures for:

i designing, approving, monitoring and reviewing the assessment strategies

for programmes and awards

Chapter 11

ii implementing rigorous assessment policies and practices that ensure the

standard for each award and award element is set and maintained at the

appropriate level, and that student performance is properly judged against this

Chapter 12

iii evaluating how academic standards are maintained through assessment

practice that also encourages effective learning.

Chapter 9

2. Institutions publicise and implement principles and procedures for, and processes

of, assessment that are explicit, valid and reliable.

Chapters 2 and 4

Contribution to student learning

3. Institutions encourage assessment practice that promotes effective learning.

Chapters 2, 4, 7, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14.

Assessment panels and examination boards

4. Institutions publicise and implement effective, clear and consistent policies for the

membership, procedures, powers and accountability of assessment panels and

boards of examiners.

Chapters 8 and 9

Conduct of assessment

5. Institutions ensure that assessment is conducted with rigour, probity and fairness

and with due regard for security.

Chapters 6, 8 and 9

Amount and timing of assessment

6. Institutions ensure that the amount and timing of assessment enables effective and

appropriate measurement of students’ achievement of intended learning outcomes.

Chapters 4, 11 and 12
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Marking and grading

7. Institutions have transparent and fair mechanisms for marking and for moder-

ating marks.

Chapters 6 and 8

8. Institutions publicise and implement clear rules and regulations for progressing

from one stage of a programme to another and for qualifying for an award.

Chapter 9

Feedback to students on their performance

9. Institutions provide appropriate and timely feedback to students on assessed

work in a way that promotes learning and facilitates improvement but does not

increase the burden of assessment.

Chapter 7

Staff development and training

10. Institutions ensure that everyone involved in the assessment of students is

competent to undertake their roles and responsibilities.

Chapters 9 and 15

Language of study and assessment

11. The languages used in teaching and assessment are normally the same. If, for

any reason, this is not possible, institutions ensure that their academic standards are

not consequently put at risk.

Professional, statutory and regulatory bodies’ requirements

12. Institutions provide clear information to staff and students about specific

assessment outcomes or other criteria that must be met to fulfil the requirements of

PSRBs.

Chapter 11

Assessment regulations

13. Institutions review and amend assessment regulations periodically, as appro-

priate, to assure themselves that the regulations remain fit for purpose.

Chapter 9

Student conduct in assessment

14. Institutions encourage students to adopt good academic conduct in respect of

assessment and seek to ensure they are aware of their responsibilities.

Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 14

Recording, documenting and communicating assessment decisions

15. Institutions ensure that assessment decisions are recorded and documented

accurately and systematically and that the decisions of relevant assessment panels

and examination boards are communicated as quickly as possible.

Chapter 9
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programme assessment strategy. Module leaders are encouraged to read

Chapter 12 as a first step in rethinking the assessment of their modules.
* Staff developers could use the text as a resource in designing staff

development workshops, for example by using the case study

approach in Chapter 3 to analyse how well diverse types of assign-

ment provide for the different principles of assessment or using

Chapter 6 as the pre-reading for a workshop on marking for post-

graduate teaching assistants.
* Practitioner researchers could use the references in the Leads into

Literature boxes as a stimulus for further investigation of aspects of

assessment.
* Quality assurance teams could use Chapter 11 in the training for

validation or accreditation panels. It can help them identify the

questions they might want to ask in testing the merit of a new pro-

gramme assessment strategy.

Cross-references are used throughout the book to assist readers in finding

broader information of relevance to the topic of a particular chapter.

A note about terminology

Various different terms are used to refer to the same entity in higher educa-

tion across English-speaking countries. Therefore, in order to avoid con-

siderable confusion and repetition in the book, we have adopted certain terms

as follows:

Assessment task – any item of assessment whether examination, test,

coursework or direct observation.

Assignment – coursework usually undertaken by a student or students in

their own time and not under controlled conditions.

Examination – an assessment task undertaken under controlled conditions.

Test – an assessment task taken in semi-controlled conditions such as an in-

class or online test, usually of a relatively short duration.

Assessment strategy – the procedures adopted to assess student learning in

a given module or programme.

Module – a specific unit of study or block of learning which is separately

assessed. Combinations of modules form a programme of study.

Programme – the overall curriculum followed by an individual student,

normally comprising a specified set of modules or option choices.

Course – unlike programme and module, which are used very specifically,

the term course is used generally, to refer to any organised scheme of

teaching.
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Curriculum – like ‘course’, used generally to refer to all aspects of the stu-

dent learning experience. It includes both the syllabus (content) and the

teaching, learning and assessment methods.

Year – many staff in higher education have replaced the term ‘year’ with

‘level’ to represent the stage of learning, because the diversity in modes of

study means that students are often spending more than a year on a pro-

gramme level. Thus, level 1 is equal to year 1 of a full-time undergraduate

programme. We have chosen to use ‘year’ as the indicator of level of study

because it is readily understood and because various labels exist for different

levels. For example, level 1 is also referred to as foundation or level 4

depending on the framework in use. The use of the term ‘year’ implies no

assumption that all students are full-time. (See Box 11.3 for a discussion of

levels.)

Attribution/attributable – we have selected these terms to refer to the

extent to which an assignment can be reliably attributed as the work of an

individual student. The word ‘authenticity’ is frequently used in this way, but

we have rejected that term because it is also commonly used to mean an

assignment which mirrors realistic demands outside the university. Using the

term for both meanings would be confusing.

A full glossary of terms and acronyms used in this text is set out in the

Appendix.

Conclusion

This text is offered as a comprehensive resource based on research, public

policy and experience. As with most things educational, there are no right or

simple answers that can be employed across the messy business of providing

programmes of learning for adults. There are only more or less likely solutions

to problems and they will be affected by you, your students, the learning

environment, and the subject discipline in many different ways. The

temptation might be to hold back from advice in such unpredictable cir-

cumstances, yet that is a recipe for leaving things as they are in an environ-

ment which is hardly static. The pressures discussed in the opening

paragraphs emphasise the importance of taking action, and that action

should at least be as well informed as possible. Having said that, we have had

to be fairly sparing in our use of evidence in order to balance background

information with practical advice. We realise it is presumptuous to claim this

as a guide to good practice, and indeed we would prefer our advice to provoke

you, even enrage you, rather than leave you untouched. If we wish for any-

thing, it is that tutors and teaching teams seriously engage in debate about

assessment and decide for themselves what constitutes good practice.
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2 The evidence base for
assessment practice in higher
education

There is a growing body of research into higher education assessment on

which we can begin to build robust policy and practice decisions. This book

has drawn on that evidence as a basis for its advice on ‘good practice’.

Therefore, in advance of our discussions on dealing with and developing

assessment in Parts 2 and 3, respectively, this chapter summarises what the

research evidence tells us about assessment practice in higher education. Of

course, a methodical appraisal of the field would constitute a substantive

book in its own right, whereas for the purposes of this text we shall limit

ourselves to summarising the main conclusions of research in an accessible

way. The Leads into Literature boxes will direct readers seeking more infor-

mation to appropriate research literature. Box 2.1 introduces four useful

systematic reviews of the assessment literature.

Assessment purposes have been categorised usefully as assessment of

learning, assessment for learning and assessment as learning (Earl 2003).

Assessment of learning characterises how we may traditionally view assess-

ment. It involves making judgements about students’ summative achieve-

ment for purposes of selection and certification, and it also acts as a focus for

institutional accountability and quality assurance – for example, the number

of ‘good’ degrees awarded is used as a key variable in university league tables.

On the other hand, assessment for learning is formative and diagnostic. It

provides information about student achievement which allows teaching and

learning activities to be changed in response to the needs of the learner and

recognises the huge benefit that feedback can have on learning (Black and

Wiliam 1998a). Finally, assessment as learning can be defined in two inter-

linked ways. First, at a very straightforward level, tackling assignments and

revision is when higher education students do much of their learning. Sec-

ond, assessment as learning is a subset of assessment for learning and sees

student involvement in assessment, using feedback, participating in peer

assessment, and self-monitoring of progress as moments of learning in

themselves (Black and Wiliam 1998a). Students come to have a better

understanding of the subject matter and their own learning through their

close involvement with assessment.

This summary of relevant literature focuses primarily on what the



literature tells us about assessment for learning and as learning, but will also

briefly address assessment of learning. Chapter 3, which debates the major

tensions in contemporary assessment practice, will discuss assessment of

learning in more detail.

The relationship between assessment and learning

The assessment strategy of a particular course has a major impact on student

activity (Snyder 1971). It influences the approach students adopt towards

their learning, how much time they spend on their studies, how widely they

study the curriculum, and whether they grasp the key concepts of the subject.

There is also evidence of a significant, negative ‘backwash’ effect (Biggs 2003)

on student learning and achievement from poorly conceived assessment

strategies. Therefore, tutors who neglect to pay attention to their assessment

practices are ignoring an important opportunity to enhance students’ effort,

approach and outcomes.

Box 2.1 Leads into literature: systematic reviews of assessment

literature in higher education.

Gibbs and Simpson (2004–5) have conducted a thorough review of research studies

which they have drawn upon to develop a set of eleven ‘conditions under which

assessment supports learning’ which are offered as a useful reference point for

developing assessment practice.

An earlier comprehensive review of formative assessment by Black and Wiliam

(1998a) includes research from both school and university settings with consistent

findings regarding the significance of feedback on learning compared with other

elements of teaching, and the distinctive benefits for learning accruing from peer

and self-assessment.

Struyven et al. (2002) have also conducted a useful review of the research into

students’ perceptions of assessment in higher education although they conclude

that the literature and research on this area are relatively limited, particularly in

relation to students’ perceptions of specific types of assessment.

Finally, Elton and Johnston (2002) have drawn on a wide range of studies in

their critical review of research on assessment in higher education, with particular

emphasis on challenging some of the underlying assumptions in our assessment

traditions.

These publications will provide the reader with extensive lists of further reading

across the range of assessment topics.
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Approaches to learning

The concept of student approaches to learning has developed from the initial

work of Marton (1976), with findings replicated in many other studies using a

phenomenographic approach. Prosser and Trigwell (1999: 88) provide an

excellent overview of the history of the seminal studies in this field, con-

cluding that the ‘approaches to study’ work has ‘resulted in an approach to

research in student learning which has played a major role in bridging the gap

between educational research and the practice of university learning and

teaching’.

In the research, two approaches to learning by students which con-

sistently emerge are a surface approach and a deep approach (Marton and

Saljo 1997; Ramsden 2003). The student’s conception of learning and their

intention when studying are central to the approach they take. Students adopt

a surface approach when their intention is to cope with the requirements of

the task but with little personal engagement or aim to understand the

material. Such students want to get by with minimum effort and tend to focus

on the detail of the knowledge, memorising the information or procedures,

for example rote learning for an examination. As a result, students do not

grasp the overall meaning of their studies, develop limited conceptual

understanding of the material and have poor-quality learning outcomes

(Entwistle 1997).

In contrast, students who adopt a deep approach aim to understand ideas

and are intrinsically interested in their studies. The learning strategies they

use include relating information and ideas together and to their own

experience and looking for patterns, principles and meaning in the texts. This

approach leads to higher-quality learning outcomes for the student.

An approach to learning is not a fixed characteristic of an individual but

is influenced by their perception of the learning environment, most parti-

cularly the assessment task (Morgan and Beatty 1997; Biggs 2003). Appro-

priate assessment can encourage students to adopt a deep approach to

learning, and the contrary is true for poorly designed assessment. If students

perceive that a task requires memorisation and reproduction of facts, then

that is what they will do. The link between assessment method and student

approach to learning is vital for the design of assessment in higher education,

and later chapters on teaching a module (Chapter 4) and developing pro-

gramme and module assessment strategies (Chapters 11 and 12) will discuss

the practical implications.

Biggs and Moore (1993) have argued that a range of course characteristics

encourage students to take a deep approach. These include a clear structure to

the knowledge base of the course, so that the content is integrated and new

topics relate to previous knowledge. Moreover, courses should encourage

students’ intrinsic interest in the subject matter. Finally, they should involve
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learner activity and interaction with others. Other features in the context are

also important, such as using ‘teaching and assessment methods that foster

active and long term engagement with learning tasks [and] . . . opportunities

to exercise responsible choice in the method and content of study’ (Ramsden

2003: 80). These criteria are helpful in thinking through the design of

assessments.

In summary, the research evidence suggests that if the nature of the

learning context is changed, and assessment is the most influential element

of that context (Elton and Johnston 2002), there is a likelihood that students’

approach to learning will change (Prosser and Trigwell 1999). Chapters 11–13

will concentrate on how programme and module design can use this pattern

of student response to develop effective programme and module assessment

strategies.

Students’ perceptions of assessment

Changing student approaches is a complex business, with evidence from

some studies that it appears relatively easy to induce a surface approach

(Struyven et al. 2002) but less straightforward to encourage a deep approach.

A key explanation for this difficulty appears to lie in the research on students’

conceptions of learning and their perceptions of assessment. Prosser and

Trigwell (1999) draw on research studies to show how student learning is a

result of an interaction between a student and the learning situation and this

is unique for every student in every different learning context. It will vary

between modules because aspects of the situation will differ. Various factors

contribute to this, including students’ prior experience of education, their

perception of the current situation and their approach to learning. In relation

to assessment, the students’ perception of what the assessment requires

affects the approach they take (Prosser and Trigwell 1999). Students behave

differently because they perceive tasks differently. Changing the assessment

may change the approach of some students who perceive the new require-

ments appropriately, but will not necessarily change every student’s approach

to learning. As Ramsden (2003: 66) says of a group of students who did not

change in response to assessment encouraging a deep approach: such stu-

dents ‘have brought with them a predisposition to use a surface approach

which they had previously developed in response to similar situations. Like

all of us, they carried their history of learning along with them’. Entwistle and

Tait (1990) discovered a relationship between students’ approaches to study

and their assessment preferences, with students who take a surface approach

preferring teaching and assessment procedures that supported that approach

and vice-versa. These habitual tendencies (Ramsden 2003) may work against

students engaging in effective learning in higher education. The implications

for preparing students for assessment will be discussed in Chapter 5.
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While students’ ‘approaches to learning’ and ‘conceptions of learning’

are key factors in understanding the relationship between assessment and

learning, research has also identified a range of related features of assessment

which impact on student behaviour and the student learning experience, and

these are discussed below.

Strategic approaches and cue seeking

A feature of modern modular course structures means that most assessment

has a summative function, and this places a pressure on students throughout

their programmes to focus on assessment rather than learning (Heywood

2000). Evidence suggests that students are increasingly taking a strategic

approach to their studies, focusing their effort on assessment-related tasks

(Kneale 1997; Gibbs 2006b). Students become ‘cue-conscious’ (Miller and

Parlett 1974), concentrating on passing the assessment. The latter activity

may, unintentionally, be at the expense of understanding the subject matter

(Gibbs 2006a). This cue-seeking behaviour, where students are determined to

work out what the tutor is looking for rather than developing an under-

standing of the subject matter of the assignment, has been identified in other

studies (Bloxham and West 2007). As Ramsden (2003: 67) asserts, much of

student activity is about adjusting to the perceived requirements of the tutor –

the ‘hidden curriculum’. Research suggests that students who fail to pick up

on such cues are not likely to do well (Miller and Parlett 1974). This has major

implications for the choice of assessment and the guidance provided for

students in order to direct their efforts towards appropriate activity: ‘unless

assessment tasks mirror the official curriculum, they will erode it. Assessing

outside, or below, the curriculum gives irrelevant or counter-productive tasks

a false value’ (Biggs, 2003: 63).

Time devoted to studying

Different assessment regimes are also related to different amounts of time

devoted by students to their out-of-class studies. Gibbs and Simpson (2004–5)

draw on a range of research to show that time spent studying increases

achievement, although it can be wasted by ineffective surface learning. In

addition, more frequent assessment tasks are associated with greater time

allocated to study. Moreover, there is evidence that students will work harder

in preparation for some modes of assessment than for others. Traub and

MacRury (1990), in a review of research on multiple choice and free response

tests over the previous 20 years, found that students appear to prepare better

for free response (that is, where the student must construct the answer rather

than select from a given set of answers).

In addition to assessment influencing the amount of time spent studying,
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it can also affect when students study. For example, infrequent examinations

and coursework tasks encourage students to bunch all their learning hours

together in the time immediately preceding the examination or submission

date (Gibbs and Simpson 2004–5). Overloading of students through excessive

amounts of content is also associated with a surface approach to learning

(Ramsden 2003).

Student reactions to assessment

Most students undergo some stress in relation to assessment, but few suffer

from severe psychological difficulty (Heywood 2000). Indeed, as Heywood

(2000: 149) asserts, a level of stress ‘would appear to be essential for learning’.

Nevertheless anxiety provoked by assessment can encourage students to

adopt surface approaches to learning (Rust 2002) and make them less likely to

take a deep approach (Fransson 1977). There is particular evidence of stress

associated with examinations (Falchikov 2005), with students generally pre-

ferring coursework (Gibbs and Simpson 2004–5), although there is support for

the view that size and volume of tasks can act as stress factors (Sarros and

Densten 1989). Heywood (2000) argues that preparation for assessment is a

necessary response to reducing anxiety, supported by research showing that

improving students’ understanding of goals and standards is associated with

enhanced achievement (Rust et al. 2003), particularly with unfamiliar forms

of assessment (Hounsell et al. 2006). Chapter 5 provides practical ideas to help

students understand the criteria and standards of their assignments and

examinations.

The relationship between feedback and learning

The most important aspect of the assessment process in raising achievement

is the provision of feedback (Black and Wiliam 1998a; Gibbs and Simpson

2004–5). Research indicates that students value feedback (Hartley et al. 2002;

Weaver 2006) despite anecdotal staff views and contrary research evidence

regarding how students fail to engage with it (Gibbs and Simpson 2004–5).

However, not all feedback is perceived as useful by students (Black and

Wiliam 1998a; Hounsell et al. 2006), and concerns over feedback have been

strongly reflected in the first two years of the UK National Student Survey

(2006). Entwistle et al. (1989), studying engineering students, showed that

early failure was related to students gaining no feedback at all in their first

term. According to Hounsell (2003), this combination of students choosing

not to or being unable to use feedback, and staff cynicism that their efforts are

wasted, creates a vicious ‘downward spiral’ in relation to the potential gains

from feedback.
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Feedback has little value unless it is timely and students pay attention to

it, understand it, and act on it (Gibbs and Simpson 2004–5), and various

studies suggest or investigate practical activities to help students engage with

it (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2004). Black and Wiliam (1998a), in an

extensive review of literature on formative assessment, concluded that feed-

back in the form of comments can have a significantly greater effect on future

improvement than feedback that is limited to a grade or mark. Knight and

Yorke (2003) argue that feedback is mostly likely to be useful to learners if

they are willing and able to expose their areas of weakness and confusion with

a topic. This is supported by Black et al.’s (2003) work on formative assessment

with school teachers, where students found that revealing their problems was

worthwhile and led to gaining help. Reflective assignments such as learning

journals attempt to tackle this dilemma by providing students with an

opportunity to reflect on their strengths and weaknesses as learners without

losing marks, but these provide their own problems for assessment (Gibbs,

1995; see also Chapter 13). Recent studies have placed greater importance on

the notion of feed forward (Torrance 1993; Hounsell 2006), which focuses

on what a student should pay attention to in future assessment tasks, and

ensuring that feedback is embedded in day-to-day learning activities as well as

provided in response to formal assignments, for example as in-class and

online activities (Laurillard 2002).

Using feedback to adjust teaching

It is not just students who need to act on feedback. For assessment to function

in a formative way that supports students’ future learning, the findings have

to be used to adjust teaching (Black and Wiliam 1998a; Prosser and Trigwell

1999; Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2006). Difficulties with a particular concept

or problem may signal that further or different tuition is needed. Angelo and

Cross (1993) and Nicol and MacFarlane-Dick (2004) provide a range of

‘classroom assessment techniques’ designed to assist staff in gaining

immediate feedback from students which can be used to revise teaching

strategies. However, course structures with short modules can make it difficult

for individual tutors to respond to the information about student learning

emerging from summative assessment. Chapter 4 on ‘teaching a module’ will

provide practical advice on embedding formative assessment in your teaching

and being responsive to what you find out.

Students as assessors

Recent work in the field of feedback is focusing on the importance of the

student as self-assessor: someone who is able to provide their own feedback

because they understand the standard they are aiming for and can judge and
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change their own performance (that is, self-regulate) in relation to that

standard (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2006). This is assessment as learning

(Klenowski 2002; Earl 2003) and is firmly located in Sadler’s (1989) view that

improvement involves three key elements:

* students must know what the standard or goal is that they are trying

to achieve (assessment guidance);
* they should know how their current achievement compares to those

goals (feedback);
* they must take action to reduce the gap between the first two

(applying feedback to future assignments).

As Black and Wiliam (1998a: 15) assert, ‘self-assessment is a sine qua non for

effective learning’, and certainly systematic reviews of research (Black and

Wiliam 1998a; Falchikov 2005) indicate strong positive benefits to students of

being involved in their own assessment.

If students are to become specialists within a subject discipline, they need

to develop the capacity to assess quality in that field. Involving students in

assessment provides an authentic opportunity for them to learn what ‘qual-

ity’ is in a given context and apply that judgement to their own work (Black

et al. 2003). The context might be solving a problem, doing an experiment,

creating a design, or writing an essay. Thereby the student becomes aware of

what the goals or standards of the subject are (Earl 2003), a precondition of

taking responsibility for their work (Swann and Ecclestone 1999a). Feedback

allows the student to see their performance against those goals. This view is

supported by Black and Wiliam (1998a) when they stress that peer and self-

assessment are the key to learning from formative assessment. It is not

enough for a tutor to tell a student what they need to do to improve (‘your

writing is too descriptive’, ‘you have mistaken correlation for cause’) if the

student does not understand what these comments mean in relation to the

subject or their writing. They cannot do anything about it until they begin to

share the tutor’s conception of the subject (Sadler 1989). Box 2.2 develops this

topic in relation to peer and self-assessment.

The assessment as learning approach is challenging prior ideas about the

separation of formative assessment (assessment for learning) and summative

assessment (assessment of learning) (Carless et al. 2006; Hounsell 2006) and

replacing it with the notion of ‘learning-oriented assessment’ characterised as

‘when tasks are ‘‘fit for purpose’’; when students are involved in the assess-

ment process in ways which support the development of evaluative expertise;

and when feedback is forward-looking and can be acted upon’ (Carless et al.

2006: 396). It is argued that assessment and feedback activity of this nature

does not just contribute to learning at university but develops learning and

evaluative skills essential for employment and lifelong learning (Boud and
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Box 2.2 Leads into literature: peer and self-assessment

Peer and self-assessment involve students in assessing themselves and other stu-

dents and are widespread in higher education today, often linked to wider inno-

vation in learning and teaching (Stefani 1998). Numerous studies of peer

assessment exist with considerable agreement about the benefits (Bostock 2000;

Topping 2000; Falchikov 2005), including a greater sense of accountability, moti-

vation and responsibility, and an increase in the speed of feedback (Black et al.

2003). In particular, peer assessment increases understanding of the subject matter,

standards required and students’ own achievement; it involves using disciplinary

knowledge and skills in order to make judgements (Bostock 2000).

Peer and self-assessment are also seen as valuable in helping students develop

important skills for lifelong learning (Authur 1995; Boud 2000), such as self-evaluation,

giving feedback, justifying a point of view and negotiation skills. ‘If assessment pro-

cesses are intended to enhance student learning then it follows that students must be

enabled to reflect on their current attainment‘ (Stefani 1998: 346). Black et al. (2003),

working with secondary school teachers, found that peer assessment helped students

develop the objectivity required for self-assessment and thus the capacity to direct

their own work and thereby become autonomous learners. They conclude that peer

and self-assessment ‘make unique contributions to the development of students’

learning – they secure aims that cannot be achieved in any other way’ (2003: 53).

Concerns about peer assessment, such as imprecise marking, are not sup-

ported by the research, which generally finds good levels of agreement between

staff and students where students are working with criteria (Falchikov and Goldfinch

2000) and have been trained (Falchikov 2005). Various other strategies have been

successfully developed to address student and staff concerns, such as use of double

anonymous peer marking (Bostock 2000). Falchikov (2005) presents evidence that

the greatest degree of agreement between student and tutor scores in self-assess-

ment occurred with more detailed grading scales. In general, research on peer

assessment has tended to focus on agreement between tutor and student grades,

whereas if it is used at the formative stage with the emphasis on feedback, many of

the worries regarding grading can be discounted (Falchikov 2005). In addition,

feedback from students may be superior in some ways to teacher feedback. Black

et al. (2003: 77) found that peer feedback is not as ‘emotionally loaded’, students

will accept criticism more readily from peers, and the language used by peers may

be easier for students to understand (Bloxham and West 2004).

Studies consistently report positive responses to peer marking from students

(Bostock 2000; Orsmond et al. 2000; Black et al. 2003) who claim it has made them

think more, become more critical, learn more and gain in confidence. This positive

response is reflected in Falchikov’s (2005) substantive summary of research,

although she notes some areas of difficulty and the improvement that comes from

familiarity with the method. Even where students were negative about the
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Falchikov 2006), characterised as ‘sustainable assessment’ (Boud 2000;

Hounsell 2006).

While the latter ideas are in early stages of development in terms of

practice-based research, they do underpin the growing acknowledgement of

the importance of involving students in assessment. This attention has sti-

mulated a range of empirical and theoretical studies, practical projects,

innovations and action research which are used extensively in the following

chapters of this book.

The validity of assessment tasks

While much of the research evidence discussed earlier has focused on

assessment for and as learning, there is extensive research on the effectiveness

of assessment practices as measurement of learning, including a focus on the

validity of assessment tools. Here validity means that assessment tasks are

assessing the stated learning outcomes. Prosser and Trigwell (1999) point out

that assessment does not always test what we think it does and sometimes

cannot reveal the qualitative differences in understanding between different

students. Knight and Yorke (2003) argue that assessing higher-order learning

in any discipline is not uncomplicated and judging the products (essay, exam

script) of student learning has its limitations. For example, Entwistle and

Entwistle (1997) show that where students are able to reproduce in their

examination answer the structure of the topic as given by the tutor, they can

give the impression of well-structured understanding. Similarly, Knight

(2000) found that if a student has been given considerable support and

direction, they may produce an assignment of similar quality to one produced

in another context where the questions are not closely aligned to the

teaching and the student has to work unsupported. Although the products

look the same, they do not represent the same achievement.

In other words, our assessment tasks may be assessing learning at a lower

level than that intended. In order to develop this idea, we need to think about

what we mean by different ‘levels’ of achievement.

A confusing number of taxonomies or frameworks of thinking have been

developed to assist instructional design (Moseley et al. 2005). Brown et al.

experience, researchers continued to find evidence of benefits in terms of motiva-

tion and critical thinking (Oliver and Omari 1999).

In summary, peer and self-assessment have emerged as important tools in the

tutor’s repertoire for their many potential benefits. For practical advice on imple-

menting peer assessment, including training students, see Chapter four, and for

advice on peer marking of group assessments, see Chapter 7.
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(1997: 38) argue that while not all lecturers may find such taxonomies sui-

table for their programmes, ‘a classification of the kinds of skills and cap-

abilities that one wants students to develop is a necessary first step in

developing an assessment system’. Biggs and Collis’s (1982) structure of

observed learning outcomes (SOLO) taxonomy (see Figure 2.1) provides such

a framework to discriminate between different stages of achievement. The

learning is described not just in relation to the content the students should

learn, but also what they are able to do with the knowledge. Thus, in the

SOLO taxonomy, the selection of appropriate verbs to describe student cap-

abilities is fundamental.

This is not dissimilar to Anderson and Krathwohl’s (2001) approach in

revising Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives. However, their tax-

onomy (Table 2.1) has two dimensions, the knowledge dimension and the

cognitive process dimension. In a similar way to the SOLO taxonomy, the

cognitive process dimension enables the tutor to identify an appropriate verb

which should be used to express the learning outcome. The other dimension

determines what knowledge (the noun) the verb is describing, and delineates

between the facts a student needs to be familiar with the discipline; con-

ceptual knowledge such as knowledge of classifications, principles, theories,

models and structures; procedural knowledge, that is, knowing how to do

Figure 2.1 A hierarchy of verbs that may be used to form curriculum objectives
Source: Biggs (2003: 48).
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something, including techniques, skills and methods of inquiry; and meta-

cognitive knowledge, knowledge of self and cognitive tasks, and methods of

learning and organising ideas (Anderson 2003).

Anderson (2003) argues that this taxonomy table helps teachers design

appropriate assessment because it enables them to work out prototypical ways

of assessing objectives that fall within the relevant cells. For example, it is easy

to see that a multiple-choice exam could assess memory of factual knowledge

or possibly understanding of conceptual knowledge (the cells marked X in

Table 2.1). However, application of procedural knowledge (cell marked Y) will

need an assessment task, for example problem solving or case study analysis,

which requires students to demonstrate not just that they can remember or

understand something, but that they can use it.

Such a taxonomy is helpful in thinking about what different assessment

tasks are testing. Here are two religious studies essays:

* Outline one of the five pillars of faith and explain why it is important

for Muslims (Year 1)
* Critically assess the claim that British society has not adequately

provided for the needs of its Muslim population (Year 3)

The first example appears to demand recall of factual information and

understanding of conceptual knowledge, again in the cells marked X in Table

2.1. The second essay appears to be demanding ‘evaluation’, the cells marked

Z in Table 2.1, a relatively high-level cognitive skill requiring good command

of the subject matter. Unfortunately, the questions alone are insufficient to

determine whether they measure qualitatively different achievements. For

example, if the issues in the year 3 question have been carefully rehearsed in a

lecture, the student may be largely engaged in reproducing the tutor’s notes –

a low-level skill. Likewise, if the year 1 question topic has not been ‘taught’,

Table 2.1 The taxonomy table (Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001)

Knowledge

dimension
Cognitive process dimension

1. Remember 2. Understand 3. Apply 4. Analyse 5. Evaluate 6. Create

A. Factual X Z

B. Conceptual X Z

C. Procedural Y

D. Metacognitive

Source: adapted from Anderson (2003: 29).

26 DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE ASSESSMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION



the process of researching the answer may be at least as, if not more,

demanding. It is for this reason that Knight (2006) asserts that we can only

ensure validity at the local level where we are able to judge the quality of the

learning processes behind the assessment products. This discussion alerts us

to the potential limitations of what may appear to be demanding assessment

tasks. A useful review of taxonomies of thinking skills can be found in

Moseley et al. (2005), and Chapters 11 and 12 of this book discuss the rele-

vance for designing assessment of the different ‘levels’ in the UK Framework

for Qualifications in Higher Education (Quality Assurance Agency 2006d).

Constructive alignment

The notion of matching course objectives with assessment underpins the

concept of ‘constructive alignment’ (Biggs 1996). It is a course design meth-

odology which emphasises the centrality of intended learning outcomes.

These should determine the teaching and assessment such that they are

compatible and act to support one another. ‘You wouldn’t lecture students on

how to teach using small groups, and give them a written test. You would get

them to participate in small groups, then run their own and see how well they

did it’ (Biggs 2003: 27).

Constructive alignment, and the taxonomies discussed earlier, assume we

can devise learning outcomes in a meaningful way (see Box 2.3. for an

introduction to the debate). Although this is a contested proposition, this

book has adopted an outcome-based approach to assessment design, on a

pragmatic basis, because such an approach is widely employed.

Overall, the research suggests that tutors do need to be mindful that their

assessment methods may not be as discriminating as they hope they are and

may permit students to pass with ‘conceptions of subject matter that teachers

wished to change’ (Ramsden 2003: 72) or to avoid large sections of the cur-

riculum (Struyven et al. 2002). Chapter 13 on diversifying assessment pro-

vides practical ideas for increasing assessment validity, particularly in relation

to examinations.

Authentic assessment

In addition, as discussed earlier, intrinsic interest in the learning activity is

associated with deep approaches to learning. Students value assessment

activities which appear worthwhile in themselves; they appear to have value

beyond completing the task (Struyven et al. 2002). This notion has prompted

the idea of ‘authentic’ assessment which is seen as ‘more practical, realistic

and challenging’ (Torrance 1995). In reality, much of the move towards

diversifying higher education assessment is based on the implicit notion of
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Box 2.3 Leads into literature: the learning outcome debate

An outcome-based approach to specifying the curriculum has gained currency

internationally in recent years. It aims to improve transparency by stating what

achievements are represented by individual academic awards. It also provides for

flexibility, for example by facilitating credit transfer and accreditation of prior

learning (Gosling and Moon 2002).

Unfortunately, the term ‘learning outcome’ (LO) is often interchangeable with

other educational constructs such as ‘objectives’, ‘competencies’, ‘achievements’

and ‘skills’, and this causes some confusion for educators (McGourty et al. 1999). In

an attempt to clarify the term, McGourty et al. (1999: 4) define LOs as ‘observable

and measurable manifestations of applied knowledge’, something which is ‘reflected

through the action and behaviour of the individual’ rather than their ability to write

about it. This is why some form of taxonomy of learning outcomes is useful; it lays

out the types of cognitive skills students should be performing at different levels.

Hussey and Smith (2002) consider the specification of LOs to be part of a new

regime of accountability. Outcome-based descriptions of academic awards notion-

ally allow scrutiny of the appropriateness of the curriculum, how it reflects the

subject benchmark statements and the standards being set. It allows comparison

within and between institutions (Gosling and Moon 2002). This leads to one of the

central criticisms of LOs, that they imply that the ‘fuzzy’ business of learning and

teaching can be clearly specified (Hussey and Smith 2003). On the contrary, it is

argued that they are difficult to write in a meaningful way (Knight and Yorke 2003)

and have to be interpreted in relation to the context, which can only be done by

those who are already familiar with that context (Hussey and Smith 2002). Thus they

are not ‘objective’ or easily understandable by other stakeholders such as students.

Learning outcomes are also criticised for ignoring the unpredictable and

indefinable aspects of learning, the ‘emergent outcomes’ (Hussey and Smith 2003:

362), and for reducing the value of subject content compared with skills. They may

restrict learning as students focus on what is needed to pass. Jackson (2000) points

to further criticisms, some more practical than educational, such as the time needed

to prepare staff for the LO approach to course design and teaching, the bureau-

cracy, and the threat to professional autonomy contained in the requirement to

make explicit what has been implicit.

However, there are strong arguments in favour of the outcome-based

approach as opposed to former methods. Gosling and Moon contend that unde-

fined learning is difficult to assess fairly, and students should know what is expected

of them. Many academics associate such transparency with fairness, better com-

munication and avoiding confusion between staff and students as the rules and

structures are made clear (Orr 2005). Indeed Hussey and Smith (2003) do not reject

the concept of LOs but urge that they are only written in general terms so that

modules can embrace outcomes that emerge during the messy business of learning.
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authentic assessment, and higher education has a tradition of using it in

various ways, for example on vocational awards. Nevertheless Knight and

Yorke (2003) provide a convincing critique of authentic assessment both in

terms of how it is being interpreted and in the pragmatic and economic costs

of doing it well in the current regulatory framework of higher education. They

do, however, recognise that the relative freedom of higher education gives

more scope for authentic assessment than exists in schools.

Conclusion

This chapter has attempted to digest key themes in assessment research as a

basis for the enhancement of practice. Essentially, they are as follows:

* Assessment strongly influences students’ learning, including what

they study, when they study, how much work they do and the

approach they take to their learning.
* The type of assessment influences the quality and amount of learn-

ing achieved by students.
* Poorly designed assessment can lead to students developing limited

conceptual understanding of the material, although the limitations

of the assessment tool and process may mask this failure.
* Well-designed assessment is likely to be intrinsically motivating for

students and lead to better retention of material which the students

can apply in other settings.
* Students’ prior experience of learning and perceptions of assessment

may override attempts by lecturers to change their approach to

learning, and they should be helped to a better understanding of

assessment tasks.
* Assessment tasks may not be assessing what we think they are

assessing, they may be assessing lower-level understanding of the

Gosling and Moon accept that we should avoid detailed lists of competences in

higher education and use a broader description of outcomes, including skills,

knowledge and understanding. In addition, Biggs (2003) suggests that the nature

of higher-order outcomes means that they do not discourage unforeseen or

unforeseeable outcomes because they tend to specify the process the student

should demonstrate, rather than the detailed content.

Whatever your views, the learning outcome approach to documenting higher

education is here to stay, at least for the foreseeable future. However, it may be wise

to accept that learning outcomes can only be described in fairly general terms and

must be interpreted in the light of the specific programme or module context.
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material, and may be failing to assess the stated outcomes of a pro-

gramme of study.
* Anxiety-provoking assessment is associated with a surface approach

to learning by students.
* Feedback is the most important aspect of the assessment process for

raising achievement, yet currently students express considerable

dissatisfaction with much feedback and it does not always impact on

their learning.
* Self- and peer assessment are crucial elements of helping students to

learn from their assessment and become more autonomous learners.
* Feedback should inform tutors’ teaching and support strategies as

well as student activity.
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3 The conflicting purposes
of assessment

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the various purposes of assessment.

This may seem a rather academic debate, of little practical use to staff wishing

to develop their module and programme assessment strategies. Nonetheless,

once tutors attempt to seriously evaluate and enhance assessment methods, it

becomes clear that there is a constant need to juggle these different intentions

and the concentration on some purposes over others can distort the value of

assessment in universities. Paying attention to neglected purposes helps

pinpoint where our enhancement efforts should lie. Box 3.1 illustrates the

sort of dilemma that the different purposes of assessment create.

The lecturer in case study 1 has designed an assessment which is assess-

ment as learning (the students are doing the learning as they work on the

assessment), assessment for learning (the peer and group learning encourages

formative discussion and feedback) and assessment of learning in that the task

attempts to be a valid measurement of the learning outcomes in terms of

understanding and application of the law (see discussion of these terms in

Chapter 2).

The moderator, on the other hand, emphasises her responsibility to focus

entirely on the assessment of learning: whether this assignment is generating

evidence of individual student achievement at the appropriate standard. Can

she, with integrity, report to the institution that the marks awarded reflect the

students’ work and are comparable with standards on equivalent courses in

other institutions? There is a tension between these different purposes of

assessment which needs to be resolved.

First, let us consider four purposes of assessment:

1. Certification: providing the means to identify and discriminate

between different levels of achievement, and between students,

providing a licence to practise in the case of professional pro-

grammes, enabling selection of students for further study and

employment – assessment of learning.

2. Student learning: promoting learning by motivating students,

steering their approach to learning and giving the teacher useful

information to inform changes in teaching strategies – assessment for

and as learning.

3. Quality assurance: providing evidence for relevant stakeholders



(for example employers, inspectors, external examiners) to enable

them to judge the appropriateness of standards on the programme

(Gibbs 1999) – assessment of learning.

4. Lifelong learning capacity: encouraging students to develop

‘knowledge, skills and predispositions to underpin lifelong learning’

(Boud 2000: 151) – assessment as learning.

Although each of these purposes appears entirely proper, they often conflict

with one another. Boxes 3.2 and 3.3 illustrate this problem. While some

assessment methods give confidence that the work is the student’s own, other

techniques promote higher-level learning. Some techniques provide reliable

scores while others produce widely varying grades from different markers. In

effect, the different purposes emphasise different principles of assessment.

The fourth purpose of ‘lifelong learning capacity’ does not always feature

in lists of assessment purposes. However, it has been included here in

recognition of the fact that assessment may also be important for developing

Box 3.1 Case study 1

A law tutor has introduced a simulation of an aspect of legal practice where student

teams negotiate towards settlement of a dispute as if they were partners in a law

firm. They spend three weeks working on these cases, posting their claims or

defence against the claims on a group discussion page on the module’s site within a

virtual learning environment. The tutor e-moderates the discussion, responding

with comments, questions and sources for further investigation. At the end of the

period, each group presents the legal basis for their claim or defence in a classroom

session. The student audience, working in threes, is asked to discuss the claim or

defence and identify two strengths and two weaknesses of the legal argument

adopted which are fed back to the presenting group. Each group assesses individual

members’ contribution to the team’s work. The module tutor gives the presentation

a mark which is altered for each member of the group depending on their peer

assessment. The latter often, but not always, indicates that everyone should get the

same mark.

However, the colleague moderating the module is not happy with the allo-

cation of marks for two reasons. First, she feels that she has not been able to view

the presentations and therefore cannot confirm that the marks given reflect the

standard of work. Second, and most importantly, she thinks that it is impossible to

guarantee that each student deserves the mark they gained. How does the tutor

know that they didn’t just turn up at the presentation and persuade the rest of the

group to allocate them the same mark? She would prefer that the element of this

exercise that counts towards the final mark is limited to individual students’ written

accounts of the legal negotiations.
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students’ evaluative and self-assessment skills in preparation for employment

and a future of learning (Jacques 2000; Boud and Falchikov 2006). This links

to ‘student learning’ as a purpose of assessment, but stresses the active

engagement of students in aspects of assessment, not just for the current

Box 3.2 Case study 2

The summative assessment of a year 2 undergraduate philosophy module is a three-

hour unseen examination, with a rubric requiring four answers, three from section A

and one from Section B. Section A has a choice of eight questions and section B has

a choice of three questions. The questions in section A require knowledge of the

main topics on the course curriculum, whereas the questions in section B require

students to draw learning from all topics of the course in order to analyse new

material.

The students sit the examination in controlled conditions. Work is marked by

the module tutor, with a sample moderated by a second tutor and marks adjusted

accordingly. A sample of examination scripts is then sent to an external examiner

who reports to the examination board on the comparability of marking standards.

In analysing the module results, the external moderator reports that standards

are comparable, but he has asked why the students tend to achieve significantly

lower marks in the section B essays compared with section A. Moreover, the tutor is

concerned that section A tends to lead to regurgitation of his lecture material in a

fairly undigested form.

Box 3.3 Case study 3

A year 1 undergraduate engineering module involves students in completing four

on-line multiple choice question (MCQ) tests. The test questions have been

developed and scrutinised for validity and accuracy by the course team. These tests

must be taken during four one-week periods evenly distributed across the semester

and each counts 10% towards the final module marks. The students sit the tests by

making appointments to attend a controlled PC lab. The topics in the tests are also

examined in the final unseen written examination. The students have access to

paper and pens to use while doing the tests but they cannot remove any paper from

the examination room.

The students get immediate feedback on their performance online at the end

of the test, with the correct answer explained.

The tutor has seen an improvement in the end-of-course examination results,

although he finds it difficult to write MCQs which test procedural rather than factual

knowledge.
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course, but to help them develop the capacity to determine appropriate

standards, discern the critical aspects of tasks, monitor their own progress, use

feedback and other skills for lifelong learning (Boud 2000). Boud refers to this

purpose as ‘sustainable’ assessment.

In order to analyse the conflicts illustrated by the case studies, it is

necessary to examine them against a set of principles of assessment. There are

varying views on what the principles of assessment should be (Jonsson and

Baartman 2006; Quality Assurance Agency 2006c), and we have selected those

which we see as particularly significant and which reflect the four different

purposes listed earlier. Table 3.1 lists the different principles and evaluates

each case study against them. It identifies how the assignments in the dif-

ferent case studies are robust in relation to certain principles and unconvin-

cing in relation to others. The case studies also illustrate that achieving all of

the principles is enormously difficult or impracticable. The remainder of this

chapter discusses the implementation of each principle, followed at the end

of the chapter (see Table 3.2) by suggested ways to resolve some of the

weaknesses identified in the cases studies.

Validity

There is extensive debate in the educational literature about validity which

we do not have the scope to review here. A range of different types of validity

exist (Elton and Johnston 2002), many of which overlap with other principles

such as effectiveness, reliability and transparency. For the purposes of this

guide, we are focusing on ‘intrinsic validity’ (Brown et al. 1997), which means

that assessment tasks are assessing the stated learning outcomes for

the module, and this principle clearly underpins the notion of constructive

alignment (see Chapter 2).

The traditional range of assessment tasks in higher education does not

cope well with a wide range of learning outcomes – for example, those

involving professional, subject-specific or key skills (Elton and Johnston

2002). Falchikov (2005) discusses the concept of ‘predictive validity’, the

notion that an assessment tells us something about future behaviour. For

example, on a nursing programme, does successful completion of an essay on

the principles of care management predict whether the graduating nurse will

have achieved the outcome of becoming a safe and effective practitioner in

that sphere? In reality, we need an assessment process which more closely

judges the students’ capacity to act as well as to express their factual and

conceptual knowledge of the topic.

The discussion in Chapter 2 highlighted the problems associated with

valid assessment in higher education, with difficulty increasing as the learn-

ing to be assessed moves towards higher levels of both dimensions of
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Anderson and Krathwohl’s (2001) taxonomy (see Table 2.1). Case study 2

(Box 3.2) about the philosophy examination is a good illustration. Students

may successfully compose answers to examinations because they have

learned the relevant knowledge as organised for them by the tutor, rather

than because they have grasped the meaning of key concepts in such a way

that they can apply them to new situations. In general, examinations are

valid for assessing recall and understanding of factual and conceptual

knowledge.

Overall, the biggest threat to validity arises from attempts to ensure

‘reliability’ and ‘practicability’ (see the relevant sections below).

Reliability

Assessment tasks should be generating comparable marks across

time, across markers and across methods. For example, reliability is

demonstrated when different markers make the same judgements about an

assignment or when one marker makes consistent judgements about a piece

of work at different times. Overall, despite the QAA (2006c) urging higher

education institutions to implement principles and procedures for reliable

assessment, the evidence on this matter is depressing (Elton and Johnston

2002; Falchikov 2005), with little evidence of reliability in the marking of

written work in higher education. Murphy (2006) argues that reliability

(dependability) of assessment in UK higher education has traditionally been

of little concern, with assessment decisions largely confined to those who

have taught the students. Knight (2001) describes reliability in higher edu-

cation as ‘ramshackle’ in comparison with secondary/high school education.

In addition, reliability requires that assessment of the same learning by

different modes should render similar outcomes. Research on the latter hardly

exists, although there have been studies comparing student achievement on

two examination papers (Elton and Johnston 2002) which suggested the

papers did not produce reliable measures of the same learning outcomes.

Yorke et al. (2000) show a similar discrepancy in relation to the difference

between examination and coursework and argue that the two methods must

be assessing different things if the results are so consistently different.

The causes of unreliability are related to the nature of what is being

measured by assessment in higher education. Knight (2006) argues that

complex learning cannot be reduced to something simple enough to measure

reliably; the more complex the learning, the more we draw on ‘con-

noisseurship’ (Eisner 1985) rather than measurement to make our judge-

ments. However, he does accept that achievements in some disciplines may

be more determinate, and therefore more open to reliable judgement. On the

other hand, Maclellan (2004a: 312) would reject many assignments, for
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example essays, as contradicting the fundamental belief ‘that there can be

universality of meaning as to what any grade or score represents’. An inter-

pretivist view (see Box 3.4) would argue that there is a level of professional

judgement in some elements of undergraduate assessment whatever the dis-

cipline, particularly if we take Knight’s (2006) view that all graduates should

be learning complex capabilities such as initiative, adaptability and critical

thinking. According to Broad (2000), conferring grades in complex written

work is impossible and misleading. It is interesting to note that the Quality

Assurance Agency in the UK, in its recent code of practice for assessment

(2006c), is advocating broader grades or mark bands, perhaps recognising the

difficulty of precise percentage grading.

Academics, as ‘connoisseurs’, are considered able to make expert and

reliable judgements because of their education and socialisation into the

standards of the discipline and of their local context (Ecclestone 2001).

Knight (2006) argues that this situated and socially constructed nature of

standards means that measurement of complex learning can only take place

effectively within its context, a local judgement made within that social

environment, be it a teaching team, department or subject discipline. This

local nature of standards means it is unsurprising that many studies have

found considerable marking discrepancies between tutors. This is discussed in

depth in Chapter 6.

Box 3.4 Leads into literature: assessment policy and practice

Elton and Johnson (2002) provide an excellent discussion and review of the litera-

ture in relation to the key dilemma in higher education between assessment for

certification and assessment for learning, setting out the different positions of the

positivist and the interpretivist approaches. Essentially, a positivist approach believes

in the importance of validity and reliability, assuming that objective standards can

be set. The alternative, interpretivist, approach rejects objective truth and conceives

of assessment as based on a local context, carried out through the judgement of

experts in the field. In their view, it is a social practice whose credibility emerges

from a community of practice which shares a consensus about what constitutes

accepted knowledge, rules and procedures. It is a ‘good enough’ (2002: 39)

approach in which ‘dependability is parallel to reliability in positivist assessment’

(2002:46)

On a more general front, Knight and Yorke (2003) provide a well-argued

challenge to much current assessment practice, and Falchikov (2005) presents a

useful critique of traditional assessment practices and the paradigm of assessment as

quality control. Heywood (2000) offers a wide-ranging review of the literature on

principles and practice in higher education assessment.

THE CONFLICTING PURPOSES OF ASSESSMENT 39



While reliability is particularly important for the purposes of ‘certifica-

tion’ and ‘quality assurance’, it may well work against validity. For example,

an overriding concern for demonstrably reliable marking may prevent the use

of group assignments or may encourage use of assessments that usually foster

low-level learning such as multiple choice question tests (Scouller and Prosser

1994). However, quite reasonably, positivist approaches to assessment would

argue that without reliability, there is no validity (Elton and Johnston 2002).

Overall, there has to be a ‘trade-off’ between reliability and validity, and,

whereas American universities have erred towards reliability, validity has

taken precedence in the UK (Hornby 2003). Perhaps the best we can do is

attempt to achieve a reasonable balance across a student’s programme. The

concern with moderation and reliability as a key element of quality assurance

and certification is discussed further in Chapter 8.

Effectiveness

Assessment tasks should be designed to encourage good quality,

‘deep’ approaches to learning in the students. Various researchers list

different purposes for assessment (Gibbs 1999; Elton and Johnston 2002;

Dunn et al. 2004), several of which are directly related to assessment as an

effective tool for promoting learning. They include ‘capturing student time

and attention, generating appropriate student learning activity, providing

timely feedback which students pay attention to, helping students to inter-

nalise the discipline’s standards and notions of quality’ (Gibbs 1999: 47) as

well as motivation and preparation for life (Elton and Johnston 2002). Dunn

et al. (2004) add the purpose of diagnosing student difficulties. Chapter 2 has

set out the research on the relationship between assessment and student

approaches to learning and achievement, and there is considerable con-

sistency within the literature on what is required for assessment design to

support effective learning.

Overall, Elton and Johnston (2002: 39) link effectiveness to validity:

‘Newer notions of validity stress that a ‘‘valid’’ procedure for assessment must

have a positive impact on and consequences for the teaching and learning’.

Black and Wiliam (1998a) argue that in general the grading function of

assessment is overemphasised in comparison with the learning function.

Comparability and consistency

There should be consistent and comparable approaches to the

summative assessment requirements of awards of the same level

across programmes and institutions. Interpretations of this differ, but
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normally it involves consistency to be shown in the level of learning

demonstrated and in the learning hours required to complete the assessment

for a particular number of credits. ‘The primary concern should be whether

standards compare favourably with those in similar institutions or against

appropriate benchmarks’ (Dunn et al. 2004: 69). Within programmes, con-

sistency implies that modules offering similar credit must have comparable

assessment requirements. This need not, necessarily be interpreted as exactly

similar word lengths and should not mean similar types of assessment. It is

the level of learning to be demonstrated and the notional hours required to

complete the assessed tasks that are important.

Comparability and consistency also apply to multiple campus and col-

laborative provision, ensuring that students studying for the same awards

have a comparable experience with similar outcomes, workload and standards

applying across the different sites. Another element contributing to this

principle is consistency in determining how individual assignment and

module marks combine to generate an overall classification of award such as a

upper second class degree, merit or grade point average, but there is clear

evidence in the UK that practices vary significantly between and within

universities (Yorke et al. 2004; QAA 2006a), leaving degree classification

unreliable and inconsistent (Elton, 2004). Above all, comparability and con-

sistency are related to ensuring quality standards and fairness rather than a

direct link to assessment for learning.

Comparability and consistency apply specifically to summative assess-

ment and are regulated through course approval, second marking and

external monitoring, with all the costs and bureaucracy involved. As Gibbs

(2006b) points out, the difficulty of engaging those students with a strategic

approach to their learning has led staff to make all assignments summative,

which means the full panoply of expensive procedures comes into force with

precious resources diverted away from teaching.

Equity

Students enjoy equal opportunity to effectively demonstrate their

learning. There is an overriding need to improve the performance of higher

education in promoting equity, and assessment has its part to play in that drive.

This principle may be considered from a compliance point of view, for example

ensuring that practice complies with legislation. Alternatively, programmes and

institutions can take a proactive approach which encourages students to cele-

brate and express diversity and difference within their assessed work.

Chapter 10 on supporting widening participation and student diversity

tackles this principle in a practical way. It recommends that, in general, good

assessment practice is also inclusive assessment practice. Implementing
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equity includes making reasonable adjustments for students’ special educa-

tional needs and/or disabilities and ensuring cross-institutional consistency

in assessment procedures such as extenuating circumstances claims,

providing for specific learning needs (see precept 5 in QAA 2006c), blind

second marking and anonymous marking.

The principle of equity is important for all the four purposes of assess-

ment – certification, student learning, quality assurance and lifelong learning

capacity.

Practicability

Assessment tasks must be practicable for both staff and students in

terms of the time needed for completion and marking. There is

always likely to be a trade-off between other principles and practicability.

Knight (2006), for example, in discussing students’ performance as profes-

sionals, points out that reliable judgements can only be made when there

have been several observations by multiple observers in a range of contexts,

which is not very practicable in terms of resources. Practicability also relates

to the amount and timing of assessment, and the need to avoid bunching of

assessment deadlines. Availability of staff, venue, equipment and technical

support for examinations and assignments is also an important issue of

practicability. Imaginative and valid assessments have come unstuck at the

point of finding sufficient space, staff or equipment to operate.

Modular degrees have brought concerns about over-assessment. Ross

(2005) argues that streamlining assessment is necessary to enable staff and

students to cope with the changing environment in higher education, par-

ticularly growth in student numbers. He also proposes ‘stripping-back’ of

assessment to ‘its fundamental relationship with learning outcomes’ as a

means of making it practicable in the contemporary context. Chapters 12 and

13 discuss methods of managing the student assessment workload.

Transparency

Information, guidance, rules and regulations on assessment should

be clear, accurate, consistent and accessible to all staff, students,

practice teachers and external examiners. This principle has been of

growing importance over the last decade in the UK as institutional processes

have become more clearly subject to external audit and review. Transparency

is seen as a key element of institutional accountability (Orr 2005), where clear

procedures and rules facilitate external scrutiny. These include identifying

learning outcomes and marking criteria, extension and extenuating
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circumstances rules, and second marking and moderation procedures. While

much of this may not necessarily improve learning from assessment, it does

allow the system to be ‘judged in relation to its overall coherence and

transparency’ (Crook et al. 2006: 96), suggesting that reliability in assessment

has been substituted by a concern for reliability of assessment procedures

(Brown and Knight 1994).

On a more positive note, many academics associate transparency with

fairness, better communication and avoiding confusion between staff and

students as the rules and structures are made less opaque (Gosling and Moon

2002; Orr 2005). Sadler (2005) supports the drive towards transparency,

noting that mysterious criteria and standards lead to a relationship of

dependency between student and tutor. Students rely on tutor judgement

because they have no concept of how their work is being judged, leaving

them unable to regulate their own learning.

The drive towards transparency is seen in various forms. UK institutions

are required to write and publish programme specifications. In relation to

assessment, it is the view of the QAA (2006c) that clear, public marking criteria

and marking schemes are important in ensuring that marking is carried out

fairly and consistently across all disciplines. However, evidence discussed

under ‘reliability’ would suggest that transparency in relation to ‘complex’

assignments is an enormous challenge. Orr (2005: 178) argues that tutors

develop ideas and beliefs about assessing students which determine how they

judge work and ‘this implicit approach may contradict the explicit require-

ments’ given to students. Price (2005) cites a range of studies where variation

between staff continued despite the use of assessment criteria.

Furthermore, information such as assessment criteria provides limited

help to students as they require interpretation within the context of the given

situation (Crook et al. 2006). As a consequence, O’Donovan et al. (2004) argue

that, rather than dispense with ‘transparent’ information, teachers in higher

education need to use participative methods in order to help students learn

the tacit knowledge associated with assessment, to begin to make the hidden

more visible (see Chapter 5).

A further feature of transparency is demonstration of fair and transparent

mechanisms for marking and moderating marks (QAA 2006c) so that all

stakeholders are able to judge their appropriateness. Case study 1 is an

example of a response to this pressure. The moderator’s concern for evidence

that the students have individually met the learning outcomes entails time

spent by students (writing) and staff (marking) which may add little in terms

of student learning.

Overall, transparency is important for ‘student learning’ but also for

‘quality assurance’ because of the links to institutional accountability. In the

UK, quality assurance is based on the academic infrastructure which is con-

trolled by the QAA (2006d).
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Attribution

Tasks should generate clear evidence that the work (of whatever

nature) has been produced by the candidate. This relates to a range of

malpractice including plagiarism but also collusion – for example, where a

student team is prepared to represent one or more of their members’ con-

tributions inaccurately. This principle has come to the fore in recent years as

the internet and electronic communication have significantly increased

concerns about plagiarism and cheating.

This is important for ‘certification’ as institutions and external stake-

holders, quite reasonably, want to be assured that students have achieved the

learning for the award they have gained. Stringent efforts are gradually

developing across the higher education sector to tackle malpractice, with a

holistic approach recommended which includes both prevention and detec-

tion (MacDonald and Carroll 2006). The emphasis in this book will be on

incorporating malpractice prevention into the teaching of modules (Chapter

4) and the design of assessment strategies which help to prevent it (Chapters

11 and 12).

Conclusion and possible ways forward

The foregoing discussion has illustrated the conflicting nature of established

principles underlying assessment practice. If we link these principles back to

our initial discussion of the purposes of assessment, we can see that each

purpose emphasises different principles and is hindered by others:

1. Certification emphasises validity, reliability, equity and

attribution.

2. Student learning emphasises validity, effectiveness, practicability,

equity and some aspects of transparency.

3. Quality assurance needs validity, reliability, transparency, equity,

comparability and consistency.

4. Lifelong learning emphasises validity, effectiveness, equity and

elements of transparency.

Therefore, in designing our assessment strategies, we need to be aware of the

different purposes and principles of assessment and the need to achieve bal-

ance. Traditionally assessment has focused on measurement, the summative

assessment of learning (Boud 2000), and most institutions still stress the

measurement aspects of assessment with little concern for other purposes

(Gibbs and Simpson 2004–5; Hounsell 2006). In addition, in the current era of
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accountability, universities are now placing considerable emphasis on the

quality assurance aspects of assessment with comparable, consistent and

transparent procedures which may also have little to do with supporting

learning.

However, researchers are now stressing the importance of balancing

concerns about assessment of learning (certification and quality assurance)

with assessment for and as learning (student learning, lifelong learning), as

discussed in Chapter 2. ‘We are not arguing for unreliable assessment but we

are arguing that we should design assessment, first, to support worthwhile

learning, and worry about reliability later’ (Hounsell et al. 2006: 1). Of course,

this idea of abandoning the quest for reliable and transparent university

assessment in an age of accountability would be institutional suicide, and it

does not take great powers of imagination to predict the newspaper headlines.

Consequently, a pragmatic approach has to be one of balance across a stu-

dent’s programme. It has to be one where care is taken in assignment design

to reconcile the potential contradictory effects of different assessment pur-

poses and underlying principles. This is a key proposition underpinning the

content of this book as the different principles discussed earlier are developed

in relation to all aspects of the assessment cycle.

That process is commenced here by returning to our case studies in order

to consider ways to tackle the shortcomings that they illustrate (see Tables

3.2–3.4).

Table 3.2 Case study 1: group presentation

Principle Potential enhancements

Reliability Use two markers for the student presentations. Markers (and

students) agree marking criteria in advance and share understanding

by marking a formative presentation or video of a presentation.

Comparability and

consistency

Staff estimate learning hours required by students to complete the

assessment and compare these with learning hours for alternative

assessments in order to judge weighting.

Equity Consider putting international students in common language

groups to ease communication. Discuss requirements with disabled

students and identify any reasonable adjustments.

Attribution Students are required to keep ‘minutes’ of their group meetings

identifying attendance, decisions made and action taken. These

allow the tutor to gain some indication of individual contributions.

Alternatively, group pages are set up on virtual learning environment

and the tutor can check individual contributions to the discussion.
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Table 3.3 Case study 2: unseen examination

Principle Potential enhancements

Validity Change examination paper to part B type questions only. Give no

choice but provide exemplar questions early in the programme so

that students direct their efforts towards the intended learning.

Reliability Develop assessment criteria and marking scheme in discussion with

module tutors. Staff team pre-mark sample scripts to discuss and

agree interpretation of marking scheme.

Effectiveness Change examination as above but include mock examination part-

way using self- and peer assessment to help students explore their

achievement against standards.

Transparency Publish assessment criteria and marking scheme. Peer and self-

assessment of mock paper to help students better understand the

scheme.

Practicality Consider shorter examination with focus on key concepts to assess

whole course but reduce marking.

Equity Consider second mode of assessment for module which offers

students an alternative way to demonstrate their learning.

Table 3.4 Case study 3: online multiple choice quiz

Principle Potential enhancements

Validity Ensure that the second mode of assessment for the module focuses

on application of knowledge, perhaps through an investigation or

project.

Effectiveness Generate each test uniquely from question banks and allow students

to sit a test as many times as they like in each week with only the last

attempt counting – to encourage students to engage with feedback.

Use second assessment as above to encourage deep approach to

subject matter.

Equity Discuss test format with disabled students and disability officer or

learning technologist to identify appropriate adjustments.

Attribution Procedure must ensure students can only log on in their own name.
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