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How are we assessing our students? 
Introduction

A Learning and Teaching fellowship with a focus on Assessment has enabled me to look at how programmes use assessment to engage the learner.  Although the original brief was to focus on assessment, I felt it necessary to broaden the remit to sharing good practice in learning, teaching and assessment, with a view to begin to share some of the good practice already in the department.  
The Disability and Discrimination Act 2005 formalises a responsibility to foster inclusive teaching, learning and assessment practice and encourage innovation.  This can then be viewed as a timely opportunity to review current practice with the aim to widen participation and improve access for all students.  

Teaching and learning are central to the purpose of higher education. We are committed to understanding better where and how good teaching and learning take place and to take steps to ensure that standards are high and continually improved, and that best practice is effectively shared.

http://www.dfes.gov.uk/hegateway/strategy/hestrategy/teaching.shtml
Accessed April 2008

In order for this secondment to effect meaningful change I wanted to make sure that the strategies we explored and implemented were sustainable. With this in mind a systematic strategic approach was adopted to attempt to ensure a comprehensive cycle of implementation, review and evaluation are built into new systems and initiatives.  This took the form of a three year plan (Appendix 1) – a discussion paper that noted what we would like to achieve, on a yearly basis over the next three years. Creating a bigger picture of Teaching, Learning and Quality [LTQ] aims, and areas for development, provided a framework where actions could be broken into manageable steps and contribute to yearly objectives. In defining themes for development in collaboration with colleagues with specific teaching and learning responsibilities and Heads of Programmes we could start a cycle of combined working and mutual support across programmes.  This would then have the added support of the TLQ committee and would inform departmental inset and planning, professional development sessions and direct resources to target groups. 
What we decided to do…
This opportunity to review and share assessment practice was received with enthusiasm by the LTQ.  The first meeting of 2007-8 discussed the Assessment review and established a way forward.  It was felt that there was already much good practice, in terms of teaching, learning and assessment, already going on in different pockets in the department.  However, in a department of this size with all the associated complexities of having numerous types of course/programme, it was felt that good practice was often not shared. The challenge for us was to encourage colleagues to share this good practice. In sharing good practice we wanted to recognise that different programmes have different ways of doing things, successful strategies have evolved, in some cases over many years by taking into account student feedback and ongoing curriculum development.  Celebrating the range of opportunities for students to learn through the assessment process is just one of the positive outcomes we hope to achieve.  We decided that a Departmental Newsletter would be one way to share and foster good working practice. Initially the focus would be assessment and subsequently widen to include aspects of teaching, learning and assessment.  Discussions also revealed that colleagues would like to agree some common principles of assessment. This would aim to begin to create transparent departmental teaching, learning and assessment policy that is clearly underpinned by educational research and thus strengthen current practice. 
I wanted to build on the findings of last year’s fellows and wider research evidence. Initially, a quite structured approach to reviewing practice across the department was adopted. This was audited through discussion during meetings, and a questionnaire to colleagues (Appendix 2).   
… existing research evidence had already established that development of formative assessment could produce substantial improvements in the learning of students and there was no need to repeat such work.  However there was a need to study how different teachers might realize such improvements…… any attempt to force adoption of a simple recipe by all teachers would not be effective, and that success would depend on how each could work out his or her own way of implementing change. 

Black et al. (2007) 

This fact finding and information gathering process revealed specific examples of Assessment for Learning [AfL] in action in our department.  For example:
Example 1. 

The flexible PGCE uses portfolio tasks to assess learning and monitor progress.  A General Professional Studies module has been re written to incorporate a process of peer review and online group discussion to support the production of an assignment that could be submitted at H or M level.  This was supported through a successful CELT fellowship and has provided an alternative mechanism for students to be able to choose to attend face to face teaching sessions or opt for a distance learning peer review mode of learning.   Using learning technology in this way, particularly for post graduate students who are learning at a distance from Goldsmiths hopes to provide scaffolding for students to establish a supportive learning community where peers can share experiences and learn from each other.  Having a choice as to how to study empowers the student. It encourages them to make informed choices based on their preferred ways of learning, personal circumstances and timing of school placement(s).  
Example 2. 

The PhD programme has an annual monitoring and reviewing process of student’s progress. The student’s are asked to present a lengthy piece of work.  The work is made available to tutors before the meeting.  A discussion meeting provides a formal but friendly forum where the student is able to explore ideas with tutors, report progress, and share and define timescales. Timescales and learning that is student driven in this way embraces AfL and promotes learner autonomy and reflective practice.  By using this type of forum to assess student’s progress tutors are able to support students in meeting their objectives whilst exercising skills for self management.  
Example 3. 

The Education, Culture and Society [ECS] programme has planned four course units, each is assessed differently.  Assessment strategies include a reflective log, seen paper, making a film, writing an essay, creating and presenting an art exhibition.  An emphasis on self reflection and a necessity for students to self manage enable individuals to personalise their learning experience.  The ECS tutors feel the range of assessment methods they use are soundly based on philosophical principles shared by the team.  Colleagues feel that a strength of this course is that from the very initial planning stages assessment and methods of assessment featured in planning the curriculum. This has resulted in the inclusion of active teaching strategies that are responsive to student need and assessment is integral to the teaching and learning process.  
Such varied and complex methods of assessment require clear frameworks that support innovation not restrict it.  Therefore in order to support innovation we established a shared platform from which to encourage creative assessment.  So on a very practical level we wanted to 1) smooth out inconsistencies in procedures and streamline current practice, 2) review what different programmes are assessing and how they are receiving assessments, 3) establish some common principles to encourage AfL.   Hence a two pronged approach to supporting and encouraging good practice was discussed and put into action.  

Procedures

In formalising our current practice by instituting clear procedures, which are supported by departmental guidelines, could serve to clarify expectations for students. Thus, embedding good practice in terms of shared expectations from introducing a assessed piece of work to students, submission requirements, sharing marking criteria through to actual marking and feedback.  

… the development of conceptual models of the feedback cycle that describes 
how it can benefit a wide diversity of learning practices and ensure the 
maximum pedagogic value is obtained from every student submission.

Cohn, S and Brett, A.  (2007) 

Devising a cohesive approach and producing a common strategy that is both efficient and workable relies on both the administrative department and academic staff to work collaboratively.  Although a common approach would be applied from an organisational perspective, programmes would personalise actual procedures to take into account specific course features.  By sharing good practice during programme and LTQ meetings the course administrators were able to contribute to the development of programme specific systems. This has meant that expectations would be clearly communicated, workable for all involved and transparent for learner and marker.    The suggested policy can be seen below.  

Educational Studies: Teaching, Learning and Assessment 

The 5 Point Plan

1. Learners will be given guidance on the criteria, content and depth of knowledge to be demonstrated in the assignment.

2. The parameters of the assignment will be outlined. E.g. Word length, time spent, size.  

3. Formal assessments will be identified and subject to central hand-in procedures.  Heads of Programmes and programme administrators will relay procedures to students.  This will incorporate a deadline and extension request arrangements.  

4. Feedback will be provided for the students within an agreed time frame, usually no more than 4 working weeks.  

5. Feedback will be detailed in such a way that the learner will be able to identify areas of strength, highlight areas for improvement and construct targets for further development.
Providing a forum for focussed discussions on assessment revealed areas of inconsistency in working practice. For example; The introduction of M-Level to the Initial Teacher Education courses highlighted a need to explore M-Level marking and issues around anonymity and moderation.  This opportunity for current M-Level courses to share good practice with colleagues developing M-Level modules was invaluable and provided a forum to explore areas of concern.  Working collaboratively and discussing in this way enables tutors to actively engage in wider assessment procedures and protocols. Thus challenging the acceptance of protocols and developing ways to assess that best suits the needs of their learners.  
The content of this policy is not new working practice. It is simply the pulling together and formalisation of existing practice to put forward a way of doing things that is cohesive, inclusive and presented in a way that we can share with both colleagues and students.   
Once a level platform is established we hope that colleagues will be able to focus  attention on the learning taking place in sessions and review their practice in light of recent pedagogical developments.  Carol Dweck (2000) describes two types of learners, the entity theorists and the incrementalists.  Incrementalists are more likely to believe that achievement is affected by social factors, they work harder at a task if they know they are failing and their self-image is less affected by failure.  They are more likely to believe that people are open to change, and so reflect on a range of social experiences. Formative assessment and AfL draw clear parallels with the notion of incrementalist learning. The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority [QCA] have defined 10 principles of AfL, these can be seen in Appendix 3. Providing opportunity for students to define learning goals, further develop skills for learner autonomy, self reflection, negotiation and lifelong learning are all aspects of AfL and crucial to the success of AfL strategies in the classroom environment.  Sharing good practice and embracing opportunity to develop techniques will be the next stage of successfully embedding formative assessment in our teaching.  

Creative Assessment Methods 

As the Educational Studies department already works with schools and other stakeholders in the education sector many in the department already have an understanding of the AfL agenda and are aware of implications in terms of putting AfL in place in our teaching. Colleagues felt that there was already much good practice within their programmes but there seemed to be little evidence of sharing the good practice across the programmes.   As Educational Studies is a large department and due to different pressure points in the year for different programmes it was felt that the best way for us to share good practice was through a departmental newsletter.  The department has supported this initiative and administrative support has been allocated to co ordinate and put together the newsletter. 
In order for this to be a sustainable venture the organisational and planning aspect of the newsletter have been crucial.  We have spent time considering how we could best present the newsletter so that it encourages people to share and be actively involved in teaching and learning debate.  Parameters have been set and material to be included has been discussed.  

· The newsletter will go out within the first few weeks of each term.

· Key dates will be included alongside contact details of organisers. 

· Departmental news, appointments and information could also be shared.  

· The newsletter will celebrate achievement of colleagues and students. 
· Each newsletter will have a feature focus which will take an innovative approach to teaching, learning and assessment and look at how it is practically applied to enhance learning outcomes, continue to improve quality and widen the diversity of provision.  

The first newsletter will look at how ECS students are assessed and consider student creativity, motivation and achievement in the article.  By highlighting the importance of promoting students’ self esteem and building confidence we will introduce some of the more complex underpinning  principles of AfL.  


Assessment for learning is effective when pupils show changes in their 
attitudes to learning and in their motivation, self-esteem, independence, 
initiative and confidence.
http://www.qca.org.uk/qca_4338.aspx
Accessed April 2008
We plan to interview students, get feedback from tutors and look at examples of students’ work.  By sharing ideas in this way we hope to bring alive a culture of sharing, embracing change and exploring innovation.  
Conclusions
The concrete outcomes of this secondment are a revised Departmental Learning, Teaching and Assessment Strategy and a clarification of current practice.  By revitalising our teaching, learning and assessment strategy in this way we hope to support and encourage innovative teaching, learning and assessment across our department.  Establishing policy documents and frameworks that are transparent and dynamic enables educators to be reflexive in a changing 21st Century environment.  A cycle of review and evaluation within LTQ enables us to be responsive to changing student needs and the requirements in terms of transferable skills and complex attributes in order for our students to be successful in an increasingly competitive wider workforce context.  

By bringing assessment to the fore, embedding good assessment practice in our courses and making time for discussing and sharing practice we can continue to develop for best effect. In sharing best practice in this way we hope to support an evolving culture of excellent teaching, learning and assessment. 
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Department of Educational Studies: Our 3 Year Plan

	
	07-08
	08-09
	09-10

	Approaches to curriculum design and learning teaching and assessment

	· Anonymous marking
	Identify inconsistencies across department. 
	Discussion of advantages and limitations of procedures.  Clarify regulations.  Agree guidelines.  
	

	· Consistency of practice
	Identify common principles to underpin a policy.
	Disseminate policy though HoP and further develop by adding more innovative AfL principles.  
	

	· Sharing good practice
	Set up sustainable procedures for regular newsletter. 
	Termly assessment newsletter with participation across all programmes.  Following review consider widening audience.  
	Termly newsletter widens to include other foci.  

	· Staff development ICT
	Staff training to explore IWB. 
	Introduce staff to new equipment.  Training on how to use wirelessly linked hand held computers.  
	Further training. 

	· Staff Peer review
	Piloted by PGCE Secondary and reported on. 
	Share good practice across programmes and begin to implement. 
	

	· Widening Participation 

· Disability Discrimination Act
	Raise awareness through staff development day.  Liaise with appropriate college student support officers.
	Share case studies and methods of resolving problems. Disseminate best practice and produce guidelines.  
	Further dissemination of case studies in newsletter. 

	· 
	Review booklet for those educated overseas to update information and make applicable to all students. 
	Distribute booklet to students.  
	

	· To extend recruitment
	Set up marketing meeting and support the advertising of MA modules, PGCE for shortage subject areas and other targeted programmes.  
	To explore the implications of setting up an M Res.

To support the development, in conjunction with the Graduate School and the departments of Politics and PACE, a Professional Doctorate programme.    
	

	· Establish a cycle of review, implementation and evaluation
	Establish common themes from APR’s.
	Share induction checklist across programmes (also consider entitlement statement and procedures).
	Create induction handbook.

	· 
	
	
	To begin to share good practice for innovative mentor training.  

	· 
	
	
	Explore programme monitoring procedures across programmes. 

	· VLE
	To disseminate the value of 3d graduate.  
	To encourage a range of PGCE subject areas and other programmes to contribute to the 3d site.  
	

	· 
	
	Establish an Educational Studies presence on grad.gold
	

	Teachers and staff who support learning

	
	
	Continue to support HoD in finding resources for:

a) Disability Officer

b) Building capacity for experienced PhD supervisors.

c) Consistent administrative support for MA, Flexible PGCE.  
	

	The learning environment

	
	
	Continue to explore ways of improving learn.gold making it more user friendly and accessible to staff and students.  
	

	Quality and standards assurance and enhancement

	
	Identified framework of committee structure. 
	Continue to support the HoP’s in expanding the framework to include roles, responsibilities, lines of accountability.  

Chair of LTQ to report to the management on the TL and A priorities so that they feed into departmental planning. 

To ensure a balance between LTQ monitoring responsibilities and a strategic role to encourage dynamic, innovative teaching, learning and assessment.   
	


Programme:

1. What do you think is the difference between assessing learning and assessment for learning?  

2. What policies and procedures do you and those in your team to use when assessing?  

3. What type of activity might you use for informal assessment? 

4. What type of activity might you use for formal assessment? 

5. Would you like to assess differently?  If so how?  

6. How does your programme’s formative assessment methods impact on your planning/curriculum design?  

7. How does your programme’s summative assessment methods impact on your planning/curriculum design?  

8. Positives/Negatives

Is there anything that you do, in terms of assessment, that is unique to your programme and you feel is innovative and/or progressive?  

9. How do you involve students in their assessment? Students are introduced to their assignments during taught sessions, guidance is given in student handbook and tutorials are available for follow up.  Written feedback from tutor helps to improve future work.  
Assessment for Learning is defined by Sadler, R. (1989) as;

In assessment for learning, the learner’s task is to close the gap between the present state of understanding and the learning goal.  Self assessment is essential if the learner is to do this.  The teacher’s role is to communicate appropriate goals and promote self assessment as pupils work towards the goals.  

10.  To what extent do you feel your programme is using assessment for learning?  When and How?  

Thank you.  
The 10 Principles: Assessment for Learning

http://www.qca.org.uk/qca_4336.aspx
Assessment for learning should be part of effective planning of teaching and learning

A teacher's planning should provide opportunities for both learner and teacher to obtain and use information about progress towards learning goals. It also has to be flexible to respond to initial and emerging ideas and skills. Planning should include strategies to ensure that learners understand the goals they are pursuing and the criteria that will be applied in assessing their work. How learners will receive feedback, how they will take part in assessing their learning and how they will be helped to make further progress should also be planned.

Assessment for learning should focus on how students learn
The process of learning has to be in the minds of both learner and teacher when assessment is planned and when the evidence is interpreted. Learners should become as aware of the 'how' of their learning as they are of the 'what'.

Assessment for learning should be recognised as central to classroom practice
Much of what teachers and learners do in classrooms can be described as assessment. That is, tasks and questions prompt learners to demonstrate their knowledge, understanding and skills. What learners say and do is then observed and interpreted, and judgements are made about how learning can be improved. These assessment processes are an essential part of everyday classroom practice and involve both teachers and learners in reflection, dialogue and decision making.

Assessment for learning should be regarded as a key professional skill for teachers
Teachers require the professional knowledge and skills to: plan for assessment; observe learning; analyse and interpret evidence of learning; give feedback to learners and support learners in self-assessment. Teachers should be supported in developing these skills through initial and continuing professional development.

Assessment for learning should be sensitive and constructive because any assessment has an emotional impact
Teachers should be aware of the impact that comments, marks and grades can have on learners' confidence and enthusiasm and should be as constructive as possible in the feedback that they give. Comments that focus on the work rather than the person are more constructive for both learning and motivation.

Assessment for learning should take account of the importance of learner motivation
Assessment that encourages learning fosters motivation by emphasising progress and achievement rather than failure. Comparison with others who have been more successful is unlikely to motivate learners. It can also lead to their withdrawing from the learning process in areas where they have been made to feel they are 'no good'. Motivation can be preserved and enhanced by assessment methods which protect the learner's autonomy, provide some choice and constructive feedback, and create opportunity for self-direction.

Assessment for learning should promote commitment to learning goals and a shared understanding of the criteria by which they are assessed
For effective learning to take place learners need to understand what it is they are trying to achieve - and want to achieve it. Understanding and commitment follows when learners have some part in deciding goals and identifying criteria for assessing progress. Communicating assessment criteria involves discussing them with learners using terms that they can understand, providing examples of how the criteria can be met in practice and engaging learners in peer and self-assessment.

Learners should receive constructive guidance about how to improve
Learners need information and guidance in order to plan the next steps in their learning. Teachers should:

· pinpoint the learner's strengths and advise on how to develop them 

· be clear and constructive about any weaknesses and how they might be addressed 

· provide opportunities for learners to improve upon their work.

Assessment for learning develops learners' capacity for self-assessment so that they can become reflective and self-managing
Independent learners have the ability to seek out and gain new skills, new knowledge and new understandings. They are able to engage in self-reflection and to identify the next steps in their learning. Teachers should equip learners with the desire and the capacity to take charge of their learning through developing the skills of self-assessment.

Assessment for learning should recognise the full range of achievements of all learners

Assessment for learning should be used to enhance all learners' opportunities to learn in all areas of educational activity. It should enable all learners to achieve their best and to have their efforts recognised.
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Creative Assessment Methods





Newsletter


Shift emphasis to learner/establish ownership


Explore resources available in college to support more creative/efficient ways of assessing 


Use of learn.gold/3d graduate
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Audit - HoP


Liaise with Snr. Dept. Admin.


Produce a common strategy and policy on how we assess


Discuss
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