Devising a Departmental Assessment Strategy: reviewing current practice as the basis for consolidation and clarification
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Background

Through a Learning and Teaching Fellowship from the Learning and Teaching Office, Dr Simon Cohn was invited to explore ways in which a departmental strategy for assessment practices could be developed for Anthropology. Dr Cohn has been an External Examiner for other universities, Chair of departmental examination sub-boards, and chair of a joint honours sub-board. The project was ostensibly a simple one of reviewing current practice linked with undergraduate teaching – both formal and informal – and using this as the basis for establishing an umbrella strategy. 

The Anthropology Department, like the majority of departments at Goldsmiths, currently makes a categorical distinction between coursework and examined work (not to be confused with the Examinations Office notion of ‘coursework’) and treats the notion of assessment as entirely different for each. However, in order to recognise that both forms should be subject to a common pedagogic rationale, and to avoid reproducing the division, both were part of the review that was carried out. 

Overall, it has adopted until now an implicit underlying principle that has endured over time for both coursework and examination methods that could be called a ‘shotgun approach’. It is believed by virtually all staff that by using a wide range of different assessment methods across programmes different skills and abilities are captured. Given the mixed backgrounds of the student body, it is frequently argued that those students lacking specific assessment skills that might be associated with the assessment mode of one course, for example unseen exams, are effectively compensated overall by the other alternative forms linked to other courses; as one colleague summarised that it reflects ‘diverse students requiring diverse methods for diverse research projects’. But, in addition, there is a sense that anthropology as a discipline is so wide-ranging in what in encompasses, and the nature of its knowledge, that no single method would appropriately reflect its remit.

Rationale

The rationale for this investigation was not to devise an assessment strategy in the abstract, and so introduce an entirely new set of assessment procedures and practises, but to use current practice as the foundation for grounding a strategy based on the tacit principles that underlie current practice. In other words, it adopted the idea that there was, in fact, a lot of careful reflexive pedagogical thinking behind much of what is currently done, and that an strategy document should largely be an explicit articulation of it, so that it is available to staff, and potentially students, for further shared critique and consideration in the future.

Methods

Although the shotgun approach has some merit, clearly it does not fully address how individual courses are assessed, and whether this the mode is the most appropriate or useful for its specific learning outcomes, and those that relate to more integrated aims for the level and programme. In order to address this, individual course convenors were contacted and asked various simple questions by email about the type of assessment they employ and whether it was deemed suitable. The majority were also spoken to for short informal conversations.

Results

Fifteen individual sets of responses were received. Results from this survey can be summarised in the following set of bullet points:

· The majority of course convenors inherited courses, and consequently the modes of assessment. Whilst some had since changed this after reviewing a cohort’s performance after the exam period, most had not.

· All staff reported that they felt the mode of exam assessment currently used was the most appropriate mode, even though a number did comment on how they were aware many students found formal assessment very stressful and unnecessarily demanding.

· Some staff felt regulations prevented them from devising novel forms of examination assessment, as in ‘The exam system is too bureaucratic, rigid, and ultimately unfair…’ The majority of staff expressed concern that there were too many bureaucratic hurdles to alter course assessments, and that proposing them might make them vulnerable to unnecessary extra work; as one colleague summarised , ‘being a hostage to fortune’.

· Not all staff felt they had clear reasons for the form of examination assessment employed beyond the fact that ‘it seems to me to be the best way to assess work for a course’ 

· Coursework assessment was universally described as a method to ensure students grappled with a focus on course content. Feedback, in addition to a mark, is provided by all tutors. However, no comments were made regarding the mode of coursework, or that it might also function as a method to teach assessment skills or provide a method to orientate student expectations of the kind of outputs that will be expected.

On the whole, staff provided remarkably generic responses, even afterwards during informal face-to-face discussion. Thus, whilst supportive of current practice, perhaps what is worth noting, and thus central for consideration in formulating a Departmental Assessment Strategy, are those issues that were not raised and deemed irrelevant or simply unproblematic. Of particular not were the following absences from all comments:

· ‘Vertical’ issues, i.e. that assessment was a means of ensuring students could be seen to attain skills or knowledge base essential as the basis for another level or specific course such that the assessment constitutes a crucial aspect of progression requirements

· Horizontal issues, i.e. any reference to the way an individual course related to other courses taken by students in parallel, and thus the ways in which assessment across a year can provide a means of collectively generating a depiction of knowledge, skills and aptitudes

In addition, a number of staff reported that there were a range of impediments to considering changes to assessment, which served to discourage them even thinking through any possible changes that they might want to make:

· College or University regulations over the type of formal assessment that could be adopted

· Regulations over the proportion of coursework that could make up the final examined mark

· Regulations over what had to be blind double-marked, or sent to the appropriate Visiting Examiner for confirmation

Corroborating results: asking students

Following this activity, a sample of students form each year were spoken to in a relatively informal way (taking advantage of time after regular seminar classes). They were asked similar questions to those directed to staff; the appropriateness of assessment forms, the link between modes and particular courses, and anything they felt should be changed to either make assessments more meaningful or content rich for their learning experience.

The results of these small informal unselected focus groups can be summarised int eh following points:

· Quantity. Students from all levels felt that they were assessed too much, especially during a short period of time in the early summer. As one second yuear student reported, ‘Its crazy really, knowing that you aren’t giving in your best work, but just having to hand anything in because otherwise you fail the whole year’

· Few students had ever thought about (and hence had not be invited to reflect on) why a particular course was assessed in a particular way except those cases where they could choose their own topic and explore this in a report or dissertation

Discussion

If it is accepted that assessment is an integral part of learning and teaching, a review of our assessment practices is effectively also a curriculum review. Thus, in relation to this initiative, the dept LTC is currently involved in mapping individual course learning outcomes onto level and programme learning outcomes, and making explicit those areas of content overlap and connection across the syllabus. Clearly, not all courses need to be vehicles for all the programme learning outcomes; part of the task to develop a clear assessment strategy will therefore be to ensure both staff and students are aware of the ways in which courses function both independently and contribute to overall outcomes in relation to other courses, across what was termed above as horizontal and vertical dimensions.

From the outset, one of the key barriers within the department towards developing an innovative and ‘joined-up’ strategy is the complete division made between coursework assessment and exam assessment. Overall, staff largely conceptualise assessment in terms of knowledge content, independent of the means by which students articulate or shape that knowledge. This means that there is frequently no link between the two modes in terms of the appropriate skills needed or their overall pedagogic function.

Staff are cautious about initiating any changes forms of assessment that have to be recorded and approved formally because of a concern with the additional workload that might be involved or fear that whole aspects of the course will come under the scrutiny of others. In sum, there is a sense that course convenors want to protect current procedures as a way of ensuring their autonomy is preserved. This is a major issues, and one that might hinder any general alterations in assessment practice that might follow the implementation of a Departmental Strategy.

The Strategy will draw from these explorations by ensuring that each course has a set of clear rationales for its coursework and examined work that responds to the general curriculum map and the overall awareness that both the nature of the student body, and the nature of the discipline itself, is best suited to a variety of modes.

The Strategy will ideally ‘free up’ some of the current practice that is based on misinformation or misunderstanding. Issues relating to College or University regulations will be clarified. Alongside this, academics will be invited to conceptualise appropriate and effective assessment; specifically, to consider that assessment need not be over-demanding in length or amount simply to ensure its accuracy or validity.
Appendix: Current assessment formats in the Anthropology Dept, 2007:

Coursework 

(ie during the term and not constituting any or the majority of an examination mark’

	Form of Assessed work
	Feedback
	Contribution to examined marks

	Coursework essays
	Yes, though there is no compulsory form. 

Written feedback can be free text, amended essay papers or using the departmental Feedback sheet.

Oral feedback is generally provided via one-to-one tutorials initiated by the student


	The marks and comments rarely form part of an examination mark: if they do, the common practice is that they are worth 20-25%

	Formal Seminar Presentations 

(rather than simply students charged with initiating discussion)
	Yes, though there is no compulsory form. 

Written feedback can be free text, amended essay papers or using the departmental Feedback sheet.

Oral feedback is generally provided via one-to-one tutorials initiated by the student


	Currently, this form of assessed work has been introduced to form part of the final examination mark, commonly 25%


Examwork 

(ie submission during the Examination Period and constituting the sole or any or majority of an examination mark’

	Form of Assessed work
	
	

	Unseen examinations, (2 hour 2 question or 3 hour three question:1/2 and 1 unit respectively)
	Mainly just the mark, discussed by the personal tutor at the beginning of the next session, although some informal practice exists to provide oral feedback.
	Either counts as the complete mark, or is part of a summative mark with either of the above methods of coursework.

	Reports

(2,500-5,000 words)


	Mainly just the mark, discussed by the personal tutor at the beginning of the next session, although some informal practice exists to provide oral feedback.
	

	Dissertation

(8,000-10,000 words)
	Mainly just the mark, although some informal practice exists to provide oral feedback after graduation.

During the course of this project work close contact with a staff supervisor frequently means written and oral feedback is provided

As work progresses.

Limited number get additional feedback after being selected for prizes/possible publication
	

	Video plus production essay
	Because this requires close production supervision, on-going feedback and advise is given throughout
	

	Photographic project
	Like Video production (above) this is on-going project work and so can receive regular supervisory input
	


