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Hello, I’m Reynold Macdonald from Sheffield Halham University.  As an Academic Developer, I’m interested in looking more holistically at assessment.  Not just at assessment practices, but also at policies and regulations which institutions put in place to frame those practices.  If we get it wrong, there is a real danger that institutional processes and systems can drive assessment practices.  There is also the danger that the students’ experience of assessment becomes divorced from their real learning, with the focus on meeting requirements rather than what they are learning.  So I want to briefly explore just a few aspects of a more holistic approach, whilst recognising that it is, in reality, much more complex than I am able to portray in a limited time.

During this short presentation I’d like to consider five aspects of a holistic approach to assessment, concentrating on firstly constructive alignment, secondly the purposes of assessment, thirdly a model of assessment for higher education institutions, fourthly assessment doing double duty, and finally adopting a scholarly and evidence informed approach to what we do.

So firstly looking at constructive alignment.  This work has been brought to people’s attention, partly by John Biggs and his writings, which is very much about aligning learning, teaching and assessment.  And constructive alignment has two elements to it.  Firstly the constructive part, in which students construct meaning through relevant learning activities.  So learning is not something done to students by teachers, but is something learners have to create for themselves.  It is their learning, they have to take responsibility for it and own it.  The second part is the alignment, and that’s what the teacher does.  So they have to set a learning environment that supports the learning activities appropriate to achieving the desired learning outcomes.  So alignment is then about what we want the students to learn, the learning environments through which learners construct their learning, and how we will know they have learnt, and how well the assessment.  Perhaps to take an example of where this can go wrong, if we look at problem based learning where students are involved in challenging and exciting learning activities, but then discover that they are going to be assessed through a three hour unseen examination, the alignment is immediately destroyed because people, the students, are given different messages that it’s passing an exam that counts.  So the misalignment will force students into, perhaps, moving away from the more student centred approaches to learning.

The second aspect we need to consider are the purposes of assessment.  Just to take an example again from Sheffield Halham University’s assessment policy statement, which describes the university’s approach to assessment.  The second and third elements of this of measuring outcomes and ensuring standards, are often experienced as being the main drivers by students and by the institution, where it should be the first one, the determining of students’ learning experience, that drives assessment and learning.  These purposes are underpinned by a set of principles, and staff are encouraged to use these principles and the purposes during course planning, validation and subsequent review.  So it’s not just a paper exercise of setting a policy, these are actually used to frame, shape the students’ learning experience.

The third aspect is a model of assessment for higher education institutions, which I have been working on with Gordon Joughin at the Hong Kong Institute of Education, where what we have been interested in is looking at the different levels where decisions and actions on assessment have an impact.  The first one is at the module level where the assessment happens, where good practice should be identified, and includes aspects such as module design, the students’ current and past assessment experiences, and the staff assessment experiences.  The second level about supporting good practice happens at the course or programme level, and involves aspects such as departmental culture, programme design, encouragement for innovation and improvement, elements of staff development, and various departmental procedures.  The third element, and one that’s perhaps ignored when looking at the actual practice of assessment, is the institutional context for good practice, so the principles, policies and regulations that are set, the resources and funding for innovation.  And this is an area where innovation and good practice can be inhibited, or people perceive barriers, and perhaps needs most work.  And the final level is the external context element, such as the Quality Assurance Agency, professional bodies, external examiners who can have an impact on both perceptions and reality of assessment in higher education.

The next element I’d like to look at is based on the work by David Boud, who has been looking at the role of assessment in developing lifelong learning skills, who identifies that assessment can do what he calls double duty.  What we’re interested in, in lifelong learning, is students being able to identify their own learning goals or needs, taking action to meet these needs, and judging whether they have met them, and if necessary taking further action.  That is, they need to be able to self-assess their learning and the activities they undertake.  But what we get in reality is that assessment has to perform a number of functions, so it may encompass formative assessment for learning and summarative for certification, it may focus on the immediate task and on equipping students for lifelong learning for an uncertain future, and it may attend to both the learning processes and the content.  And there can be tensions in all of these aspects of double duty, but the key is that we need to build into them that students should be undertaking self-assessment for lifelong learning.

The final aspect I’d like to look at is that in trying to arrive at a holistic approach to assessment we should be adopting a scholarly and evidence informed approach.  And again taking an example, the work I’ve been doing with Jude Carroll at Oxford Brookes University on plagiarism, where what we’ve tried to do is recognise that it’s a complex issue, but that what we should be putting an emphasis on is learning and academic integrity, and not about policing and punishing.  So we need to understand the student and staff perspective.  We need to gather evidence to inform our policy practice and regulations.  And we’ve decided that questionnaires are not the way to do this, we actually talk to the students, we talk to the staff, to find out their real experiences as the basis for developing policy practice and regulations.  This involves an ongoing dialogue with staff and students, staff development, ensuring students have the necessary information and skills, and that the appropriate institutional process and regulations are in place which are designed to promote good learning and not just to catch and punish people.  All of this links back to the purposes of assessment on an earlier slide, and the fact that assessment has to perform dual functions.

So to summarise, assessment is a complex issue, and so just to look at assessment practice and trying to change practice is ignoring that complexity.  No one size fits all, and what’s right for one institution may be wrong for another.  And so each institution needs to look at its own cultures, its ways of working, and so on.  And it needs buy-in at all levels of the institution, it’s no good staff saying they want to improve assessment if they feel the institutional regulations and procedures inhibit that.  So dialogue needs to happen there, as does dialogue with professional bodies, external examiners and so on.  The main focus of assessment should be along enhancing learning, as well as on indicating what has been learnt and how well.  The challenge for all of us is to encourage innovation and risk taking in learning and assessment.  And one thing I believe very strongly is that we have to keep going back to remembering who owns the assessment, who has to take responsibility for the assessment, i.e. the learner.  And so finally, some of the references I’ve provided during this presentation.  Thank you.
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