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Hello, my name is Margaret Price, I’m from Oxford Brookes University.  I’m sure you have said, or perhaps you’ve heard colleagues say, “I know a 2.1 when I see it.”  So in other words, we have a real understanding of level.  Now what I want to propose to you today is that that real understanding of level is both made up of a combination of explicit and tacit knowledge.  So a meaningful understanding of assessment standards requires a combination of explicit and tacit knowledge.  By assessment standards, it’s one of those things that’s quite debated in higher education.  What I mean by it is: what a student has to do, and how well they have to do it.  

Now this idea is clearly an idea that might underpin a lot of important decisions that we make in terms of practice in higher education.  Some people might think well it’s self-evident; to some people it may be a new idea introduced to them.

So the idea of meaningful knowledge, meaningful knowledge is a combination of both tacit and explicit knowledge.  What do I mean by explicit knowledge?  Explicit knowledge is knowledge that can be articulated or written down.  And you know, I’m sure, examples such as learning outcomes, criteria and level descriptors.  And that is the dominant logic of the education system at the moment, these are used to make our assessment standards transparent to students and to each other.  However, there is also tacit knowledge, and that’s knowledge that can’t easily be articulated.  So in other words, we hold that knowledge, but we can’t just express it easily to one another.  (Polarni?) says, “We know more than we can tell.”  And once you have that tacit knowledge and hold it, again, you don’t necessarily recognise you have it.  And for those that haven’t yet acquired it, it’s pretty much impenetrable to the non-cognisanti – if that’s how you pronounce it.  A good example is in wine tasting.  You learn wine tasting through practice, and you come to know about how to do it, but it’s extremely difficult to explain it to others.

So what does the theory say about the tacit knowledge in relation to understanding assessment standards?  A single minded focus on explicit articulation falls short of providing students and staff with common and meaningful knowledge of standards and criteria.  (Bomard?) goes even further, and he says that it isn’t only necessary to have both tacit and explicit knowledge, but actually the tacit dimension can be crushed or stubbed out by an over-emphasis on explicit knowledge.

Well what about in practice?  Well in the early nineties, in Brookes Business School, we had bought into the idea of explicit criteria being the answer to communicating transparent assessment standards.  We identified all the criteria that were used within the school, and for each of the criteria we wrote descriptors for A, B+ etc., right through to Refer and Fail.  And this grid was then used by staff across the school, and obviously for each assessment the students were given those detailed descriptors according to the criteria that were being used to assess them.

So the question is: did it work?  Can explicit criteria descriptors create common understanding?  Well for the staff, they thought the grid worked really, really well.  Unfortunately, the descriptors that were written were for advanced level undergraduate modules, and yet the staff were happily using the same words for the same levels, for both first year undergraduate and postgraduate assessment.  So really we question whether or not it does create a common understanding.  For students, they could see why we were doing it, and what benefit was supposed to come from it, but without any explanation or exemplars, it really wasn’t any use to them.  Just to be put into a work book with no discussion about those criteria or those descriptors, meant it was absolutely useless to students.

So how on earth do we go about transferring tacit knowledge in practice?  Well having discovered that the criteria grid was not working on its own, we devised what we call an intervention for the first year students in our school, and they did marking exercises, a short workshop of an hour and a quarter, and we provided them with exemplars of work similar to what they were going to be doing for their assessed piece of work.  And there’s details of this in the references I have at the end.

So having gone through those socialisation processes, because you transfer tacit knowledge through socialisation processes, so did those socialisation processes transfer that tacit knowledge to develop a meaningful understanding of assessment standards, or meaningful knowledge?  Well if we are to measure understanding of assessment standards through performance, the students who had participated in those workshops - and it was a voluntary activity, and 50% of the students did participate, and we repeated this for three years - the students who did attend the workshops, on average, achieved 6% higher marks than the non-participants.  Now I can already hear you saying, “Ah but that’s because it was the more able students that came to the workshops.”  We were able to do a baseline comparator on a previous module that they had all done, and we found that the profile of the two groups of students were exactly the same, so we’re pretty confident that that 6% mark came as a result of the workshop.

Now the way that we did it is possibly not the only way that you might attempt to do tacit knowledge transfer.  Using exemplars, having some sort of discussion, using peer review, but coming through, not the ordinary explicit route, we think this will work.  We know of a few people who are experimenting in this area, but we also know it’s not very common at the moment.  But it would be interesting to look at some of those methods to see which are most effective.  But clearly, what we have concluded is that no one method of knowledge transfer, either explicit or tacit, by itself, is robust enough to deliver meaningful knowledge.  Meaningful knowledge of assessment standards is best communicated and understood through the use of a combination of both explicit and tacit transfer processes.
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