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Background & Context

When the College published its Learning, Teaching and Assessment (LTA) Strategy in 2007, it recognized the increasing focus on assessment in the current debate in Higher Education surrounding learning and teaching. Following a small-scale pilot project in 2006-7, each academic department in the College was asked to nominate an ‘Assessment Fellow’ who was to review assessment practices at departmental level. This local review of assessment was to have three purposes: to stimulate discussion of assessment issues within the department; to inform on ongoing plan of action aimed at further integrating assessment with departmental learning and teaching practices, and to feed into a newly integrated departmental LTA Strategy, which would be in dialogue with the broad aims of the College LTA Strategy. 
The scope, extent and method of the review were largely left open to the fellow, but it was clearly necessary to take into account the nature of learning and teaching in the relevant department. The English & Comparative Literature department (ECL) offers undergraduate programmes in English, English & American Literature, English & Comparative Literature, English with Creative Writing and (jointly with other departments) English & Drama, English & History, European Studies and Media & Modern Literature. We offer taught MA programmes in Applied Linguistics, Caribbean Literature & Creole Poetics, Comparative Literatures, Contemporary Approaches to English Studies, Creative & Life Writing, and Twentieth-Century Literature & Its Contexts. In a typical year, we deliver around 80 taught courses, of which approx. 55 are at undergraduate and 25 at postgraduate level (many of the latter are technically half-course units, as they’re taught over one term only).
I took the broad view articulated in the College LTA Strategy that ‘Assessment’ covers a spectrum of distinct, yet complementary activities integral to learning and teaching. These activities include, but are not limited to, formative assessment (or ‘assessment for learning’) and summative assessment (or ‘assessment of learning’). In addition, there’s a recognition of what are called ‘complex achievements’ in student learning (also described as ‘complex skills’, ‘soft skills’ or ‘transferable skills’) which escape precise measurement, although they are undoubtedly developed during a programme of study. The Goldsmiths Learning & Teaching lecture delivered by Mantz Yorke in March 2008 is a good example of this tendency. My review was supported by informal discussions with the Learning and Teaching Office and with former and current assessment fellows, and by a range of print and web resources, inc. the College LTA strategy and related documents and reports. 
Scope and method
Several considerations informed my review. First, I chose to focus on assessment at undergraduate level, because undergraduates form by far the largest part of the student population in ECL, their degree programmes last the longest, and courses at that level constitute the majority of our provision. Second, the review should not be a mere paper-based, abstract exercise. If it was to stimulate further discussion of assessment in ECL, or at least lead to an increased awareness, I needed to involve colleagues and students, and the best way do to that was to incorporate their views, and I did this by asking them to answer a few simple questions put to them in a questionnaire, or by asking students informally after seminar. Responses and majority views have been incorporated below. Third, if the review was meant to be a stepping stone towards an overarching ECL ‘assessment strategy’, then it should try to identify a pattern or a kind of rationale (whether this was explicitly stated or tacitly assumed) for our current menu of assessments. Already in the early stages of the review, it became clear that a great deal of pedagogic thought has gone into the design of individual courses (including their re-design during the ‘levelisation’ i.e. the separation of L2/3 courses in 2004/5), reflected not least in the detailed assessment criteria and learning outcomes that accompany each course description. All of this reinforces the fact that the course is an independent, self-contained unit of learning and teaching. At the same time, of course, each course also functions within a larger programme of study, and gradually the review shifted its attention to these issues. I found or heard few explicit statements about how individual courses relate to one another, how they connect horizontally with other courses at a specific level (year of study) and how they function vertically in relation to the learning incrementally achieved in the programme as a whole. With these considerations in mind, the focus of the review gradually shifted from identifying the assumptions behind course assessments to exploring the kinds of horizontal and vertical connections that they might form in our programmes.

Assessment modes and patterns
Central to our discipline is the written essay, which is seen as the uniquely appropriate form for high-level skills of literary analysis and discussion. As a mode of critical, yet creative writing, the essay is most suited to the type of learning we expect our students to do during their studies: the close reading of literary (and other cultural) texts, the engagement with critical debates about them, and the construction of substantiated arguments about literature and its historical, social, cultural and intellectual contexts. In our BA programmes, the length requirements vary greatly, from 1,500 words for a textual analysis or an in-course essay, to the final-year dissertation of around 8,000 words. Word-length and genre requirements for work submitted in the new creative-writing courses are different again, but in every case there is a requirement of producing a written critical commentary on the creative work submitted.
The centrality of the written essay in our programmes does not mean uniformity of assessment. ECL uses a range of assessment methods precisely to allow for different kinds of assessment while also maintaining an overall balance between them. All our courses operate on the assumption that assessment is never purely formative or purely summative. They therefore blend formative and summative kinds of assessment, though the extent to which they do that varies. The rationale is that work done or submitted in-course, informs work which is summatively assessed at the end of a course. This is regardless whether the in-course work is ‘assessed’ (in the Examination Office sense of the word: given a percentage mark that counts towards the final course mark) or ‘non-assessed’. Essays typically respond to set questions which are framed in the light of the course-specific outcomes. 

A key part in ECL’s assessment practices is played by the portfolio course. This is a type of course in which several scheduled formative assessments help the creation of a portfolio of written work, which will constitute the final submission. In portfolio courses, students submit written work (typically an essay) during the course, which is then marked and returned; students can then decide whether to alter or rewrite the piece for the final submission. The final submission typically consists of three essays amounting to between 6-8,000 words, but number and individual word-length can vary. There is a formal feedback procedure via an Essay Report Form: written comments accompanied by an indicative class mark, and course specific assessment criteria and the general ECL assessment criteria are specifically referenced and the extent of their achievement indicated by tickbox (a copy of the Essay Report Form is attached). More informal feedback procedures include written comments on the student essay itself, and verbal feedback to the student during tutorials. Feedback on these draft essays typically concerns intellectual content, style and structure, and advice for improvement. 
The portfolio system was designed to combine both depth and breadth of study. It enables students to explore themes and topics from the course in greater depth than is possible in a sit-down exam, and with the attention to textual detail and critical context that is difficult under exam conditions. In addition to depth, there is breadth of focus – the portfolio course is designed allows them to write on topics that interest them, to undertake additional research and engage with critical material and ideas. By offering continuous feedback on written drafts, the portfolio system can also aid the development of a more fluent essay style. The portfolio system promotes a kind of self-reflective learning, as the in-course essays are not just compulsory items aimed at ‘getting a mark’ or fulfilling the requirement to submit ‘non-assessed’ coursework, but constitute stages of (self-)critical learning through which students construct their own response to the material studied. 
How do portfolio assessments function across the ECL curriculum? At Level 1, where course choice is by and large restricted, assessments include the traditional 3-hour unseen written paper (preceded by the requirement of two in-course essays for formative assessment) (Explorations in Literature; Engaging Poetry) and the portfolio modes. In Approaches to Text, the portfolio should focus on the three major genres of poetry, drama and prose fiction. In The Short Story, the third essay is an independent project somewhat longer than the first two, where the student is required is choose and discuss with the tutor topic and approach. A first-year student in the BA English will have half their courses assessed by portfolio, the other half by unseen written paper preceded by in-course essays. The compulsory L1 courses in some of the joint programmes (e.g. Introduction to American Literature & Culture; Introduction to Comparative Literature) offer variations of the portfolio system. Of the courses typically on offer at L2, about a third is assessed by portfolio; another third by unseen or part-disclosed written paper, and another third by a blend of in-course essays and seen written paper. At L3, the portfolio becomes the predominant mode of assessment. The marked shift towards portfolio at this level appropriately complements the final-year dissertation (or interdisciplinary project). A few L3 portfolio courses require also a short Introduction to the Portfolio in which students are invited to focus on their own learning process and the ways the portfolio as a whole addresses the course concerns. 

By looking at how portfolio courses function within the curriculum, we may also glimpse a pattern of assessments in ECL. There appears to be a shift in emphasis that occurs from the introductory survey courses at L1 to period- or genre courses at L2 to more specialized course units at L3. While L1 assessment balances the portfolio and the written paper, assessment patterns and options at L2 and L3 increasingly respect students’ hopefully growing engagement with their programme of study. The parity of final, blended and portfolio assessments at L2 and the near-total dominance of portfolio assessment at L3 reflect an increasing awareness that what students learn is also informed by how they learn. We make no explicit statements about this shift in emphasis. I believe it is worth stating it and it should be integral to our emerging assessment strategy.
The portfolio system is continually evolving, and although it tends to work very well in practice and is generally extremely well received by students, a number of issues have emerged over the years that are to do with the changing nature of the student body. Course convenors and the departmental Undergraduate Teaching & Learning Committee have addressed these issues. Blended forms of assessment (comprising coursework essays and written paper) as employed in a third of L2 courses were devised with the intention to close the noticeable gap in results between high-performing portfolio and relatively low-performing exam courses. We have also noticed that students on portfolio courses tend to decide on the two or three items on the syllabus they will write on while ignoring the rest, with unwelcome consequences for their attendance. Some colleagues have responded to this by devising comparative portfolio questions that require students to take into account more than one text and explore connections across the course. A number of colleagues have noted that students on portfolio courses do not submit in-course draft essays; there may of course be numerous reasons for this, but one reason may precisely that these essays don’t ‘count’ until much later. On a small number of L2 courses, the assessment has been changed from portfolio to unseen exam, precisely to ensure that students engage with the whole of any given course and are encouraged to make connections and comparisons across the syllabus. This very same reason is behind the change of assessment method in one L3 course from a mixed mode to final written paper. These changes don’t affect the overall assessment economy across a typical BA programme in ECL. Instead, they show that ECL’s range of assessments responds flexibly to changes in student performance and achievements. 
The College LTA strategy signals a shift away from the unseen written paper towards other forms of assessment. Clearly, ECL has already decisively moved its assessment practices in that direction, developing and continually adjusting our courses. While we have retained the written paper on a number of strategically placed courses and for a number of reasons (inc. prevention against plagiarism and ability to construct a critical argument within a set time-frame), we employ, in addition to the traditional unseen paper, a range of flexible formats (unseen; take-home; part-disclosure, with various time-frames). 

Judging from the student responses, our current mix and range of assessments is viewed very positively. There was a very clear sense that assessment is not just about marks for a specific course, but about a process of learning, and that there are plenty of opportunities for learning to be seized within and outside the curriculum. The fact that feedback / formative assessment is part of every course is valued particularly highly, and feedback is clearly recognised as an important activity in every course. Among the written papers, the unseen paper causes most anxiety, with some disputing its value for learning at university level and many suggesting a lack of training and preparedness for this type of assessment. This is despite the fact that material from in-course essays may be incorporated into the exam. Students would also like to have feedback on summative assessments other than the percentage mark communicated to them by the Examination Office, although they recognize the reasons why this cannot be currently done. This desire for feedback feeds into the current debate about replacing or complementing the final degree result with some kind of narrative transcript, and the most appropriate place to discuss this further would be at institutional level and within the HE sector, not in the individual department. 
ECL communicates ample information about assessment in the Undergraduate Student Handbook (which contains full L1 course descriptions), the Level-2 Options Booklet, the Level-3 Options Booklet, the Programme Leaflets containing the relevant Programme Specifications, and of course in the individual course descriptions, many of which are also available on learn.gold. Judging from the staff and student responses, the amount and quality of information about assessment seems about right, although in practice some students fail to assimilate this information. A number of colleagues think there may even be too much information out there. A minor point: The rationale for choosing the specific mode of assessment, which we are required to give on course proposal/amendment forms and which is considered by committees in the department and in College, is not usually communicated to students in writing, although many tutors explain the rationale in their classes. 
A number of colleagues would consider alternative forms of written submissions (e.g. annotated bibliographies, research files, ‘creative’ work) as possible options on their courses, but only by way of complementing an assessment that continues to be centred on the written essay, and only if the different skills developed in these kinds of writing were relevant to the course. 
Openness to alternatives was less marked when it comes to formalizing the assessment of seminar participation. We recognize the importance of making contributions to seminar discussion (Programme Leaflet, BA English [2007], 10.9) and we go on to state that seminar contributions are included among ECL’s measure of student progress, but only informally assessed. ECL students wish for seminar participation to be recognized as a small element of the final course mark. Every student who responded, supported this idea, recognizing (without being prompted) the seminar format as a key medium for learning and focused discussion, and for articulating and testing ideas that lay the groundwork for critical essays. ECL colleagues were divided on this issue. Some were open to this idea in general and considered it potentially useful, but almost every one pointed to the practical obstacle, i.e. the lack of an agreed and fair method of assessing seminar participation (which may include attendance and/or individual or group presentations). Such a method would have to address issues around verifiability and anonymity, and the need to double-mark assessed work and make it available to external scrutiny. In the absence of such a method at College level, ECL can only retain the status quo, particularly in light of what other departments such as Media have attempted to implement recently. Overall, colleagues are open to exploring new forms of assessment, which might add to the current variety and balance, but they perceive pedagogical, practical and/or regulatory impediments that would prevent them from doing so. 

Assessment and curriculum mapping
One of the questions I put to ECL colleagues was this: ‘How do you think the assessment in your course(s) contributes to what and how undergraduate students learn (a) across the four courses they take each year, and (b) in their degree programme as a whole?’ The question asked for the kinds of horizontal and vertical connections suggested earlier. The question was a genuine attempt to invite colleagues to reflect on those connections, but the responses tended to be generic and somewhat evasive – as my own probably would have been.
I think the type of response I received to this question, raises a number of interesting questions about assessment. There’s a clear sense of how individual courses assessments work and that each course is designed as a coherent, yet flexible whole. Colleagues are generally confident that what students learn – close reading, independent analysis, acquiring more and more knowledge about literature and its contexts and articulating this knowledge by means of written arguments – relates in general ways to other courses taken by students in any year and over the years. Staff believe that students’ knowledge and skills – regardless of the many possible course combinations at L2 and L3 – will, in the end, somehow have coalesced or accumulated into the graduate attributes we state as programme outcomes. But the question is precisely: How do we get from individual courses to the ‘level’, and how do we get from courses and levels to the programme as a whole? The underlying question then is if this accumulation or coalescence of knowledge and skills can be described in terms of assessment, and whether there exist the kinds of horizontal and vertical connections I suggested earlier.
Adopting the ‘horizontal’ view, we may ask whether assessments across a year can offer a snapshot of the overall knowledge and skills achieved, and how course-specific achievements and skills become transferable or applicable inv other courses. We may ask about the extent to which this snapshot constitutes an aspect of progression (other than the purely formal requirement of passing at least 3 of the 4 course units). Does assessment have a role to play in student progression that may complement or refine the rather technical ‘3 out 4’ requirement? Is it possible to link this horizontal, end-of-year assessment into a kind of self-assessment via the opportunities offered through the PDP / 3D Graduate scheme?
Adopting the ‘vertical’ perspective, we may ask whether assessments across the three years could be seen as a means of ensuring students have attained knowledge, skills and abilities essential for another level. Each course identifies 4 or 5 ‘assessment criteria’ and 4-5 ‘learning outcomes’ – assuming 50 undergraduate courses per year, a total of 400-500 items. As far as I can see, only one course learning outcome makes explicit reference to a ‘vertical’ issue; in Explorations in Literature, it is stated that the course will have improved students’ historical overview of literature ‘in ways that will help orientate you in relation to more specialized level-2 and level-3 courses’. Related to this aspect are the core / compulsory courses, which we operate in a number of BA programmes; these are designed to be key vehicles for major programme learning outcomes. Continuing to think ‘vertically’, it will probably emerge that not each course is tied to all programme learning outcomes. This isn’t to suggest that every course should announce how it is linked to the next levels of study; but it’s intended as a way of looking at how learning, teaching and assessments connect vertically across the levels.
In trying to find answers to these questions, it may be useful to develop an ECL curriculum map for our various programmes. Such a document would ideally map the horizontal and vertical connections that exist between individual courses, levels and the programme as a whole. A document of this kind would make the link between individual courses and the overall programme aims explicit, and it would need to show, at a glance, how increasingly specialized ‘learning outcomes’ are supported by specific kinds of assessments. It could show how ‘subject-specific’ skills and attributes (close reading, using research tools; construction of a critical perspective) become, through various kinds of assessment, transferable skills and may lead to complex achievements. Above all, it would need to show the various connections clearly and at a glance. It would need to be made available for students and other ‘stakeholders’ internally and externally. We await the outcome of the curriculum mapping project that Visual Cultures is developing with CELT, and which is anticipated to be adaptable to suit different departmental needs. (see Jorella Andrews’ report, Sept. 2007, p.5). To move from fixed map to active mapping: We would be particularly interested in seeing how such maps can be extended (e.g. as web-based documents) to involve students in mapping their own learning process, as they progress through the curriculum, making their own choices and creating a synoptic account of their accumulated learning.
Such a map could be modeled on the outcomes map devised by ECL several years ago as part of the submission for the External/Developmental Engagement with the QAA; mapping programme outcomes onto individual course outcomes (pre-levelisation), it showed significant areas of content overlap and connection across the syllabus (see attachment). We might also draw on a document that was devised to assist us when we ‘levelised’ the majority of our undergraduate courses. The document (which is also attached) lists generic assessment criteria and learning outcomes, which were then articulated in relation to specific courses. As a basis for active mapping, an initial curriculum map would need to consider to assessments and visualise ‘process’ alongside content. 
To conclude: assessments in ECL are an effective and integral part of learning and teaching – a view widely shared by staff and students. Our assessment practices are varied and balanced, and they’re continually re-adjusted in response to changing student needs. Expectations and criteria associated with assessment are clearly articulated at course level, but they are largely implicit at ‘level’ level and inevitably fairly generalized at programme level. While there’s a strong sense (shared by staff and students) that assessment at course level blends knowledge content and the process by which students shape and articulate their knowledge, there’s room for increasing the awareness of how assessments connect horizontally and vertically, and the ways in which courses function both independently and as part of a flexible ensemble. A key element of an ECL Assessment Strategy, it seems, will be to make the various assumptions behind our current practice explicit to staff and students, and to map horizontal and vertical connections across the curriculum. It has been encouraging to see colleagues and students engage with assessment issues beyond the confines of individual courses, and this review has itself been part of an ongoing and long-standing debate in ECL about assessment. 
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