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Assessment is integral to learning

In recent years, there has been a move away from the expectation that assessment
is (just) a measurement of the outcomes of learning, towards an acceptance that
assessment is an integral part of the process of learning. Even so, there remain
issues to address. University teachers still assess too much (Race 2010) and continue
to adopt ways of measuring students’ achievement that were used when a smaller
proportion of the population participated in higher education. For students, there
can seem to be so much assessment that they become excessively strategic in their
learning — giving time only to those things that will ‘count’ towards their degrees.
So we know what’s wrong with assessment and feedback, and what we need to
achieve by changing assessment to enhance student learning. The issue is: how
best to redesign assessment to make it fit-for-purpose?

Assessment is a complex, nuanced and intricate activity. To make it fit-for-purpose
it is necessary to take account of context, level, learning environment, students’
background, individual differences and learning content. As Sadler noted:

The indispensable conditions for improvement are that the student comes to
hold a concept of quality roughly similar to that held by the teacher, is able
to monitor continuously the quality of what is being produced during the act of
production itself, and hasa repertoire of alternative moves or strategies from which
to draw at any given point. In other words, students have to be able to judge the
quality of what they are producing and be able to regulate what they are doing
during the doing of it.

(Sadler 1989, p. 121)
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Sadler was a lead contributor to ‘Assessment 2020’ (Boud & Associates 2010), in

which experienced practitioners agreed on seven recommendations at a national

level in Australia for making assessment and feedback fitfor-purpose, noting that

assessment has most effect when:

L. itis used to engage students in learning that is productive

2. feedback is used to actively improve student learning

3. students and teachers become responsible partners in learning and assessment

4. students are inducted into the assessment practices and cultures of higher

education

assessment for learning is placed at the centre of subject and program design

assessment for learning is a focus for staff and institutional development

7. assessment provides inclusive and trustworthy representation of student
achievement.

S

These chime clearly with Gibbs’ (2010b) seven tactics for tuning assessment and

feedback to learning, which propose that teachers should:

L. capture student time and effort, distributing that effort appropriately across
topics and weeks

2. generate high-quality learning effort, oriented towards clear and high standards

provide sufficient feedback, often enough, and in enough detail

4. focus feedback on students performance, on actions under their control, rather
than on students themselves or their characteristics

5. make feedback timely, while it still matters to students, in time for them to use

it towards further learning, or to receive further assistance

link feedback to what students believe they are supposed to be doing

7. ensure that feedback is not only received, but is attended to, so that students act
on it to change their future learning and performance.

oo

I

Race (2010) argues that assessment can be improved dramatically by linking it to

seven straightforward factors which underpin successful learning. He argues that

we need to:

1. design assessment so that students want to learn, rather than assessing in ways
that promote anxiety -

2. help students to develop ownership of the need to learn by making clear to
students the intended outcomes and associated evidence of achievement

3. use contact time with students to engage them in learning by doing (practice,
trial-and-error, repetition) so that they become well-rehearsed in producing
evidence of achievement

4. ensure students get quick and useful feedback — from university teachers and
from each other

5. use assessment and feedback to help students to make sense of what they
learn
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6. getstudents to deepen their learning by coaching other students, and explaining
things to each other, practising to communicate effectively what they have
learned back to us in assessment contexts

7. allow students to deepen learning by assessing their own learning and that of
others ‘during the doing of it’ (Sadler 1989). This can be achieved through self
and peer assessment, helping students to see how assessment works in practice, so
that they understand the rules of the game, and can give the game their best shot.

The qualities of assessment

Before delving further into a discussion of approaches to assessment, it is important

to understand some of the key terms widely used in the literature on assessment:

« . Validityis about how well we’re measuring exactly what we're trying to measure,
and boils down to how effectively we’re measuring evidence of achievement of
the published learning outcomes.

«  Reliability is essentially about fairness, and getting away as far as possible from
subjective judgements, especially in contexts where different assessors would
be likely to award quite different marks or grades for a given candidate’s essay,
report or answer to an exam question.

« Transparency is about how well students themselves know how the assessment
works, and how much they feel they can trust the processes used and
judgements made on their work.

« Inclusivity is about the extent to which we can make assessment ‘a level
playing field’ for all students, including those with particular needs, cultural
backgrounds or learning problems.

. Authenticity is about two things - first, the extent to which it can be guaranteed
that what is assessed is the work of the student concerned, and not plagiarised
or copied; and second, how closely what is assessed links to the world outside
universities and what students will need when employed.

«  Fairnessis critically important to students and assessors alike, and overlaps with
several of the factors listed above (see overview by Flint & Johnson 2011).

YOUR TI:IOUGHTS

Review an assessment activity that your students undertake and check the extent to which it
aligns with each of the qualities.

To achieve all of these qualities in a single assessment element is almost impossible,
but it may be possible to improve some aspects without radically altering design.
The assessment profile of a subject — that is, the range of assessments conducted
over the length of the course — can ensure that assessment design cumulatively
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satisfies each of the qualities. Assessment also needs to be manageable, for
university teachers and students. It already takes considerable time, so efforts to
diversify to match quality criteria should not add to the volume of assessment.
Rather, we should replace long or repetitive assessment with shorter, sharper and
more-focused learning opportunities.

A fit-for-purpose approach to assessment

Before designing an assessment strategy for a degree program, consider the
following questions, which will help 'you to articulate how your assessment
strategies are fit-for-purpose in terms of context, cohort of students, level of study
and subject area:

o Why am I assessing?

o What am I assessing?

« How am I assessing?

« Who is undertaking the assessment?

»  When should assessment take place?

The purposes of assessment

The purpose of assessment can vary from supportive, formative assignments in

non-threatening contexts that we might use early to help students get the measure

of how they are doing, through to final-stage summative assessments, designed

to test whether the student is fit to practise in high-risk contexts like medicine

or aviation. In-class group activities, including peer review, might be suitable for

the former, while Objective Structured Clinical Examinations (OSCEs), where

students demonstrate capability in a large range of short practical tasks,”might

better fit the latter (see Case 5.2 below).
Other purposes of assessment might include:

. enabling students to get the measure of their achievement (finding out what
they know and what they don’t yet know)

« providing feedback so that students can improve and remedy deficiencies, and
become aware of strengths and weaknesses

« helping students to consolidate their learning (often students report not really
‘getting it’ until they construct an assignment on a particular topic)

. providing students with opportunities to demonstrate evidence of their
competence and thereby employability

. motivating students to engage in deep learning (see Chapter 2, Hunt et al. 2012)

. helping students make choices to drop subjects where no consistent ability is
demonstrated, or to continue with weaker subjects which are, nevertheless,
essential to core study areas
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« giving feedback to teachers on their own effectiveness (a few poor pieces of
student work may reflect on your students; lots of weak assignments may reflect
on the assessment design, task briefing, assessment arrangements or teaching)

« providing statistics for internal and external agencies (without which higher
education systems will come to a grinding halt).

Choosing what to assess

When designing an assessment, we need to decide whether we are assessing
product or process (or both), theory or practice (or both), subject knowledge as a
discrete area or its application to professional or other contexts. Some areas lend
themselves to computer-based multiple-choice tests, which can provide instant
feedback to students on basic subject knowledge, while others require students
to demonstrate critical thinking and reflection through, for example, critical
incident accounts, where students identify two or three incidents from a reflective
diary and report using a template proforma on the context in which they were
working, what they did, what use they made of theory to choose particular lines of
action, what happened as a result, what were the short- and long-term outcomes,
what they learned from the experiences and what they would do differently next
time.

We may also ask whether we are assessing what we’'ve always assessed or what
it’s easy to assess. Authentic, relevant, assessment can be challenging to design and
tricky to implement, but students tend to take it more seriously if they can see the
sense of what they are doing and recognise how it fits into their overall programs
of study, in what Biggs (2003) describes as a constructively aligned approach
(Angelo 2012).

Choosing methods of assessment

Many universities rely on a small range of assessment methods: essays, unseen
written exams, reports and multiple-choice tests (usually computer-based). Each
has merit, but a wider range of assessment methods adds value in terms of student
learning, as long as the range of methods is not so great that students never have
the chance to get used to any single method (Gibbs & Dunbar-Goddet 2007).
Using a range of diverse methods of assessment is valuable because each method
disadvantages some students. Using a range of methods means that students
are assessed across a range of abilities and skills, and that everyone has some
opportunities to play to strengths.

Table 5.1 is intended to illustrate and explain ways of designing assessment. It is
not exhaustive. Rather, the elements are a starting place from which to adapt and
extend ideas, as appropriate, to different disciplines and contexts.
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Using effective assessment to promote lea'ningf
4

Choosing who is best placed to assess

The majority of assessment in higher education is based on university teachers
undertaking the work, but other agents can make a valuable contribution.
Students can assess one another’s outputs as individuals or working in groups
to assess the work of other groups (inter-peer assessment). An understanding of
what the assessment criteria mean is essential (get the students engaging with
brainstorming what the criteria should be as a preparation for the task). Students
also need guidance on ‘final language’ (Boud 1995, p- 45) to avoid devastating
their peers with thoughtless comments, Peer assessment also needs extensive
briefing and rehearsal to avoid collusion and unfair practices. As students become
sophisticated in its use, its value becomes more apparent.

To assess students’ ability to collaborate, get them working together in groups
and then ask students to rate one-another’s input, based on evidence against
clearly articulated criteria (intra-peer group assessment). This is a much better
way to assess process than tutors trying to watch each group in action. Both
forms of peer assessment provide a good grounding for students to learn to
Jjudge their own work and become competent at self assessment and reflection
(Boud 1995). It is also an excellent means by which learners can get inside the
assessment process, so that they take more seriously the feedback they receive
from tutors.

Other agents for assessment can include clients in practical domains, for
example, in legal practice surgeries where students provide walk-in clients with
advice under the supervision of trained solicitors, Many disciplines already make
use of employers, practice tutors and line managers, but there is significant scope
for wider use of such colleagues in a broader range of subject areas.

When should assessment take place?

Significant amounts of assessment in higher education take place at the end
of the learning process. Yet, it may be best to avoid excessive ‘sudden death’
assessment, where students remain un-assessed for long periods of time followed
by only one high-risk opportunity to demonstrate their learning. Incremental
assessment, where students provide elements of a large assignment over the period
of its construction and receive feedback from tutors, peers or both is efficient in -
reducing student failure and underachievement, and is also a good strategy for
reducing plagiarism. Continuous assessment, where students undertake a number
of smaller, separately assessed, tasks also spreads the risk and enables students to
learn from feedback to improve the next assignment.

When designing an assessment strategy, it is also important to avoid giving
students no assessed work for some time and then giving multiple assignments
with clashing submission dates (commonly known as ‘Week 7 Blues’), which is
stressful and risky for students.
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Giving fast, effective feedback to students

Too often students seem interested only in their mark, avoiding interest in the

detailed written comments that staff have provided. We therefore argue that

staff should make time during orientation to help students to understand the
importance of feedback and the value of spending time reflecting on it. Benefits
can accrue from providing opportunities for students to respond to feedback,

- for example, by giving students follow-up tasks or giving them ‘feed-forward’

comments to improve their next assignment. Tactics that can help students to

make use of feedback include the following (Race 2010): -

+  Give students some immediate feedback when they submit work. For example, get them
to hand in their essays or reports at the start of a lecture, and immediately issue
a short summary of likely ‘frequently encountered problems’ in the assignment
concerned. Another useful tactic is to provide this even before they attempt
the task.

+  Give students marks only when they've tried working them out themselves, making use of
Jeedback given on their work. Incentivise this by offering that if the mark suggested
by the student is within (say) five per cent of the actual mark awarded by the
assessor, the higher number goes forward. This also allows those students who
really do need a chat with the assessor (e.g., those whose mark is more than
five per cent away from the tutor’s mark) to be identified, focusing time and
energy of feedback discussions on those students who can benefit most from
individual feedback.

*  Use much shorter assessments. Rather than using one 3500-word essay, have two
or three much shorter, sharper tasks, such as a 200-word (exac:ly) digest of
what Smith and Jones say about Topic X, a 100-word summary of the main
points in Chapter 2 of Bloggs, and a 300-word annotated bibliography of the
five most important papers on Topic Y. Shorter pieces of work require higher-
level thinking than a ‘waffleable’ essay. They are fast to mark, and have less
likelihood of plagiarism.

Get students to make judgements on their work, by filling in a short self-assessment
proforma before they submit. This means they have the chance to reflect before
it is assessed, and improve it before submitting. It also means that assessors
know more about what the student thinks of the piece of work, and can fine-
tune feedback accordingly.

Brown et al. (1994) indicated ways to give feedback promptly and efficiently. All

the approaches can save staff time when assessing, but tend to involve additional

time and skill in the design process. They include:

+  Use assignment return sheets, showing how marks link to learning outcomes, and
enabling students to indicate the extent to which criteria have been achieved
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by completing Likert scales, e.g., ranging from ‘fully met’ through ‘partly met’
to ‘not yet met’ and so on.

» Provide model answers which demonstrate good answers, and explain why they
are good. Huxham (2007) demonstrated that model answers in formative
feedback result in higher scores in summative assignments than personalised
individual feedback.

«  Give groups oral feedback on cohort performance, common errors and shared
areas for improvement within classroom settings or as podcasts via the subject
website. This makes feedback a shared learning experience.

» Provide a collective written assignment report, so that students see how to improve
and how they compare to others.

» Build and use a statement bank of commonly used feedback comments which
can be given to students electronically or in hard copy, enabling detailed
formative feedback with minimum effort.

o Use well designed computer-aided assessment to maximise the speed with which
students receive feedback. This is most applicable where there are large
cohorts of students and frequently repeated curriculum materials.

« Incorporate elements of self and peer review, particularly formatively, so that
students can measure the quality of work by applying criteria to each others’
and their own work.

CASE 5.1 SUPER-FAST FEEDBACK ON INCREMENTAL ASSESSED TASKS
Sarah Nixo_n_gnd Louise Williams, Liverpool John Moores University

The context is a third-year module on Business for Sport with around 40 students. Dissatisfied
with their previous end-point assessment methods where students could not benefit from
feedback, tutors decided to implement weekly tasks within the Friday whole-day sessions,
which culminated in an assessment task which they marked over the weekend and returned
on Mondays. Students were originally horrified at the idea, but nowadays appreciate the
chance to achieve tasks and get regular really fast feedback.

Tutors were particularly keen that assignments be authentic and lead to learning. Some
elements are individual, but _most are group tasks including presentations and product.
development. Students take the work seriously and the teaching team is delighted by the high
levels of commitment and creativity demonstrated by students, who are gaining employability
skills. Attendance has improved to over 90 per cent, compared with parallel modules where
attendance is as poor as 20 per cent on Fridays. Achievement is high, with one group
convincing a supermarket chain of their marketing idea. Students find the workloac heavy
but enjoy the high levels of engagement. Some get annoyed if their grades are affected by
low commitment and achievement of fellow group members, but each element of assessment
carries relatively low weighting overall. It is indicated to them that in real life contexts overall
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performance will also be dependent on a team’s weakest elements. Currently these assessed
tasks are accompanied by short individual reflections and 1500-word essays, but the team is

Using authentic assessment to promote learning

Students are more likely to take assessment seriously if they think staff are playing
fair (Sambell et al. 1997) by assessing material from across the breadth of the
curriculum rather than cherrypicking elements to assess, which carries high risk for
students who try to guess which particular areas will come up in their assessment.
Too often assignments test what is easy to test, rather than the heart of what has been
learned. Effective assignments test students’ capabilities in ways that are relevant to
their own contexts, and which have a level of intrinsic value for learning.

Where students study professional or vocational programs, it is important to
ensure that tasks use or simulate real-life practices, and that students are evaluated
by demonstrating their competences rather than their ability to write about such
competences. As Bloxham and Boyd (2007, p. 193) argue: ‘Being able :0 reproduce
knowledge in a decontextualised examination does not guarantee that knowledge
can be used in a real-life setting’.

CASE 5.2 AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENT
Julia Tum, Leeds Metropolitan University

In the UK Centre for Events Management, teams of staff teach three second-year modules.
One assessment uses Practically Assessed Structured Scenarios (PASS), adapted from Objective
Structured Cliinical Examinations (OSCE) which have been used effectively in medical and
veterinary education for many years. An OSCE is a checklist marking approach 1o assessment
that enhances consistency between multiple assessors. It also provides relevant and challenging
short scenarios which can be used to assess students’ understanding and the application of
theories.
The reasons the assessment style changed were to:
 replace outdated formal examinations and a report writing assessment
» ensure validity and relevance for industry needs
« encourage a deeper understanding of the taught material and the relevance and usefulness
of its application
« ensure that the assessment was realistic, challenging and reflected the evervday pressures
of decision-making in the events industry
= minimise time for marking, moderation and recording of marks.

All three modules have their unigue 20-30 minute assessment which is accessed by students
successively entering different rooms pre-prepared with assessment scenarios, which they
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tackle individually. There is a tutor in each room, and 270 students pass through a suite of
rooms and are assessed on the same day, with their marks standardised, moderated and
recorded, within two days. Students can elect to have further feedback at a private meeting.
Otherwise generic feedback is posted online.

Students report that the whole day is stressful, but authentic, and that each of -he
scenarios tests different elements of the modules in a practical way. The marks represent a
good cross-section of grades, rewarding students for hard work and insightful comments,
and not rewarding those who have failed to prepare for the assessment. Most of the scenarios
are undertaken individually, but in one of the modules, students are assessed in small groups.
Actors playing industry-relevant roles have been involved on some occasions to make zhe
situations even more authentic.

Designing assessment to improve
achievement and retention

Higher Education Statistics Agency data indicate that student drop-out is higher
among students from low-participation neighbourhoods, students in receipt of
Disabled Students’ Allowance, mature-aged undergraduate students and students
from lower socio-economic groups (Yorke & Longden 2004, cited by Brown 2011).
In this context, it is important that your assessment strategy offers low-stakes,
formative assessment in the first part of a degree program to enhance retention.
Assessment should be formative, informative, developmental and remediable.
Yorke argues that the links to assessment are crucial:

Roughly two-thirds of premature departures take place in, or at the end of, the
first year of full-time study in the UK. Anecdotal evidence from a number of
institutions indicates that early poor performance can be a powerful disincentive
to continuation, with students feeling that perhaps they were not cut out for
higher education after all — although the main problems are acculturation and

acclimatisation to studying.
. (Yorke 1999, p. 37)

Students, especially but not exclusively those from disadvantaged backgrounds,
may need guidance atinduction on understanding the various academic discourses
that are employed within the subject and the institution if they are to be successful
at learning through assessment (Northedge 2003, p. 173). It is also likely that
we will need to help them to understand when writing needs to be personal and
based on individual experience, such as in a reflective diary, and when it needs to
be formal, using academic conventions like passive voice and third person, as in
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written reports and essays. Students who just don’t ‘get it’ are more likely to fail
early assignments.

Colleagues at Central Queensland University explored the impact that starting
a course can have on student achievement and retention. They found only weak
correlations between student performance and percentage attendance, but strong
correlations between student performance and attendance in the first two weeks
of class. In another study they found that students w\ho missed the first two weeks
received marks that were between seven and nine per cent lower than the average
(Hamilton et al. 2007). Taken together, these findings reinforce the message that
student orientation is critical. While it is important to have early zssessment in a
program, we need to ensure that late starters are not excessively disadvantaged.

Computer-aided assessment (CAA) can support retention effectively when it
is used to let students know early on how they are doing; for example, through
the use of weekly CAA tests incorporating feedback on right and wrong answers.
Students like the chance to find out how they are doing, and attempt tests several
times in an environment where no-one else is watching how they do. This approach
allows first-year tutors to monitor what is going on across a cohort, enabling staff
to concentrate their energies on students who are repeatedly doing badly or those
who are not engaging at all in the activity. For example, Professor Bill Buchanan,
School of Computing at Edinburgh Napier University, UK, designed ‘So you want
to be a millionaire?’ - a computer-based, multiple-choice game, with hundreds
of questions at various levels of difficulty. Easy questions are presented first with
questions gradually getting more difficult. As soon as students get cne wrong they
are returned to lower-level questions for a while, until they work up to more difficult
ones. Students work alone or in groups with the question bank, striving to get to
the highest level questions, accumulating considerable practice and immediate
formative feedback along the way.

Using assessment to improve student confidence

Dweck (2000) argues that students’ self-theories about intelligence can affect
learning and achievement (see Stewart 2012). Students who hold a fixed theory of
intelligence — for example, ‘T am no good at maths’ — are more likely to interpret
failure on an assessment as proof that they themselves are failures. Others have
more malleable views of intelligence: when they get poor marks, they see it as a
challenge to overcome rather than an insurmountable problem. Dweck suggests
that students subscribing to a fixed theory of intelligence need ‘a diet of easy
successes’ with incremental feedback to confirm their ability. Hence we advocate
streamlining assessment to include early successes via regular, small assessed tasks
with positive, constructive feedback.

Students may have difficulty in making the transition into higher education
from school, college, work or other contexts and may find it problematic to
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decipher what is required of them. For non-traditional students to succeed in
higher education, they have to become meta-learners, able to decode assessment
requirements. Bowl’s study of non-traditional entrants to higher education noted
how difficult these students found it to penetrate the discourses of acacemic
study. Issues included ‘understanding what tutors wanted and what advice and
support they were prepared to offer, and making sense of academic cultures and
conventions’ (2003, p. 88). As one student said:

The hardship was not understanding. When they give you an assignment and say
it was on this handout. But my difficulty is not understanding what to do at first
... It's reading as well as putting what you read into your essay ... I can read and
understand it, but then you have to incorporate it into your own words. But in the
words they want you to say it in, not just: She said this, and this is the way it should
be. The words, the proper language.

(Bowl 2003, p. 90

Conclusion

Assessment is the engine that drives student learning, and it is your job to make this
engine runsmoothlyand efficiently. As a university teacher, you have a responsibility
to ensure that your assessment processes and instruments encourage students
to take ownership of objectives and understand the standards of the required
evidence of achievement. For, indeed, assessment is the basis of the qualifications
students want to take away from higher education as their passport to the rest of
their careers. Nothing you do for your students is more important than assessing
their learning fairly, openly and in a well-planned way. Since assessment takes up a
significant part of teaching time, it is important to spend this time wisely. We hope
that the discussion in this chapter will help you to maximise the benefits of the
time spent designing and implementing assessment, and hence help your students
to demonstrate their optimum potential in the range of assessment opportunities
they encounter.
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‘New teachers are
nof the only petential
beneficiaries of the
knowledge and
experiise within the
pages of this book —
those who have been
teaching for scme
time are also iikely
to find ideas for the
depelopment of their
pedagogic practice.

I can truthfully say
that I have.’
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