TESTA     Assessment Principles and Assessment Tactics

Principles of assessment

There should be sufficient assessed tasks to capture sufficient student study time

Students spend their time primarily on what they think they need to do in order to get the marks they want, and the amount of time students spend studying is closely related to details of assessment demands. ‘Time on task’ is one of the most important learning principles: if students don’t spend enough time on their studies they won’t learn as much. Students in the UK spend fewer hours per week on their studies than their courses have been designed for, and far fewer hours per year than students in any other European country. A proportion of full time students are putting in the hours of a part time student and in some subject areas, and in some universities, a part time week is the norm for full time students. Much the most powerful lever teachers have to increase student effort is to change the demands of the assessment system.

Assessment demands should be designed so as to orient students to distribute appropriate amounts of time and effort across all the important aspects of the course.
The effort students do put in is rarely distributed evenly across the weeks of a semester or across all the topics of a course. If a student has one assignment to do and one presentation to give during a course then those topics, and the weeks the deadlines fall in, will receive much more attention than other topics and weeks. Effort often declines over the weeks of a course until near an end of term when it picks up again before an exam, or drops off after the last assignment if there is no exam. If it is important that students spend a reasonably balanced proportion of their effort on all topics, or if weeks near the end of the course are especially important, then it may be necessary to specify the demands of assessment so as to achieve this.

Tackling the assessed task engages students in productive learning activity of an appropriate kind

This issue concerns the kinds of study and learning activity involved in tackling the assignments or in preparing for tests. Some assessment generates unhelpful and inappropriate learning activity, even if it produces reliable marks. Studying for multiple choice question (MCQ) tests commonly mis-orients students to adopt a surface approach involving only memorizing, as can exams, though this is not inevitable. What matters here is students’ perceptions of the assessment demands, not the teachers’ intentions. A very short period of revision before a test or exam also tends to lead to very superficial learning while a longer revision period can lead to consolidation and integration.

Some assignments create appropriate learning activity as a by-product. For example, setting essays can generate ‘reading around’ and can support the working up of coherent arguments in a way that simply asking students to read what is on the reading list does not. If you were to take the essay away, the appropriate form of reading and thinking would not occur even in the unlikely event of a similar volume of reading of similar material taking place. The product, the essay, and the marks associated with it, may be less important to the learning than the framework the assignment provides for the learning activities of ‘reading around’ and of ‘constructing arguments’. Similarly group projects can engage students in much discussion and can confront individuals with alternative views and different standards of work. The quality of the group product (such as a report) that is marked may be less important than the qualities of the learning process that created it. 

The crucial question here is whether students need to think and engage in intellectually demanding activity in order to tackle their assignments or tests, or whether they only require, at the minimum, routine, busy work and memorizing. 

Assessment should communicate clear and high standards

One of the ‘Seven Principles of good practice in undergraduate education’ states: “good practice communicates clear and high expectations” (Chickering & Gamson, 1987). Assignments need to appear challenging, but possible, provided that students work hard enough, rather than easy.  The level of ‘intellectual challenge’ has repeatedly been found to be one of the best predictors of student learning gains. It also needs to be clear what kind of challenge has been set. Students who don’t understand what they are supposed to be doing tend to drop down to a surface approach, and simply reproduce material, in the absence of any clearer imperatives. 

Much of the effort to communicate clear goals has been expended on specifying assessment criteria, and students do need to understand what counts as good or bad if they are to orient their effort appropriately and put in enough effort. However the words used in articulating criteria are seldom meaningful to students and it is difficult for a student to tell what standard is expected or would be considered inadequate. Students often expect criteria to be concerned with low-level goals such as style and presentation while their teachers intended their students to be oriented towards high level goals such as theoretical and conceptual understanding. A comparison of the way students respond to different assessment environments has shown that it is not when criteria are spelled out in detail for each assignment that students are clear about goals and standards, but when they get plenty of practice at the same kind of assignment with good written and oral feedback, so they come to understand, over time, what is expected.

Sufficient feedback needs to be provided both often enough and in enough detail

Conventionally, feedback is conceptualized as an issue of ‘correction of errors’ or ‘knowledge of results’. Much more important is how the provision of feedback affects student learning behaviour - how feedback results in students taking action that involves, or does not involve, further learning.

We know from a range of studies that the volume and thoroughness of feedback students experience varies enormously between courses - far more than the variation in quantity or quality of teaching. We also know that feedback affects student learning more than any other variable, including the teaching. So improving feedback has the potential to make more difference to student learning than anything else teachers can do. 

This feedback may need to be quite regular, and on relatively small chunks of course content, to be useful. One piece of detailed feedback on an extended essay or design task after ten weeks of study is unlikely to support learning across a whole course very well. 

Feedback should focuses on students’ performance, on their learning and on actions under the students’ control, rather than on the students themselves and on their characteristics

Literature on formative assessment, intended to support learning, distinguishes between feedback which tells students they are hopeless, or amongst the bottom 10% of students (a grade ‘D’, for example), and feedback which tells students exactly what they have done well (even if this is not very much) and what they can do next time to improve. Grades without feedback can be particularly damaging. Overly critical feedback, especially when it implies weaknesses in the student rather than in their work, can negatively affect students’ sense of competence. This matters because students’ sense of competence is strongly related to their effort and persistence with tasks, predicts academic achievement well and is associated with adopting a deep approach to learning. Feedback has a powerful emotional impact.

Feedback should be timely in that it is received by students while it still matters to them and in time for them to pay attention to further learning or receive further assistance

Many studies have shown that feedback has to be quite prompt if it is to have any impact. If students do not receive feedback fast enough then they will have moved on to new content and the feedback will be irrelevant to their ongoing studies and unlikely to result in additional appropriate learning activity, directed by the feedback. Due to resource pressures and quality assurance worries about grades, feedback is today being provided more slowly, and as courses in the UK are quite short, this may mean that feedback on coursework is not provided until after the student has completed their studying for that course. Much such expensively provided feedback is likely to be wasted. There may be a trade off between the rapidity and quality of feedback so that, for example, imperfect feedback from a fellow student or a model answer, provided immediately an assignment is submitted, may have much more impact than more perfect feedback from a tutor that is handed back four weeks later. 

Feedback should appropriate in relation to students’ understanding of what they are supposed to be doing 

My daughter, whilst studying Sociology, received a comment on one of her essays which read: “not Sociological enough”. Her response was “If I’d understood how to be ‘Sociological enough’ I’d have done it!”  My daughter’s experience is echoed many times in accounts in the literature of students not understanding what their teachers mean. Students may not understand what is meant by ‘drawing conclusions’ or ‘being critical’. They may understand learning as involving a collection of information, rather than as doing something with the information. They may believe that knowledge is either right or wrong, rather than being able to take a relativistic stance. And, especially for students who study in more than one subject, each of which has its own discourse, they may not understand that the way evidence is used to create arguments differs from context to context, and so feedback about the way they have made a point may be bewildering. Feedback needs to be elaborated and exemplified and advice should be given about exactly what to do differently next time rather than simply what has been done wrong.

Feedback needs to be received and attended to

A number of studies have described students receiving their assignment back, glancing at the mark at the bottom, and then simply throwing it in the bin, including all the feedback. One study counted the number of essays that were never even picked up from the departmental office. Special steps need to be taken if teachers hard work in providing feedback is not to be wasted. Putting 15 minutes of class time aside to discuss feedback on a recent assignment can enormously increase the attention students pay to expensively crafted feedback.

Feedback should be provided in such a way that students act on it and change their future studying
This issue concerns the impact of feedback on future learning. Feedback may accurately correct errors but still lead to no change in the way a student goes about the next assignment or tackles any future learning task. This may occur for a variety of reasons:

· feedback may come too late to be acted on by students

· feedback may be backward looking — addressing issues associated with material that will not be studied again, rather than forward-looking and addressing the next study activities or assignments the student will engage with

· feedback may be unrealistic or unspecific in its aspirations for student effort (e.g. ‘read the literature’ rather than ‘for the opposite view, see Smith Chapter 2 pages 24-25’)

· feedback may ask the student to do something they do not know how to do (e.g. ‘express yourself more clearly’)

· feedback may be context-specific and only apply to the particular assignment rather than concerning generic issues such as how to write that particular kind of assignment or that generalize across assignments

· feedback may be discouraging and lead to less study effort rather than more

· there may be no follow-up to check if students have taken any action, so students can ignore feedback with impunity.

Even if students read feedback comments, they often do little with them. However successful students have been found to use both marks and feedback and actively self assess, both to learn and to direct their future studying. The most important variables here may be, as so often, to do with the student rather than with the teacher. Teaching students to monitor their own performance and gain control over their own learning is the ultimate goal of feedback, and is much more important than the teacher correcting individual errors.

Assessment tactics that embody these principles

Capturing student time and effort and distributing that effort across topics and weeks

Capturing students’ effort across a whole course basically requires regular assignments. It is neither necessary nor productive to mark all these assignments to gain student engagement. Instead a range of tactics is available:

Completion of assignments as a course requirement, without marking. Course requirements can be imposed as a condition for taking a subsequent assignment of examination. For example two unmarked two formative assignments, that prepare students for tackling a later marked assignment, can be made course requirements – where the tutor will not mark the third assignment unless the first two have been submitted to schedule.

Sampling of assignments for marking. The conventional rationale of setting examinations is that it is impossible to ask questions about everything and so the exam paper samples the curriculum, asking about 25% of possible topic areas, on the assumption that this will give a reasonably accurate indication of how much students have learnt across the entire curriculum. If students are clever at guessing what will come up in the exam then this is not a good assumption. Alternatively you can sample assignments for marking. Students might be expected to tackle eight assignments but only two (25%) will be marked. To get students to take all of the assignments seriously you would probably have to sample these two randomly so that students don’t know which will be marked. An additional advantage of this tactic is that it is much more risky for the student not to take each of the assignments seriously in case that assignment is the one that is marked, whereas if all of them are marked then individually they carry fewer marks and it is less risky for a student to submit sloppy work.

Mechanised testing. Computer based multiple choice question testing can be a very economical option and allow a much larger proportion of the curriculum to be tested and distributing student effort more widely. However, as was mentioned earlier, this can be at the risk of accidentally mis-orienting students to low level educational goals, and in particular to memorising facts.

Self and/or peer marking. There is a considerable literature on whether you can trust students’ own marks – of their own work or of the work of others - sufficiently to use them as a substitute for tutor marks. In summary, with certain safeguards it is possible to produce levels of reliability from both self and peer assessment which are similar to levels of reliability of tutor marks. However this is largely because the level of reliability of tutor marking is also low rather than because students are particularly reliable. Students are not very good at judging unconventional or ‘professional’ tasks, and are poor at producing marks against each of a list of criteria: they are more reliable when making a single overall judgement of a form of academic assignment they are familiar with, such as an essay. But the real issue here is that you almost certainly do not need more marks. The real value of self and peer assessment lies in its impact on students’ learning to self-supervise in relation to standards that they have come to understand, through marking. More would be gained by making self- or peer-assessed tasks a course requirement and then concentrating on the usefulness of self and peer feedback, than by training students to produce reliable marks.

Exam demands that are unpredictable and/or sample everything, so that students have to study everything. 

Generating high quality learning effort, oriented towards clear goals and high standards

Large scale open-ended assignments tend to be experienced as more challenging and improve engagement and induce a deep approach. In contrast small scale, short and simple assignments, that are easy to tackle, can produce only very superficial and short-lasting engagement. Project work courses tend to capture not simply more effort, but better quality effort. Comparisons of ‘problem-based’ and conventional courses, in a variety of subject areas, tend to show marked differences in the extent to which students take a deep approach. Complex problems seem to be inherently intellectually stimulating.

Assignments involving interaction and collaboration with other students, in or out of class, also work consistently well across a range of disciplines to engage time and effort, as well as producing better learning outcomes. The amount of collaborative learning is one of the best predictors of overall learning outcomes in higher education.

Explicit specification of goals, criteria and standards in course guides may help, but the research evidence about students’ understanding of written criteria is not very encouraging. Sometimes this is because the specification itself is thoroughly confusing. But even apparently unambiguous specification often leaves students none the wiser. The desired effects may be achieved better through showing students high quality exemplars of the kind of work you would hope they could produce (and contrasting this with examples of several different ways of doing the wrong thing to the wrong standard). What is needed here is not so much explicit specification as student internalisation of these goals, criteria and standards. However even teachers have trouble agreeing what criteria really mean, and cannot explain the words used in defining criteria, without referring to instances. The best that can usually be hoped for is that students come to be able to make somewhat similar judgements about standards as their teachers, even if they cannot explain the criteria or standards very clearly. Standards are slippery things. While they may be broadly shared within an academic community (such as a group of lecturers who have been marking the same kinds of assignments, and discussing their grades in examination committees, for many years) they cannot be communicated directly at all easily. New lecturers often get standards completely wrong and it takes them a while to gradually adjust their marks and their feedback to what is intended and accepted locally, usually by seeing that colleagues do things differently. Students need to go though a similar kind of induction into the local community: seeing a range of quality of work, seeing how experienced teachers view and mark this work, and why, discussing the qualities of various pieces of work with each other and gradually calibrating their judgements until they are broadly in line.

Avoidance of tests and exams passable by memorisation, that induce a surface approach in students. Teachers rarely set tests or exam questions with the deliberate intention of inducing a surface approach, but they do often allow students to accumulate enough marks to pass without ever doing anything more sophisticated. For a student, that may be all the encouragement they need.

Highly challenging exams requiring ‘performances of understanding’. The goal here is to articulate clearly for students the challenging nature of the demands of examination questions in such a way that this re-orients their efforts towards appropriate kinds of learning activity. For example instead of an exam question asking students to ‘compare and contact the educational philosophies of X and Y’ (which can be answered by remembering a few facts about X and Y) it is possible to show a video demonstrating a dilemma face by a teacher in a classroom (perhaps an issue of inappropriate use of power) and ask the students to ‘Advise the teacher on her future practice from a philosophical point of view’. Students could even be told what the exam question will be – but not what will be on the video – and the question would still not be answerable without a good understanding of the practical application of educational philosophy. A wise student would prepare for such an exam question not by memorising facts from their notes but by viewing and thinking about examples of classroom dilemmas. The crucial thing here is that the assessment demands a ‘performance of understanding’.

Marking exercises perhaps the easiest and most effective way of orienting students to allocate the right kind of effort in an appropriately focussed way, in relation to assessment demands, is to conduct a classroom exercise in which students are asked to mark three or four good, bad and indifferent assignments from students from the previous year (with their permission, and made anonymous). Students should read and allocate a mark to each example without discussion, then discuss their marks and their reasons for allocating these marks with two or three other students who have marked the same assignments. The tutor should then reveal the marks the assignments actually received, and why, in relation to the criteria and standards for the course. Finally two more examples of assignments should be provided for the students to mark, with their now enhanced understanding of the criteria. Students undertaking such exercises have been shown to gain one grade higher for their course than they would otherwise have done, for the investment of about 90 minutes in the marking exercise. This advantage has been shown to persist in a subsequent course. It is hard to imagine a more cost-effective intervention.

Providing sufficient, timely feedback to students on their work

Regular assignments, starting early. Students need early feedback, for encouragement and to orient their efforts throughout the rest of the course, and regular opportunities to use and tune up what they know, and know how to do, through assignments with feedback.
Quality standards for the volume and quality of feedback . The Open University, who have the highest ratings for ‘feedback’ on the National Student Survey, monitor the standard of feedback that tutors provide to students. An experience ‘Staff Tutor’ samples new tutors’ marking and if they see feedback that falls below accepted standards (for example too brief to be understandable) or is of an inappropriate form (for example overly critical, with little advice on how to improve) then they will contact the tutor for a discussion, and that tutor’s feedback will be put on a higher level of monitoring until it is seen to improve. Most universities monitor the quality of lectures in this way as a matter of course, but feedback has much more impact on student learning than do lectures. The OU also have strict rules on turn-round times for feedback and if tutors are persistently too slow they are likely not to be re-employed.
Tutor briefing concerning volume and nature of feedback. The Open University also focus their tutor training on how to give feedback. They provide exemplars of good feedback and advice on using the ‘OU sandwich’ of positive comments, advice on how to improve, followed by an encouraging summary.
Mechanised feedback where mechanised tests are used. Students can sometimes gain from marks on mechanised testing – mainly about whether they have been working hard enough and which topics they need to spend more time on. Tests in class can work especially well in this respect. Some software also allows tutorial feedback to be associated with the selection by students of wrong answers to multiple choice questions, with students getting an electronic summary of feedback the moment they press the ‘submit’ button on the on-screen test. Such feedback may be paid more attention if there is a later opportunity to take the test (see Two-stage testing, below). Providing ‘self-tests’ on line, for feedback purposes only, for students to take when they feel ready, can also lead to more thorough and focussed studying before a test or exam for marks at a later time, guided by their performance on the ‘self test’.

Audio-feedback is being adopted to an increasing extent as an alternative to written feedback, allowing tutors to speak their comments out loud into a digital tape recorder as they read assignments (which is much quicker than stopping to write things down) and email their digital audiotapes to their students in a rapid and automated way. Such feedback can be more visceral and impactful than carefully chosen written phrases. Feedback to all students can emailed to everyone so that students get masses of feedback – not just on their own assignment. Information about the technicalities and educational issues involved can be found at: http://sites.google.com/site/soundsgooduk/ 
Development of student self-supervision. The fastest feedback that can be provided is by the student themselves, given to themselves, as they are writing or studying. They become able to ‘self-supervise’ in this way through practice at self-assessment (for example being required to add self-assessment comments to their own work when they submit it), through seeing, judging and discussing examples of work of various standards (for example through ‘marking exercises’), and through comparing their own self-assessments with assessments of their work by other students and by their tutor (for example being asked to discuss the feedback they have received on their most recent assignment, in a short classroom exercise).
Providing high quality feedback

Specific and forward looking Good feedback is sufficiently detailed that students understand what, exactly, is meant, and also what to do next time to avoid the same mistake or to improve. 

Encouraging The Open University briefs its tutors to use the ‘OU sandwich’ in writing feedback: starting with positive and encouraging comments, moving on to specific critiques, and concluding with encouragement for the future and specific advice about how to improve.
Feedback relating to educational goals, criteria and standards
Feedback should make it clearer to students what the educational goals of the course are, for example whether greater emphasis is placed on familiarity with the literature or on competence. Students should be able to see how marks are arrived at in relation to the criteria, so as to understand the criteria better in future. They should be able to understand why the grade they got is not lower or higher than it actually is. One way to do this is to use the sentence stems: “You got a better grade than you might have done because you….” and “To have got one grade higher you would have had to ……”. Feedback sheets with lists of criteria may help, but if students do not understand the words used (such as ‘’quality of argument”) then a tick or a “good” next to the criterion will not explain much. 

Tutor briefing and monitoring concerning the quality of feedback. New tutors often have a limited feel for what good feedback looks like or what standard of feedback, in terms of length and specificity, is expected. They may concentrate on proving their superior knowledge to the student rather than focussing on improving the students’ work in future. It helps to provide new tutors with samples of feedback from exemplary tutors, and also examples of inadequate feedback, and to arrange private meetings in which new tutors can discuss samples of their feedback with experienced tutors. The Open University monitors the quality of feedback tutors provide. Experienced teachers read examples of their feedback and email or telephone the tutor if they feel they can make constructive comments that would improve their feedback in future. The Open University has the highest ratings of all universities on the National Student Survey for ‘feedback’ even though it is all conducted at a distance.

Development of students’ ability to understand feedback. Often tutor’s feedback is understandable to other tutors, but not to students. It can help to put short periods of class time aside to have students discuss with other students the meaning and implications of the feedback they received, and for students to see feedback other students have received and hear what sense others make of their feedback. Confusions can be aired and resolved in public, for all to hear.
Ensuring that students use feedback

Faster feedback

The most effective way to ensure that students are likely to pay attention to feedback is to provide it quickly: fast enough that they are still thinking about their assignment and soon enough to be useful to them in tackling the next assignment. Quick and imperfect feedback can be much more effective than slow and perfect feedback. Providing fast feedback can be expensive – 3.1 contains ideas for reducing the resources required to give feedback quickly.

Requests for feedback

If you ask students to make specific requests concerning what feedback they would like, when they submit an assignment, then they will already be thinking about feedback before they receive it, you can target feedback just on those things they are interested in, and they are more likely to read it. It could save you time, as well, through not giving feedback on anything the student did not request. Students will get better, over time, in making more useful requests.

Discussion of use of feedback

If you have gone to a lot of time and trouble to provide feedback then it makes sense to put aside a small proportion of class contact time to arrange discussion between students. Ask then to bring their last assignment with its feedback to class and ask them, in twos or threes, to take turns to answer these questions:

What did you do well in this assignment?

What would you have needed to have done to have got a better grade?

What can you learn from this assignment that could help you in your next assignment?

What would you like feedback on next time?
Two-stage assignments 

If assignments are designed in two stages, with the first stage formative (with feedback but no marks) and the second stage summative (with marks but no feedback) then students are likely to pay a great deal of attention to your feedback on the first stage and to produce better quality work at the second stage. PhD supervision, involving feedback on drafts of chapters, uses this principle.

Two stage tests 

Where assessment takes the form of short tests or multiple choice question tests, the feedback that students normally get – which questions they got wrong and right – is not much use as the next test will be on different subject matter. If students get two goes at similar tests, with the first treated as a formative assignment and the second, about a week later, just for marks, students will put extra time into working on those topics where they made errors the first time round. A number of studies have shown substantial improvements in student grades, and reductions in failure, through the introduction of two-stage tests to replace one-stage tests.

Integrated multi-component assignments 

You can set students a substantial assignment or project which is tackled in multiple stages, and each of which contributes to the next stage and to the whole report submitted at the end for marks. At each stage you can introduce some kind of feedback mechanism (for example peer feedback using a checklist, or a ‘model answer that is discussed). This provides ideal opportunities for ‘feed forwards’, maximising the likelihood of students paying attention to and using feedback. The course at the Open University with much the best students ratings for ‘use of feedback’ has an eight stage assignment of this kind.

Requirement for students to demonstrate response to feedback in subsequent assignments

You can require students to attach, to their assignment, a cover sheet which explains how they have used previous feedback to tackle this assignment more effectively. This can be made a formal course requirement: if they do not have an adequate cover sheet then you can refuse to mark it. When you provide feedback you can concentrate on how well they have improved their work since last time.

Generic feedback
Much feedback concentrates on correcting errors or highlighting omissions. Students very rarely respond to such feedback by going back to the previous topic and studying it some more – as few as 1% of students do this. Of much more use to students is more generic feedback that would be of help in tackling the next assignment, or even somewhat similar assignments on other courses, almost regardless of the specific topic. Advice on reading around, writing, using evidence, constructing arguments, referencing sources etc is all more likely to be paid attention to and responded to.

