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Assessment defines for students what is important, what counts, how they
will spend their time and how they will see themselves as learners. If you
want to change student learning, then change the methods of assessment.
(Brown, Bull and Pendlebury, 1997: 6)

Introduction
Higher education the world over has been forced to respond to the demands placed on
the sector by two late modern imperatives, globalisation and the massification of
education. In Southern Africa, and in South Africa in particular, the massification
of higher education has a particularly moral dimension, as it implies the need to
respond to the gross historical inequalities of the past, by making the higher education
sector accessible to previously disadvantaged black and working class communities.
This requires the system to be more open, flexible, transparent and responsive to the
needs of under-prepared, adult, lifelong and part-time learners. This, of course,
has implications for appropriate assessment practice in higher education.
The impact of globalisation has meant continuous changes in technology,
work organisation and skill formation, requiring high levels of generic skill at all
levels of work; which in turn have resulted in 'the dilution of the previously rigid
boundaries that have constituted the education and training sectors since the rise of
modern industrialism' (Kraak, 1998: 6). Sometimes referred to as the 'new vocationalism',
this integration of education and training includes a concern to remove what are
considered to be functionally obsolete distinctions between theory and practice,
knowledge and skill, and mentaland manual labour. A further threat to universities'
traditional practice of (re) producing disciplinary knowledge bases is the shift to
applied and interdisciplinary knowledge production which is produced by teams working
beyond the confines of the university and the academic disciplines
(also see Gibbons et al., 1994).

These changes in the global economy, workplace and knowledge
production have meant that employers are now more concerned that
graduates have the ability to learn (i.e. that they be lifelong learners) and
that they possess generic transferable skills than that they possess
appropriate subject knowledge (see for example Harvey et al., 1997). In
Britain, Australia and New Zealand, the Higher Education for Capability
movement has responded to these challenges by introducing the notion of
'capability' as a goal of the higher education curriculum; capability is
understood as the integration of knowledge, skills, understanding and
personal qualities used appropriately and effectively in familiar and
unfamiliar contexts (Stephenson and Yorke, 1998: 2).
In South Africa, contextual imperatives have led to the introduction of
new policies relating to education and the accreditation of qualifications
through a National Qualifications Framework (NQF).1
The socio-economic and policy contexts described above pose enormous
challenges for assessment practice in higher education. Some of the
implications of these contextual and policy shifts are the need to:
• show greater accountability by higher education lecturers to their
governments, communities and students
• cater for a diverse student body who bring different life and learning
experiences to their studies, e.g. through assessment which recognises
and accredits prior learning
• assess 'relevant' knowledge and generic skills in unfamiliar contexts so
that graduates are prepared for the changing, globalised world of work
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Assessment has been variously described as the heart of the student
experience, the cash nexus of learning, the barometer of an educational
system and the quality of teaching it provides, the point of high leverage
for curriculum reform and the moment at which lecturers most intensely
exert power over their students. Rowntree offers a second definition, which
emphasises the intimacy, subjectivity and professional judgement involved:
Assessment in education can be thought of as occurring whenever one
person, in some kind of interaction, direct or indirect, with another, is
conscious of obtaining and interpreting information about the other person.
To some extent or other it is an attempt to know that person. In this light,
assessment can be seen as human encounter.
(1987: 4)

Research by Entwistle (1981) and Ramsden (1992) on deep and surface
approaches to learning suggests that assessment is a key factor in determining
which approach to learning students will adopt.2 Surface approaches are
encouraged, inter alia, by assessment methods which rely entirely on recall of
either trivial or procedural knowledge and poor or absent feedback on progress,
while deep learning is encouraged, inter alia, by methods which encourage
active, long term engagement with tasks (Ramsden, Ibid.).
Given the critical relationship between assessment and student learning
and the changing context in which we teach, in which governments,
employers, communities and, not least, students, are concerned to make
institutions of higher education more accountable for the services they
provide, we are obliged to take our assessment practices seriously and
responsibly. When we are called upon by various stakeholders to account
for our teaching, our assessment of students is likely to be a critical area for
scrutiny, judgement and reflection.
The remainder of this chapter uses five dimensions of the process of
assessment (as suggested by Rowntree):
• why assess?
• what to assess?
• how to assess?
• how to interpret?
how to respond?

Why assess?
It is important to recognise firstly, that assessment can serve a number of
purposes simultaneously and secondly, that if you are responsible for
designing assessment, then you need to be quite clear, before you begin,
what educational purpose(s) your assessment will be serving. Although the
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point is obvious, educators often seem to forget that it is the purpose and
function of an instrument that determines its design. We tend to give little
thought to the first and second dimensions, and begin our explicit planning
of assessment by jumping in at the third dimension - considering assessment methods.
There is general agreement that assessment in an educational context can
be grouped under three broad traditional purposes, with a fourth purpose
having been added more recently. Below we have listed and defined these
purposes:

Diagnostic assessment
Asessment is used to diagnose a student's strengths and weaknesses, and to
determine:
• whether a student is ready to be admitted to a particular learning
programme
• what remedial action may be required to enable a student to progress.

Formative assessment
Assessment is used to provide feedback to students about their progress in
order to:
• motivate students
• help students improve their learning
• consolidate work done to date
• provide a profile of what a student has learnt.

Summative assessment
Assessment is used to provide judgement on students' achievements in
order to:
• establish a student's level of achievement at the end of a programme
• grade, rank or certify students to proceed or exit from the education system
• select students for further learning, employment, etc.
• predict future performance in further study or in employment
• underwrite a license to practise'.
It is through summative assessment that educators exert their greatest
power over their students and it is vital that we exercise this power
responsibly and accountably, by ensuring that our assessments of students
are both valid and reliable (see later in this chapter for discussion on these
two concepts). Importantly, summative (and to a lesser extent, formative)
assessment can also be used for quality assurance of the education system.
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Quality assurance
Here assessment is used to provide judgement on the education system in
order to:
• provide feedback to staff on the effectiveness of their teaching
• assess the extent to which the learning outcomes of a programme have
been achieved
• evaluate the effectiveness of the learning environment
• monitor the quality of an education institution over time.
(with acknowledgement to Brown et al., 1997: 11 and Yorke, 1998: 178)

The first two categories of assessment, diagnostic and formative, are
usually intrinsically motivated, i.e. their purpose is to serve the needs of the
students and lecturers concerned. Summative assessment tends to be
extrinsically motivated, i.e. its purpose is to serve the needs of stakeholders
outside the classroom, such as educational managers, parents, employers,
governments, etc. Assessment therefore serves social as well as educational
purposes, and it is perhaps to state the obvious that different stakeholders

purposes, and then, through lack of time and energy, decide to use the
results for summative purposes. Not only is this kind of practice unfair to
students, but it also undermines the developmental potential of
assessment. Students are entitled to be informed beforehand how their
assessment results will be used. A further consequence of confusing the
different purposes of assessment is that lecturers sometimes assume that
they can add up a series of formative assessment results (e.g. classmarks) in
order to make a summative judgement (ibid.). In assessing students it is
advisable to keep the formative and summative purposes separate. This is
because the reliability concerns of summative assessment are far greater
than they are for formative assessment and confusion of the two may
result in unfair assessment practices.

Certification

Establishment of learning outcomes
And learning contract
Summative
Assessment

the learning
process

feedback

Formative
Assessment

evidence
gathering

Interpreting and recording

Figure 4.1: Cycle of formative and summative assessment
(Adapted from Rhodes and Tallantyre, 1999: 12)
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A common and legitimate practice is to use the evidence derived from
formative assessment indirectly to inform professional judgements made
about students in difficult summative circumstances. This suggests that
rather than understanding the formative and summative purposes of
assessment as dichotomous, we should rather view them as two ends of a
continuum (Brown, 1999: 7).
If we are clear on the purpose of each assessment we design, then we will
be in a position to make sound judgements about 'the what' and 'the how'
of the assessment instrument. Clearly, our assessments will need to serve a
range of different purposes and this requires us to be proficient in using a
range of assessment methods appropriately.

What to assess?

Our discussion suggests that it is vital that lecturers in higher education rise
to the challenge of producing graduates who demonstrate competences
such as self-reflexivity, self-confrontation, creativity, adaptability, teamwork, systems-thinking and risk-taking. This will mean that we learn how
to assess the integration and application of knowledge, skills, and maybe
even attitudes in unfamiliar as well as familiar contexts, and that we move
away from traditional practices in which it is primarily the reproduction of
content knowledge that is assessed. But traditional habits in higher
education assessment practice have proved perennial - it is so much easier
to base assessment on bodies of given knowledge and to test the retention
of isolated facts and formulaic problems with convergent answers, than it
is to assess the kinds of competences listed above. Furthermore, students
themselves often resist forms of assessment which force them to adopt
deep approaches to learning, especially if they have managed to succeed
hitherto via surface learning approaches, or if they adopt what Ramsden
terms a 'strategic approach', where the main goal is to obtain the highest
marks possible.
However, if one adopts an outcomes-based approach to assessment (as is
required by SAQA for the registration of South African qualifications), then
one is obliged to state quite explicitly to all stakeholders concerned what
knowledge and skills (learning outcomes) one is assessing. This method of
assessment design requires that the learning outcomes for a particular unit
of learning be transformed into pre-specified assessment criteria which
students are given before pa9 Tcg-0.081 Tc7701.8299604 Tw-0s are(e) T( a5.022 Tw0.010 T' Tc(4.37

judged against pre-specified criteria or standards, and norm-referenced
assessment where a student's performance is compared with that of his or
her peers in the same class or cohort. Traditional assessment practices have
tended to be norm-referenced, whilst the criteria against which students
are judged have remained implicit. Criterion-referencing tends to be more
transparent because of its explicit statement of criteria. In order to
implement criterion-referenced or outcomes-based assessment, the
following should be clear to all concerned:
• what the criteria are against which judgements will be made
• what will count as evidence for the meeting of those criteria.
It is, however, erroneous to suggest that criterion-referenced assessment
and norm-referenced assessment are mutually exclusive. In practice, we
tend to use a bit of each, for example, when norm-referencing, one tends to
use an often implicit set of criteria to establish the norm in the first place,
for example, 'I know a "first" when I see one'. Conversely, when criterionreferencing, one tends to compare students against a norm as well as
against the set criteria (even if this is done unconsciously; for example, one
tends to develop a norm as one works through a set of scripts). Because
both approaches have their limitations, a useful compromise between the
two might be what Brown et al. (1997: 12) term 'criteria-graded assessment'. This simply means that one sets out criteria for each grade, band or
degree classification for a particular assessment task, i.e. criterion- and
norm-referencing are combined (see 'How to interpret' on page 121).
Currently the trend in assessment is to move towards criterionreferencing. We would advocate this type of assessment, provided that one
adopts a holistic approach. For example, one should pre-specify the required
performance in fairly general terms and place the onus on the students to
demonstrate how they have met the criteria. This means that one needs to
be open to a range of possible ways of meeting criteria and that one should
allow post hoc recognition of the achievement of the criteria. The specification of assessment or performance criteria for each assessment task
makes it possible to give detailed and accurate feedback to students (see
'How to respond' on page 125).
Criteria can also help establish agreement amongst different assessors,
which improves the reliability (consistency) of the assessment. The
possibility of improving the consistency of assessment across different
times, places, institutions and assessors is particularly important for the
South African project of establishing a National Qualifications Framework
(NQF) on which all qualifications across the country are to be weighted
and recognised (i.e. 'articulated'). If one adopts a regional perspective,
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namely the need to recognise and weight qualifications across national
boundaries (particularly in the Southern African Development Community
countries), then the shift to criterion-referenced assessment could be
equally advantageous. It would allow educators to make sound judgements
about the comparability of qualifications on the basis of scrutinising
assessment criteria and the evidence required for their attainment. This
would mean that students applying for admission to institutions and
programmes across the region could be judged on the basis of the criteria
against which they were assessed, rather than on the basis of the reputation
of the institution from which their previous qualification was obtained.
But perhaps the greatest gain in adopting a criterion-referenced approach is
that it enables one to achieve greater validity (accuracy) in assessment,
while still paying some attention to reliability.

Validity
'Validity' and 'reliability' are rather difficult terms, adopted from
psychometric testing. However, if we are to take assessment seriously, it is
important to grasp how they apply to our practice and to understand that
there tends to be a trade-off between these two important qualities in
assessment. Generally speaking, validity is concerned with the accuracy
and appropriateness of our methods of truth-seeking in assessment. It
'refers to the appropriateness, usefulness and meaningfulness of the
inferences made from the test scores' (Standards,1985 in Gronlund, 1990:
150). In other words, one asks oneself: 'Am I really assessing what I
intended to assess, and are my intentions justifiable in the first place?' This
question links to both the question of 'fitness of purpose' (Are we assessing
the right things?) and the question of 'fitness for purpose' (Are we assessing
things right?).
In this discussion, we have deliberately not used the terms 'measure' and
'measurement' to avoid the misconception that we can specify learning
achievements precisely and that we can accurately measure whether
students have attained them or not. Although we have emphasised the
importance of accuracy or validity in assessment, it is crucial that we move
away from scientific, empirical or experimental models of assessment to
interpretive or judicial models instead. Test designers should not attempt to
specify assessment criteria so closely that the assessor's judgement is ruled
out. In fact, a holistic approach to criterion-referenced assessment centres
on the exercise of professional educational judgement, both for establishing
the criteria in the first place and for matching the evidence against the
criteria.
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Application
The following strategies are likely to improve the validity of assessment.
clarify your learning outcomes and their link to assessment criteria
ensure that the methods selected are 'fit for their purpose'
use a range of assessment methods to ensure that all learning
outcomes are assessed (avoid testing only those which are easy
to test)
establish good links between assessment, learning and personal
development by, inter alia, allowing students some element of
choice, encouraging self-assessment and reflection.

The categories Perkins (1992) uses to describe different types of knowledge
can be used to ensure that we assess what we set out to teach. One can use
Perkins' model, to 'categorise' the types of questions constituting an
assessment. The four categories are:
• Content knowledge: in which the learner acquires facts, concepts and
routine procedures of the discipline.
• Problem-solving knowledge: in which the learner learns how to solve typical
formulaic problems in the discipline.
• Epistemic knowledge: in which the learner gains awareness of what
learning and understanding in the discipline demands and can conduct
justificatory and explanatory 'understanding performances'.
• Inquiry knowledge: in which the learner understands how to challenge
results and assumptions and can construct new knowledge within the
discipline.
(Perkins claims that these are not hierarchical and can be assessed at
appropriate levels of difficulty by learners of all ages. True understanding of
a discipline should display all four types of knowing.)
If one prioritises validity concerns over reliability concerns in assessment,
as this line of argument suggests, one is likely to find that this is best achieved
by setting students authentic or applied tasks in contexts which closely
simulate targeted real world contexts. However, the higher the validity of the
assessment, the more difficult it becomes to achieve high levels of reliability.

Reliability
Reliability is concerned with issues of consistency in assessment such as:
Can we assume that the results of performance can be generalised to other
performances? Can we assume that the same results would be achieved on
another occasion? Has the marker influenced the result in any way?
Research into assessment in higher education has shown that there can
be great inconsistencies both between the marking of different assessors
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and within the marking of a single assessor (see for example Brown et al.,
1997: 234). This is less likely to be the case when one is assessing low-level
skills, but when assessing complex, integrated competences, the need for
assessor judgement increases.
Application
The following strategies are suggested for reducing inconsistency in
marking.
 know your own values and prejudices
 use anonymous marking (use student numbers rather than student
names)
 avoid marking when over-tired or irritable, plan and pace your
marking
 establish clear, manageable assessment criteria
 use internal moderation (where markers meet during and after the
marking process to compare marks and their interpretations of the
criteria and marking categories or bands)
 establish institutional frameworks to ensure consistency in the use
of numerical quantification and verbal description of degree
classes, level descriptors, marking bands, etc.
 use several assessment tasks using a range of assessment
methods (Brown et al.: Ibid.)

Figure 4.2 shows the trade-off between reliability and validity:

High

Valid
Reliable

Valid
Low reliability

1

2
e.g. essay questions

Validity

3

4

Low validity
Reliable

Low validity
Low reliability

Low

Reliability
High

Low

Figure 4.2: Reliability and validity matrix
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We have numbered the different quadrants so that we can indicate where
various assessment methods tend to sit on those continuums. For example,
multiple-choice questionnaires would sit in quadrant 3, along with other
assessment methods that are highly reliable (i.e. that have high levels of
inter-marker consistency) but are not necessarily valid. Essay questions
would, on the other hand, occur in quadrant 2, where the assessments are
extremely valid, but where inter-marker reliability is difficult to achieve. For
obvious reasons, assessors should try to avoid practices that fall within
quadrant 4, as these would be unreliable and invalid. Assessors should aim
to use assessment practices that fall into quadrant 1, where the result is
both reliable and valid. The most likely way of achieving this ideal is by
using a variety of assessment methods in which the results are triangulated
from one assessment to another in an attempt to assess a range of complex
learning outcomes or capabilities via criterion-referenced assessment, in a
manner which has high validity and which is sufficiently reliable. This
leads to the third dimension of assessment.

How to assess?
In the introduction to this chapter we established that new trends in higher
education demand that we begin to assess generic and applied competences
as well as traditional knowledge bases. By now it should be clear to the
reader that conventional ways of assessing students, such as the unseen
three-hour exam, are no longer adequate to meet these demands. We can no
longer justify testing again and again the same restricted range of skills and
abilities; we can no longer get away with simply requiring students to
write about performance, instead of getting them to perform in authentic
contexts. We will have to be innovative and try out a range of new
assessment approaches and methods, ensuring that we do indeed assess all
of our intended learning outcomes and that our assessments add value to
students' learning.
Before going on to describe a range of alternative assessment methods, we
will briefly outline a range of approaches to assessment which are important
to think about prior to selecting a specific method and designing a specific
instrument. A number of different methods may be appropriate to any one
approach, or combination of approaches, depending on one's purpose,
learning outcomes and teaching and learning context.

Approaches to assessment
The traditional approach
Here the lecturer or examiner is usually considered to be the only legitimate
assessor. Students are assessed strictly as individuals in competition with
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each other in a highly controlled environment and strict measures to avoid
cheating are employed. Common methods used in this approach are
examinations, essays, classroom-based pen and paper tests and laboratorybased tests such as prac reports. In the overview of methods that follow we
will discuss innovative variations of these old methods.
Computer-based assessment
The use of computers in assessment can solve the problem of providing
detailed, individualised feedback to large student numbers. This approach
is often based on a mastery learning model, in which students receive
immediate feedback and can repeat or progress at their own pace. This
approach is ideal for multiple-choice questionnaires, but it can also be used
creatively with a range of other approaches and methods, for example for
peer- and self-assessment, short answer tests, cloze tests, IT projects, etc.
Workplace- and community-based/learnership assessment
This approach gives students an opportunity to apply their knowledge and
skills in a real-world context and to learn experientially. This approach is
considered highly beneficial for the development of professional skills and
competences as opposed to the learning of knowledge and theory in
isolation from contexts of application. Typically supervisors or mentors in
the off-campus location assess placement performances, but students are
also required to submit a written report or portfolio to their campus
lecturer.
Integrated assessment
Integrated assessment is important on two counts: first, so that our
graduates can use and apply what they have learned, and second, in a
disaggregated, modular curriculum, to ensure that students are able to pull
together and integrate the different bits of information, skill and attitudes
that they have developed from across a programme as a whole. Integrated
assessment therefore involves the design and judgement of learner
performances that can be used as evidence from which to infer capability
(the integration of theory and practice) and to demonstrate that the
purpose(s) of a programme as a whole has been achieved. Integrated
assessment can also be used at modular level to ensure that the specific
learning outcomes are achieved holistically and are not simply ticked off
one-by-one in an atomistic fashion.

110

Skills/practical
Competence
(knowing how, decisionmaking
ability)

Knowledge/foundational
competence
(knowing and
Integrated
assessment of
knowledge in use

understanding
that and why)

Attitudes &
values/reflexive
competence
(The ability to learn and adapt
through self-reflection and apply
knowledge appropriately &
responsibly)

Figure 4.3: Integrated assessment

Continuous assessment
This approach involves assessing students regularly in a manner that
integrates teaching and assessment; it uses feedback from each assessment
to inform further teaching and the construction of the next assessment. It
is usually formative and developmental in purpose, using a range of
assessment methods in which the lecturer is not always the sole judge of
quality. Continuous assessment suggests a cyclical process through which
a multi-facetted, holistic understanding of the learner can be developed. If
used summatively continuous assessment should involve summing up the
evidence about a learner through the exercise of professional judgement. It
should not mean simply adding up a series of test marks that are all given
equal weight. It is important not to confuse continuous assessment with
continual assessment. The latter involves assessing students repeatedly
using the same or similar technique often for summative purposes; each
assessment is treated independently of other assessments and there is
limited feedback to students.

Group-based assessment
This approach recognises that all learning takes place in a social context
and that professional identity is best developed through interaction with
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a community of professionals. In this approach students are required to
work in teams and they may be assessed as a group or individually, but
usually through a combination of both, given the tension between
wanting to develop team skills and the fact that students will need to
graduate as individuals. This approach allows one to assess the learning
process as well as its product. Here one relies on peer-assessment to tap
into attitudes and skills such as accountability, effort, and teamwork - e.g.
contribution of ideas, contribution to group processes, negotiation and
conflict management - which peers in a team are well placed to do. A
typical approach is to calculate the final mark as the sum of a peer mark
for process and a group mark for product, with the weighting determined
beforehand. Peers allocate a mark to each individual in the group for
process skills and the lecturer allocates a group mark for the learning
product (each individual in the group gets the same mark). It is advisable
to introduce students to peer-assessment initially for formative purposes
only and later, once they have gained some experience, for summative
purposes.
Peer-assessment
Here students are involved in assessing their peers using a range of
assessment methods, always under the guidance of the lecturer. The
lecturer acts more as an external examiner, checking for reliability and
arbitrating in the final allocation of marks. Criterion-referenced assessment
makes this approach possible; the explaining, discussing and even
negotiating of the assessment criteria and what will count as evidence for
their attainment can be an extremely valuable learning experience for
students. Peer-assessment can also deepen students' understanding of the
subject, develop their evaluative and reflective skills and their groupwork
and task management skills. Peer-assessment is probably the best means of
assessing how individual students work in teams. The use of peerassessment for summative purposes remains controversial, but there is little
resistance to its use formative feedback.
Self-assessment
In this approach students are invited to assess themselves against a set of
given or negotiated criteria, usually for formative purposes, but sometimes
also for summative purposes. Self-assessment has proved to be an excellent
means of getting students to take responsibility for their own learning, to
consolidate their learning and to become more reflective and effective
learners. Self-assessment can be a central aspect of the development of
lifelong learning and professional competence, particularlye

involved in the generation and development of the assessment criteria (as
well as their application) and are required to justify the marks they give
themselves (see, for example, Boud, 1995 and Brew, 1999 in this regard).
Learning contracts
These are linked to self-assessment. Many universities now require
students to develop and maintain their own learning contracts, portfolios
or records of achievement and, in this way, take responsibility for and
manage their own learning. These can serve as a detailed qualitative record
of student achievement for prospective employers. There are variations on
the theme, but generally these involve three stages:
• entry profiling, in which students map out their current capabilities
• needs analysis and action planning, in which students map out their
own learning needs and goals
• evaluation, in which they self-evaluate the extent to which they have
achieved these goals.
The focus is on the development of generic skills or critical outcomes across
the modules of a programme. This approach is particularly useful for
postgraduate work, but is increasingly being used by undergraduates as well.
The recognition of prior learning (RPL)
This is a form of assessment which is used to capture and judge the learning
that has taken place outside of a given educational institution or system
and to weigh up that learning in terms of a recognisable educational
currency, e.g. credit points, the meeting of entrance requirements, etc. RPL
involves allowing a learner to use prior achievements from formal, nonformal and informal learning or experience to demonstrate that certain
learning outcomes or performances required for a qualification have been
attained. RPL can serve two purposes: it can be used for diagnosis,
prediction and access, i.e. to judge whether an applicant's prior learning
(usually informal and experiential) is adequate for him or her to be
admitted to a programme; or it can be used for accreditation and exemption
of some or all of the modules on a programme, i.e. if a candidate can
demonstrate that he or she has attained the learning outcomes prescribed
for a particular module (usually through formal or non-formal accredited
learning), he or she can be awarded credit for it and exempted from having
to take the module formally. To be effective and developmental, RPL
assessment is time-consuming and should be done by competent staff
using a range of assessment methods that are quality assured.
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Who should assess?
In a more diversified assessment system the following people may take on
the role of assessor:
• Experts external to the institution usually validate the assessment process as
a whole rather

sense to cheat. Certainly the use of group, peer- and self-assessment
methods should help develop this sense of responsibility. However, given
human realities, we will still be obliged to implement anti-cheating
measures such as the threat of orals on problematic portfolios, checking for
copying, moderating peer-assessment, etc.

Methods of assessment
Examinations
We would not advocate throwing out exams altogether, as they provide
strong motivation for students and an opportunity to consolidate their
work. However, we do urge readers to consider carefully what abilities
traditional three-hour, unseen essay-type exams really test. These have
probably survived for so long because they are easy to set. However, where
clear criteria are absent, the marking of essays for summative purposes is
notoriously unreliable. Methods of assessment within the examination
framework can be varied to assess a wider range of skills and to achieve
higher levels of reliability. For example, short answer questions are easier to
mark reliably and can test a wider range (but not depth) of knowledge;
take-away papers in which students are given a specified period to deliver a
product are closer to real-world conditions and allow more thoughtful
performances; open-book exams are also more authentic and assess what
students can do with information. A good compromise between unseen
exams and the take-away paper, which ensures some measure of
robustness, is to provide students with a case study or reading to prepare
just before the exam. This enables one to focus on assessing their
synthesising, evaluative and research skills in the exam, rather than the
retention and comprehension of knowledge.
Application
Examinations can be used as opportunities for problem-solving if an
unseen exam question is, for example, linked to case studies that
require students to apply the material that they have had to prepare
for the examination to different situations.
(Hounsell, 1996: 115)

Essays
These are probably the most common form of assessment in the
Humanities and Social Sciences. Essays are a good method for forcing
students to integrate knowledge, understanding and communication skills
and for encouraging them to support their arguments with evidence.
However, in real life these skills are more likely to be used in, spoken than in
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written mode. As mentioned above, they are easy to set, difficult to mark
reliably and time-consuming if feedback is to be given. These problems can
be overcome if one avoids impressionistic marking for the assigning of a
grade and rather uses clear simple assessment criteria which are broken
down into qualitative marking bands or level descriptors for each criteria
(see under 'How to interpret' below). This increases reliability and enables
specific feedback to be given efficiently. Formative feedback can be given
via the process marking method, in which feedback is given on different
stages of the essay-writing process, e.g. for the plan, first draft, and so on.
Often peer and self-assessment are used for this. (Refer to Nightingale and
Archer for more information about process writing, pages 134 to 136.) The
focus of the traditional essay can be changed significantly by varying the
intended audience of the essay - e.g. a newspaper report, a politician's
speech, by varying the genre -in a book review or an annotated
bibliography, or by varying the mode of presentation - as a seminar paper,
or in conjunction with a poster presentation.
Application
A variation on traditional essay writing is the twenty-four-hour essay.
Students are set an essay that is to be written over a '24 hour waking
period', to be submitted late afternoon on the second day. One of the
objectives of the exercise is to test the students' skills at finding,
digesting and synthesising diverse literature in a limited and therefore
pressured time framework. They have to be both decisive and well
organised.
(Hounsell, 1996: 112)

Practicals
Traditionally these are assessed by getting students to write lab reports in a
given format. This can be very monotonous for students and tends to
assess knowledge about the skills, but not the skills themselves. This form
of assessment can be improved by varying the focus of each practical - for
example assessing data collection, procedures, interpretation of results, etc.
At the Robert Gordon University in Scotland, the traditional practice of
tying laboratory work to lecture courses was abandoned in favour of
an integrated approach, using a range of assessment strategies to
assess competence in all key areas. These strategies include poster
presentations of project work and industry-generated projects in which
the industrial supervisors contribute to the assessment process. Pro
formas and other guidelines are used extensively to ensure consistency
of approach between different assessors.
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Multiple-choice questionnaires
Assessors use multiple-choice questionnaires (MCQs) for a variety of
reasons, but usually to cope with large student numbers. MCQs are useful
for gaining a quick sample of a student's knowledge of a field and they are
useful for revision purposes because of the speed with which they can be
marked, particularly if one uses an optical mark reader or peer-assessment
for the marking. But MCQs tend to be high on reliability and low on
validity (see Figure 4.2) and there is a danger that they only assess trivial
knowledge. Research shows that it is possible to test higher-order thinking
through well-developed and researched MCQs, but this requires a lot of
skill and time on the part of those designing the test. Standardised item
banks of questions are freely available, but these are problematic in that
they are standardised to specific contexts and may contain linguistic
features and other concepts which are unfamiliar to Southern African
students. MCQs are best used in combination with other assessment
methods.
Observation of performance
This is usually used in professional training and involves the assessor
observing a student in an authentic professional context, e.g. conducting a
lesson while on 'teaching prac'. These work well provided the assessment
criteria are clear and explicit to all concerned. Observations are more
valuable if they are followed up with an oral or interview in which the
student's understandings and grasp of underpinning theory can be
discussed and evaluated.
In-tray exercises
In-tray exercises are a form of summative assessment that can last a whole
day. They attempt to simulate a real-world working context and students
are required to demonstrate how they can cope with unexpected changes
and disruptions in the workplace. The exercise is carefully timed and at
certain intervals students are provided with different and new bits of
information around which certain tasks have to be completed. The exercise
usually begins with a dossier of documents which students are required to
read. They are later given tasks to perform relating to the documents and
are subsequently provided with new information that changes the
circumstances in which they are working.
Productions and exhibitions of artefacts
These are particularly suitable for the demonstration of cooperative
learning (or groupwork), design, artistic and IT skills. These can be
produced and presented by groups or by individuals. Here again it is
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important that the assessment criteria are carefully understood beforehand
and that formative feedback is provided during the production process.
The Department of Classics at the University of Edinburgh used a
group work approach in order to create a display for Open Day for
the purposes of assessment. The assessment was designed to look at
how well students work together, their ability to organise themselves
and others and to work to a deadline. In addition, the display also
looked at their creative imagination and their communication skills. It
was interesting to note that those who scored highly were not
necessarily the ones who do best at more traditional academic tasks.
(Hounsell, 1996: 56)

Projects and reports
Here students are set tasks in authentic contexts (often in workplace
situations) and they report on these and on their own learning, which
usually takes place experientially. This is an excellent method for assessing
applied competence, or the application of knowledge, understanding and
skill. Students should always be encouraged to move beyond description to
critical reflection of their experience in the light of theory and research.
Written reports can be linked to presentations for peer-assessment and
feedback. Written feedback is usually time-consuming and low on
reliability, although the use of criteria can reduce variability.
Case studies
As has been shown in 'Examinations' earlier, case studies are useful for
assessing analysis, problem-solving and evaluative skills. They are useful for
exposing students to a range of applied problems in the field, whilst still in
the classroom and can be used for individual or group-based assessment.
Complex cases are demanding to design and mark.
Case studies can combine a number of approaches of assessment (for
for example self-assessment) in a way that is relevant to real situations. In
a compulsory Ethics, Business and Society unit at the Auckland Institute
of Technology, Australia, students are required to identify ethical issues
in a case study and to devise and evaluate alternative courses of
action. This task accounts for 30% of the total mark allocation for the
unit. The experience of this institution is that designing case studies for
assessment purposes is time-consuming and difficult to write. It is a
challenge to decide how much detail to include without the loss of
realism.
(Nightingale, 1996: 104-105)
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Posters and presentations
Posters and presentations are good ways to build professional
communication skills and they allow interaction between assessors and
students in an authentic communication context that demands written,
presentation and oral skills. They are often used to follow up on placements
or projects. They assess preparation, understanding, and capacity to
structure information and presentation skills. These methods allow
students to present their own interpretations and values relating to their
work. They lend themselves to peer-assessment and therefore immediate
feedback.
Orals and interviews
These are good methods for assessing communication and interpersonal
skills, the understanding that underlies practice, problem-solving and
thinking on one's feet. They are often linked to a written paper or other
product of students' work. Because they are interactive, they are
unpredictable and can be stressful for students. This can be alleviated if some
structure is given to the process and students are made aware of this
beforehand. Orals and interviews provide possibilities for detailed immediate
feedback, but usually require a panel of examiners to ensure reliability.
Logs, diaries, reflective journals and critical incident accounts
These more self-reflective forms of assessment are generally used for
formative purposes though, when assessment criteria are clearly
communicated, they can be used for summative purposes. Logs, which are
best linked to experiential learning, are usually descriptive records of what
happened, diaries are more personalised accounts in the narrative genre,
whilst journals are usually more selective, consciously reflective and attempt
to make links between theory and practice. Critical incident accounts are
simply selections from any of the above, which students select to highlight
their decision-making and action-taking processes and deliberately reflect on
the consequences for learning. These assessment methods allow students to
record their experiences, theorise about them and reflect on their own
progress as learners. (See also Chapter 5, pages 140 to 143.)
Portfolios
A portfolio is a collection and explanation of evidence to demonstrate that
a student has met certain prescribed learning outcomes. Portfolios can
contain a range of evidence, from plans, reports, check-lists, selfassessments, reflective essays, references from employers or supervisors, to
tapes and video clips. All portfolios should contain some personal reflection
by the learner on his or her own learning development. Portfolios can be
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very time-consuming to compile and mark, and are best done over time.
Most students require considerable guidance initially but the process forces
them to take responsibility for their own learning and to begin to selfassess. (See also Chapter 5, pages 151 to 152.)
Application
Some possible items for inclusion in a portfolio are the following: a
self-set essay, an applied outcome of the unit, a one or two page letter
to a friend who is thinking of taking this unit in the following year, a
concept map of the unit, a taped interview with a 'client', and a
summary of a highly relevant book or article.
(Nightingale, 1996: 92-95)

Institutional context and framework
Innovative approaches and methods of assessment need to fit into an
institutional and/or departmental assessment policy framework. In many
cases, the approaches and methods suggested above will require changes to
traditional, exam-based assessment policy. Issues to (re)consider include:
• the institution's reporting requirements (are they compatible with new
approaches?)
• the ways in which responsibility for different aspects of assessment are
shared between different assessors (does the institutional assessment
system accommodate these?)
• the composition of summative judgements, e.g. the role and weighting
of exams, work-based assessment, group-based assessment, peer- and
self-assessment, etc.
• alternative means of dealing with supplementary exams and aegrotats
• criteria for the appointment of assessors (is it transparent?)
• the role of external examiners (are they focusing on the validity of the
assessment or only on its reliability?)
• policy requirements related to improving assessment, e.g. on the use of
integrated assessment, moderation, learnerships, etc.
• policy requirements for individual students, e.g. the use of learning
contracts or records of achievement, a process for student appeals, etc.
Issues to consider when introducing changes to assessment
policy and practice:
Institutional change tends to be fraught with unintended consequences.
When planning to introduce innovations to assessment, it may be helpful
to be aware of the following points:
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• new forms of assessment tend to be more labour-intensive and timeconsuming than traditional ones; they may also be more expensive
• students may well be suspicious of new methods and may feel
threatened when the security of the old system is removed
• colleagues may be sceptical about the feasibility of new methods.
Problems such as these are more likely to be overcome if assessment
guidelines, frameworks and criteria are communicated clearly to all
concerned, if careful attention is paid to organisational details and
procedures, and if staff and student workloads are taken into account. Time
spent on assessment can be managed strategically by reducing the quantity
of summative assessment, by delegating the marking and feedback to other
role-players, by streamlining feedback procedures and by exploiting IT
possibilities.

How to interpret?
Given the need to revisit our assessment practices in the light of
international and national imperatives for change, and to adopt a range of
innovative assessment methods, such as those outlined in the previous
section, we need to review the ways in which we interpret the student
performances generated by various types of assessment. Again, we feel it
important to emphasise that we wish to avoid the concept of 'measuring'
student performance in a technicist manner. We prefer to use the concept
of interpreting student performance on the basis of subjective, but
professional judgement.
In traditional assessment practices, norm-referencing is employed to
compare students with each other, whilst the criteria against which their
performances are 'measured' often remain implicit. Objectivity in the
testing process is a prime consideration and a highly sought after, yet
elusive, ideal. However, when developing and implementing divergent or
alternative assessments, we need to acknowledge the subjectivity that each
assessor brings to the marking situation. We need to acknowledge that
different people interpret student activities in different ways.3 In fact,
sometimes even the same marker fails to award the same mark on different
occasions or in different circumstances.4 We cannot assume, as often
happens, that there is a universally understood notion of academic
standards, whereby the same skills and qualities are valued and judged in
the same way by all academic assessors.5
In response to the concerns assessors have about inter-marker
inconsistencies, they sometimes, where human and material resources
allow, resort to double marking, second marking or cross marking, particularly
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for divergent types of assessment, such as essays, which require high levels
of human judgement in their marking. This method of attempting to
achieve reliability is largely based on the principle of safety in numbers! If
two assessors interpret a student's performance in the same way, it is more
likely to be reliable. Research done by Partington (1994) suggests that
double marking is not necessarily the only or most efficient route to reliable
assessment. In her opinion, providing marking criteria and negotiating
consensus among assessors, can produce equally reliable results.
The Department of Education at the University of Aberdeen, Scotland,
provides an exposition of how double marking can work. Having
replaced a three-hour examination with assessment by coursework,
assessment practices are constantly under review and revision. In this
instance, students submit two copies of their assignments that are
marked by first and second markers simultaneously. In this way, the
amount of feedback students receive is also increased. There is also a
possibility of including a self-assessment.
(Hounsell, 1996: 127)

In a worst-case scenario, once assessors realise the likelihood of inter-marker
unreliability, they often resort to standardised, objective-type tests (often
in a multiple-choice form), which require no judgement on the part of the
marker and which do not allow the marker to influence the mark awarded.
In less extreme responses to inter-marker inconsistency, assessors often
devise analytical marking schemes (sometimes referred to as a rubric or
matrix), in order to have more control of the marking process. Unless
properly constructed, these can prove to be cumbersome, time-consuming
and inefficient. In addition, these rubrics often result in further attempts to
quantify or measure student performance. These rubrics avoid the
qualitative judgements, which a holistic impression or global approach to
marking allows for (in which all facets of the student's activity are
examined simultaneously). As a result, assessors who use such rubrics often
find themselves reviewing and changing marks after realising that the final
mark which they arrive at, is not a true reflection of the cumulative worth
of the student's response.

Level descriptors
We have now touched on yet another tension that arises in the
interpretation of student performance: whilst we believe that assessors
need to make qualitative judgements of students' performances on the
basis of descriptive assessment criteria, administrators call for assessors to
provide quantitative evidence for passing or 'failing' students.6 Admini-
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strators, stakeholders and sometimes students themselves, require assessors
to assign a percentage (often the average of a number of other quantitative
interpretations) to a student's performance.
How then is it possible to 'marry' the two approaches (qualitative and
quantitative) in a way that is both pedagogically justifiable in promoting
student learning, and that meets the need to make reliable and valid
educational decisions? One such way is to create bands of level descriptors
based upon the learning outcomes that we wish students to attain. They
describe different levels of performance for the same set of learning
outcomes. These level descriptors serve as hierarchical assessment criteria
against which student performance can be judged. These criteria, describing
different levels of learning complexity, can be written at varying degrees of
specificity or abstraction.7 When used as a marking instrument, a range of
marks (usually 10%) is prescribed for each level. This is done in a way that
avoids the finer distinctions made between awarding say 52% or 54%.
Refer to Figure 5.3 in Chapter 5 (page 157) for an example of how
level descriptors can be worked into a marking grid. Note that the
different levels of performance are described under 'Field' in this
example.

A further advantage of the use of level descriptors, based on a set of learning
outcomes as marking instruments, is the meaningfulness of the descriptors
for students. Instead of receiving a percentage and a vague, general
comment, students receive a more comprehensive, criterion-referenced
explanation of how their performances were evaluated.

Moderation
Despite the use of guidelines such as level descriptors, it is important to
acknowledge that differences among assessors can never be entirely
resolved (although this is often tactfully ignored (Rowntree, 1987)), and for
this reason, the concept of moderation has been developed. Moderation
attempts to mediate between different assessor interpretations of student
performance or simply, specify the 'rules' of the marking game (Mislevy,
1992 in Gipps, 1994: 139).
There are a number of different methods of moderation, which are
distinguishable from one another in terms of whether they are part of a
quality promotion process (one which is formative and aims to promote
quality), or whether they are part of a quality control mechanism, (one
which is summative and makes judgements about quality). It is useful to
consider these different forms of moderation when determining
institutional models of external and internal 'examining'.
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The table below summarises these distinctions, but we caution readers
about accepting these dichotomies as being absolute: a number of hybrid models of
moderation also exist.

Table 4.1

Quality promotion mechanism

Quality control mechanism

Collaborated and participatory with a
negotiated consensus

Usually not consultative

Usually occur in situ (within the
framework of the assessment process

Usually occur post facto (after the
assessment process is completed)

Maximum potential for staff development

Limited potential for staff development

Intrinsically motivated

Extrinsically motivated

Allow for meaningful qualitative
judgements

Focuses on quantitative or ‘empirical’
judgements – limited opportunities for
qualitative judgements

Examples:

Examples:

Group moderation: groups of assessors
arrive at a shared understanding of how
criteria should be interpreted

Statistical moderation: reference tests of
other statistical techniques used to ensure
consistency and generalisability of
assessments

Intrinsic moderation: teams of
assessors work together from the
beginning of the assessment process,
jointly designing and implementing the
assessment
Moderation by inspection: the assessor
and the moderator engage in a dialogue
about both the process and the products
of assessment, during the period of
assessment

(Summarised from Gipps, 1994: 72-76)
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The interpretation of student performance also needs to report on the
variability of student work and to track it over time. This is often done via
student records of achievement, profiles or portfolios, in order to promote
self-motivated learning, increase the feeling of 'individuality' and reduce
performance anxiety. These qualitative, longitudinal records of student
work provide a far richer interpretation than attempts to average out
students' performances in one overarching symbol or degree classification,
or even worse, a percentage! Ultimately, as assessors, we have to ask
ourselves: 'Have I been fair to my students?'

How to respond?
As we have stressed throughout this chapter, the purpose of the assessment
should determine its design. The purpose of the assessment should also
determine how to respond to students. Clearly different types of response
are!

Unhelpful, judgmental feedback tends to be directed globally and at the
learner as a person, failing to distinguish between the person who produced
the work and the work itself. It does not enable the student to know how to
improve and it can be dehumanising and even abusive. Assessors should
avoid using 'final vocabulary' - language which is based on value judgements
and leaves no room for manoeuvre, e.g. phrases such as 'disappointing', 'substandard', 'you can do better than this', 'good', or 'excellent', etc. These do
not belong in the discourse of learning (Boud, Ibid.).
Instead, if we are to give feedback that contributes to learning, we will
need to take account of the following.
• making links with the learner's goals and intentions rather than our own
• setting criticism in a context of appreciation of and respect for the
learner and their need for self-confidence and self-esteem
• giving positive comments prior to giving negative comments
• paying careful attention to language use, avoiding negative, abstract,
global and value-laden comments
• providing rich, descriptive and detailed comments which are justified in
terms of agreed-upon assessment criteria and based on evidence from the
student's work
• providing realistic feedback around issues which the student can grasp
and act upon for improvement
• providing feedback from a specifically non-judgmental and subjective
viewpoint, e.g. 'I feelnaj0 410 Tc(,)y Tj0.386 Tw-0.030 Tcc( t) Tj0 Tc(s) Tj1.149 Tw0264 Tc('fina)

Conclusion
This chapter has been based on a number of assumptions. Firstly, we
understand education to be a meaning-making business (in a hermeneutic
rather than technical paradigm), carried out through human interaction
based on communicative rationality. We therefore understand assessment
to be an interpretative, human exercise based on professional dialogue and
judgement rather than on objective measurement within a positivist
epistemology where the assessments are decontextualised or artificial and
standardised and made to be reliable. If we understand assessment to be a
dialogic, meaning-making process, then we need rather to build the context
into the picture and take it into account when judgements are made. A
consequence of this position is the conviction that the closer assessment is
to the teaching and learning process, the more valid, accurate and fair it is
likely to be. This means that the design and marking of assessment in
higher education must remain the responsibility of those who teach, and as
education professionals, we should guard this function jealously. It also
means that we should share the power and responsibility to interpret what
learning has taken place with our students who, after all are doing the
learning! We therefore advocate that assessment in higher education be sitebased, locally controlled, context sensitive and accessible to all
stakeholders. If this is the case, then we will also need to ensure that, due
to high levels of validity, our assessment results are also dependable and
comparable - although not necessarily scientifically reliable.
Table 4.2, which concludes this chapter, summarises key aspects of the shift
in assessment theory and practice that we have advocated in this chapter.
Table 4.2 Summarising the assessment paradigm ass2o

Purpose (why)

Traditional testing
testing should be contextfree; norm- referenced
assessment-knowledge is
'out-there', given

Alternative assessment
there are multiple
intelligences; context should
be built into assessment;
concern for validity and
comparability; criterionreferenced assessment
knowledge is socially
constructed

summative - grading,
ranking, selection,
prediction

formative, diagnostic and
summative -provision of
feedback for teaching and
learning

Focus (what)

Methods (how)

Interpretation

a limited range of
competencies that are
easy to test, e.g. content
knowledge, discrete facts
and skills - the products of
learning in familiar
educational contexts
formal, bolted-on after
learning, separate from
teaching, external, once
off, convergent, designed
for mass delivery, e.g.
MCQs, tests, exams

quantitative; concern for
generalisability, objectivity,
reliability; normreferenced, criteria often
implicit; statistical
summative moderation

integrated knowledge, skills,
attitudes and values, the
products and processes of
learning; the use and
application of knowledge
and skills in real-world
contexts

continuous, internal and
external, integral part of the
teaching-learning process,
opportunities for divergence,
authentic, meaningful
contexts, e.g. case studies,
projects, portfolios, self- and
peer-assessments

qualitative (and quantitative);
criterion-referenced, use of
graded assessment criteria
(level descriptors);
possibilities for formative,
qualitative moderation based
on peer review

Traditional testing

Alternative assessment

Response to
learners

Does not necessarily
take learner needs into
account; minimal response,
results quantified, usually a
score; unhelpful for further
learning

Respects learner needs;
detailed, individualised and
relevant feedback; helpful for
further learning

Effects on
learners

disempowering, 'victims' of
assessment, high levels of
anxiety; encourages
competition and surface or
strategic approaches to
learning, students learn to
the test; emphasises a
limited range of
competencies; exams drive
the curriculum; secrecy
surrounds the assessment
process

empowering, active
participants in the assessment
process, encourages selfevaluation, meta-cognition,
learner autonomy and deep
approaches to learning; may
encourage learner cooperation; emphasises higher
order educational outcomes,
encourages student choice
and therefore motivation;
greater transparency in the
assessment process 1

Notes
1. The South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) Act established a
statutory body tasked with overseeing the development and
implementation of a national qualifications framework on which all
South African education and training qualifications are to be specified
in an outcomes-based format, approved and registered. The South
African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) is also responsible for
monitoring and promoting the quality of education and training
provision by accrediting providers to offer certain programmes and by
registering assessors. SAQA requires all qualifications to include the
SAQA 'critical outcomes', which consist of a list of general transferable
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2.

3.
4.
5.
6.

7.

skills and should be earned via some form of 'integrated assessment'
(National Standards Bodies Regulations 1998:8. By this, SAQA means a
form of assessment that requires the learner to integrate knowledge,
skills and attitudes whilst carrying out a task in a context of
application.
Ramsden (1992) defines a deep approach to learning as the adoption of
a holistic approach to knowledge, searching for meaning with the
intention of building coherent mental models, the ability to relate new
knowledge to old knowledge, evidence to conclusions and the ability to
preserve the coherence of the structure of a learning task. He contrasts
this with a surface approach in which students learn in an unreflective,
superficial and atomistic manner with a view to completing a task only
for extrinsic purposes (e.g. to pass a test). This model of learning often
breaks up the task and distorts its structure. (He also identifies a third
approach labelled 'strategic' in which the student's main goal is to
obtain the highest marks possible).
The concept of concurrence between markers is known as inter-marker
reliability.
This is termed intra-marker reliability.
Rowntree (1987: 191) supports the 'debunking' of this misconception.
We use the word 'failing' in inverted commas, because, strictly
speaking, an outcomes based approach to assessment does not provide
for a 'failing' grade. Instead, it suggests that the student has not yet
attained the required outcomes.
In South Africa for example, SAQA is trying to develop generic level
descriptors for each level of learning achievement on the National
Qualifications Framework.
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