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Introduction

I would like to begin by recording my gratitude to the Learning and Teaching Office for the Learning and Teaching Fellowship I was awarded for the academic year 2007-8. This has enabled me to become familiar with new concepts, to appreciate the need for change, and to engage colleagues in discussion about the way forward. I am pleased to report at the outset that the Fellowship has functioned as a catalyst and has already brought about changes in the way History courses are conceived and assessed. 
I am also grateful to previous Assessment Fellows from other departments. Their reports have been invaluable in giving direction and providing a foundation on which to build. Some earlier reports concentrated on reviewing current practice at departmental level but the present one has a mainly practical as opposed to a strategic focus. Although I am sure not everyone will agree, my own view as a 'second generation' assessment fellow is that the case for rethinking assessment has largely been made. For this reason the present report concentrates on practical objectives and takes the form of a narrative recounting how the attempt to achieve certain goals related to assessment played out in the real world context of a particular academic department. 

Background
As my fellowship began a number of separate factors came together to shape the context for my case study.  
1) As fate would have it in the academic year 2007-8 I was Assessment Fellow, Chair of Learning and Teaching Committee, Exams Officer, Chair of the exam sub-boards, Year One Tutor (Spring Semester), and IT Officer (Spring Term). In addition, I took on the new administrative role of Departmental Programme Monitor in a pilot scheme embracing for all our department's degree programmes. This unusual and perhaps unique conjunction of responsibilities meant that I was well positioned to have a comprehensive view of assessment practices and related issues across the department.
2) In connection with several of the above roles, factors associated with recruitment and retention meant that my attention was closely focused on our year one courses. These courses had been taught since the inception of the BA History degree over ten years earlier and were now in need of an overhaul. At the start of this year the Department decided that the existing courses should be replaced with new ones that moved away from more traditional chronologically structures toward more flexible and thematic ones which better reflected the expertise of current staff.  Since experts on assessment agree that the first year is critical in establishing good practice, it seemed logical that this is where I should focus my attention in order to take advantage of the opportunity presented in the design phase to build in appropriate and more progressive forms of assessment. As far as assessment methods are concerned, then, my project is concerned mainly with the first year. 
3) In conjunction with the restructuring of year one, the department had also decided to pilot a process of online submission of coursework for first year students, which  provided an opportunity to reflect creatively on how the VLE might be used to expand the more traditional modes of assessment prevalent in the department. 
My project was shaped by the three practical concerns listed above which generated he following four separate but interrelated objectives which are discussed in turn in the sections of this report that follow.
OBJECTIVE 1: To quantify current assessment practices  
OBJECTIVE 2: To raise awareness about assessment among colleagues  
OBJECTIVE 3: To incorporate new assessment methods into the new year one courses  
OBJECTIVE 4: To expand the role of VLE for teaching and assessment  
I. Review of current assessment methods
An obvious starting point was to conduct a survey of current assessment methods in use in the department. This is in accordance with advice given by Peter Knight to programme leaders and others conducting assessment reviews, namely to:

Review the amount of assessment on an assessment programme, looking at the range of methods and the balance of formative and summative. It is usual to find considerable imbalances (too many essays on history programmes, for example).

To establish the range of methods currently in use I first compiled a list of current History (HT) course codes and then sorted them by method of assessment. The results can be seen in the table below.

[image: image4.emf]39

42

8

6

8

Exam Essay Portfolio Exam +

Essay

Exam+

Visual

Analysis

History Assessment Methods


Table 1. Current History Assessment methods
Table 1 shows that 39 units are examined uniquely by a written paper, and 42 by essay. 8 units are assessed by a portfolio of work, 6 by a combination of exam and essay, and eight by a combination of exam and visual analysis of an image. What is immediately clear from the table is the overwhelming dominance of written examinations (39) and essays (42). The alternative methods shown are few, and to a large degree still incorporate either exams, essays, or both. Given that all our exams consist of essay-style questions, moreover, it could be argued that History assessment at Goldsmiths relies exclusively on a single method (the essay), as Peter Knight (himself a former historian) had prophetically stated. The skill of essay writing, accordingly, appears to be the main area in which the competence of our students is judged, and by implication would seem to be the skill we wish them to acquire above all others, although I cannot recall a discussion in which colleagues have explicitly stated this as a pedagogic objective.
In terms of the second aspect of Knight's advice—to check the balance between formative and summative assessment—it is not so easy to provide a statistical answer in view of the dual role of assessed coursework. In the first year students submit essays which count towards the final mark for the course. To some degree this is both formative and summative, since the exercise both warrants achievement through a mark (typical of summative assessment), but also provides feedback to the student through tutor's comments (typical of formative assessment). According to Knight, 'Any task that creates feedback to students about their learning achievements can be called formative assessment'.
 I would suggest, however, that these items of coursework are seen by tutors as predominantly summative, and that they understand their role as passing judgement (in the form of a grade) as opposed to offering 'fuzzy' feedback aimed at enhancing student performance (which is not to deny that advice on improvement may be included in the tutor's comments). Overall, I am not aware of any course in the History department where feedback is designed exclusively to inform student learning without including a mark, which in the view of many experts constitutes the purest kind of formative assessment.
 
Our existing first year courses are shown below in table 2. It can be seen that courses 2,3 and 4 shares a common form of assessment, consisting of three essays weighted at 5%, 10% and 10% and a 2-hour written exam weighted at 75%. Course 1 involves a greater diversity of coursework consisting of a critical review of a journal article (10%), a 2000-word essay (20%), an annotated bibliography (20%), and a 4,000-word essay (50%). Virtually all of the assessment in the first year, however, shared the common features of being written exercises produced individually by students and graded by staff with a mark out of 100.

	
	Course Name
	1
	2
	3
	4

	
	
	%
	%
	%
	%

	1
	Concepts & Methods  
	10
	20
	20
	50 (4000 word essay)

	2
	Medieval Europe
	5
	10
	10
	75 (2-hour exam)

	3
	Age of Discovery
	5
	10
	10
	75 (2-hour exam)

	4
	Shaping of the Modern World
	5
	10
	10
	75 (2-hour exam)


Table 2. First year assessment methods up to Sept 2008. The shaded columns denote essays.
In second and third year courses, by contrast, coursework typically does not count toward the final mark so the argument that it is formative is stronger. The tendency, however, is to move away from this model to one in which all coursework counts towards the final mark. This is indeed what happened in the case of first year courses, and it is likely that as new courses are introduced and older ones amended, this pattern will predominate. The rationale for the change lies in the view I have heard repeatedly from colleagues that if coursework does not 'count' students will either not take it seriously or will simply fail to complete the assigned work. Providing a mark is thought to provide an element of compulsion which will ensure compliance with course requirements. My experience as Programme Monitor also confirms that students too feel that they should be earning points through the submission of coursework, perhaps in the way consumers earn air miles or Nectar points on purchases. It has to be recognised that such attitudes on the part of staff and students are widespread and present an obstacle to the introduction of alternative methods of 'low stakes' formative assessment. Such views can only be countered by discussion and debate about the nature and purpose of higher education, an activity that needs to be stimulated through consciousness-raising events at College and department level.
II. Consciousness Raising
Before assuming the role of Assessment Fellow I was relatively uninformed about recent thinking concerning assessment in higher education and the arguments which have led most experts to favour the introduction of more formative assessment methods. As Exams Officer, however, closely involved in reviewing results and evaluating student achievement, I was very aware of the predominance of summative assessment, the largely mechanical process whereby qualifications are computed and awarded, and the restrictions imposed upon tutors by the examination regulations governing assessed work. The information supplied to assessment fellows by the L&T Office suggested new ways to improve student learning which could at the same time reduce some of the regulatory complexity surrounding summative modes of assessment. 

Since many of these matters affect the whole department there seemed to be a need to inform colleagues about these new ideas and initiatives and to canvass views and opinions concerning the desirability of change. At the same time, I was conscious that constant modifications to our first year courses over several years had created a sense of weariness and resistance to further tinkering with course regulations. Above all, changes which involved 'extra work' would be unlikely to be favourably received at Department Board. To overcome this it would be necessary to shown that any new initiative was both well founded in pedagogical theory and functional in practice.
I therefore prepared a Powerpoint presentation setting out the background to the College's present review of assessment together with some recommendations. The approach is 'top down' moving from national considerations, to the College's position in the light of these, and from there to the specific issues affecting the History Department. 
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The presentation consists of forty-two slides and sets out the positions of the principal stakeholders with regard to the current system of awarding undergraduate degrees. It summarises the drawbacks, and recent thinking on how current practice might be improved. The presentation covers the Assessment Fellowship scheme and its goals, national initiatives such as the Burgess Report recommendations and the College's response, key points of the College's own Learning and Teaching Review, the 3-D graduate scheme and its relations to assessment methods, the Deering Report and the views of employers, and QCA Key Skills. 
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
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

Core, plus supplementary transcripts (e.g. for 

employers, and self-evaluation)



Only classification should be PASS and FAIL



Opposed to ranking and norm-referencing 

schemes

FOR MORE INFO...

Goldsmiths response to Burgess: 

www.goldsmiths.ac.uk/learning-teaching/goldsmithsburgess.doc


The presentation also explores the meaning of 'assessment', the problems with current forms of assessment, and alternative ways to promote 'complex' learning and achievement. It then turns to questions of programme desiderata, and proposes a year-by-year blueprint which will allow our programmes to provide in a systematic way the skills needed in years one, two and three. It lists possible formative assessment methods that might be introduced, and stresses the importance of congruency between learning outcomes and assessment tasks. Finally, it proposes a schedule and timetable for the department to make the improvements proposed. The presentation includes hotlinks to relevant sources of further information and refers staff to an archive of information and resources which I have set up on the VLE specifically for History staff.
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Most of the material in the presentation is a digest of the information provided to Assessment Fellows, and the presentation simply tries to distill the most important themes into an easily-digestible visual format which can be shown to colleagues in a presentation lasting under an hour. This seemed the most expedient way of quickly raising the threshold of understanding and interest across the department. The presentation is available on the Information for History Staff area of Learn Gold, and colleagues from other departments are welcome to use and adapt it as necessary.
III. Review of Year One Courses
One of the recommendations in the Powerpoint presentation was for an overhaul of the first year courses. Staff were already focused on the first year as it had been problematic for some time as noted above. There had been retention problems and an unexpected dip in recruitment in September 2007 after several years of healthy growth. These factors provided the momentum for change, and in discussions in the Autumn semester it was agreed that the first year would be completely redesigned, with only one existing course being retained pending further review, and supplemented by four new courses. 
The design of these courses was carried out in discussions at a series of special meetings of the department's L&T committee which took place over a number of weeks. The redesign provided the opportunity to feed in new ideas about assessment methods, and the conveners of new courses were given a blueprint for new course proposals which included sample forms of assessment that were formative in nature. 
My recommendation as regards assessment of the new courses was for one piece of summative assessment per unit with all other coursework to be formatively assessed. However, this did not meet with approval for reasons suggested above, namely that colleagues felt an element of compulsion was required. I suggested that this could be dealt with by placing delinquent students on probation, but there was general resistance to the idea of students being asked to undertake coursework which did not 'count'. Apparently this attitude is too deeply ingrained to be overcome at the first attempt. However, I was successful in pressing for a greater role for formative assessment and in the end it was agreed that there should be summative and formative components. The summative assessment would takes the form of one essay and a two-hour written exam, and the formative assessement would include a groupwork exercise, a peer-assessed item, and one other task left to the discretion of the course convener. For this third item some tutors opted for an online log/journal, others for a class presentation or MCQ exercise. The table below shows a typical arrangement.
	
	Summative
	Formative

	1
	2-2,500 word essay (25%)
	

	2
	2-hour written exam (75%)
	

	3
	
	Groupwork exercise

	4
	
	Peer-assessed exercise

	5
	
	One other decided at discretion of convener


Table 3. Assessment blueprint for year one History Courses.
In submitting their proposals for new courses, colleagues were asked to include a table relating the assessment tasks to the course learning outcomes as in the following example.
	
	Learning Outcome Number   (
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	Assessment

Methods
	2-hour exam
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	x

	
	Multiple Choice Questions
	 
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	x

	
	Peer-assessed report
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x

	
	Groupwork
	 
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x

	
	2-2,500 word essay
	
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	x


Table 4. Relation between learning outcomes and assessment tasks.

The four new courses were submitted to the College for approval at the end of the autumn semester.

IV. Role of the VLE in Assessment
The final issue I will address in this report concerns the role of the VLE in teaching, learning and assessment. It is clear that the VLE offers scope for innovation in all of these areas, allowing, for example, a variety of assessment methods (journal, discussion lists, group activities), online submission of assignments with faster marking and feedback, greater possibilities for self-assessment (e.g. through online tests and exercises), as well as peer-assessment in which students review and comment on each other's work. Administratively it allows standardisation of submission formats, common deadlines, monitoring of student activity, and helps in deterring plagiarism. 
The department had not so far sought to incorporate the VLE systematically into its teaching, learning and assessment activities. Some tutors were using it extensively and others not at all. As an initial step towards greater use of the VLE the department decided to run a pilot project to test the feasibility of students submitting online assignments via the VLE. The pilot study was limited to first year students partly to make it more manageable, but also because specialists see the first year as critical for the establishment of good L&T practice. Table 2 (see above) shows the work required on each of the four first year courses.
We chose to focus on online submission because the department was already using the VLE for submission of a backup copy of examined work each April, and questions had naturally arisen about the redundancy of a paper copy, since i) the original version of student's work is digital; ii) the paper copy is unsuitable for plagiarism checks; iii) a print copy can always be produced from digital one (but not vice versa); and iv) the storage and handling of digital media is much simpler. Furthermore, the project seemed to offer immediate advantages to all stakeholders, namely students, staff, and departmental secretarial and administrative staff. After reflecting on these matters at an away-day, the department decided to explore the viability of a totally paperless submission and marking system, so set up a pilot project for first year students from Sept 2007. 

As we approach the end of the first year trial period, my conclusions are that the online submission system is robust and functional and offers several advantages. However, since we are here concerned solely with assessment, I will restrict my comments to this topic.  
Experts on assessment all agree that feedback must above all be timely, and feedback through the VLE can be provided much more quickly than on paper. Obviously, online submission removes any delay caused by staff and students having to visit the department office to collect or return work on the days they are in College. Staff can mark work from home or College, and as soon as the work is marked the student receives an email notification and can immediately log in to see the grade and feedback given by the marker. The History Department has a target of providing feedback in three weeks, and this is much easier to achieve when marking online. Two days each week are saved simply by eliminating the weekend closure of the department office. Delays also occurred frequently around the vacations when students left early without collecting their essays which then remained unread for several weeks. This no longer happens since they can now receive their feedback easily wherever they are.  
A further advantage of the VLE is the ability to standardise the format in which assessment is provided. For this project the department devised a standard submission template which included a self-assessment checklist asking students to rate their own work in five key areas prior to submission. Tutors then indicate their own rating when the work is marked thus allowing students to see clearly where the gaps were and in what areas they needed to improve (see Appendix for a copy of the form). Tutors also provide short comments under each of the five criteria indicating how the submission might be improved in each respect.
The use of a standard form meant that it was easier to establish consistency and good practice across the department. Students also gain a clearer sense of what the assessment criteria are, and through frequent reinforcement encouraged by the standard format quickly learn in which areas their work needs to be improved and in which it is satisfactory. The record of the feedback given for the entire cohort can be retained online and will be available to staff and students until the end of the academic year at which time it can be archived if necessary.
I believe the format we have adopted for online assessment meets many of the proposals and recommendations on feedback made by Simon Cohn and Andrew Brett in their paper Proposals for Feedback on Assessments dated 14 May 2007, as shown in the following table.
	No
	Nature of Recommendation
	VLE

	1
	The provision of a mark and written comments on all student submissions in all their forms in a reasonable time
	(

	2
	That feedback for each assessment task is provided in a common manner
	(

	3
	That the issue of providing feedback encompasses both formative and summative methods of assessment
	(

	4
	That a record be kept by the staff member of this feedback, together with the mark, so that a more detailed archive of student performance can be maintained and the relationship between course/coursework and any final formal assessment for individual cases and entire cohort can be reviewed if desired
	(

	5
	That the assessment feedback not only evaluates the submission according to specified criteria and outcomes, but that some explicit guidance is also provided concerning how a student might actually have improved the submission for future consideration
	(

	6
	That the method of feedback is integrated into the course guidelines available to students and staff so that it can duly be considered a central rather than peripheral activity
	(

	7
	That College establish a central resource to share good practice for feedback methods
	n/a


Table 6. Extract from Proposals for Feedback on Assessments, 14 May 2007
V. Conclusion

This report is not a blueprint for how assessment should be done in an ideal world. Instead, it records an attempt to take forward some of the new thinking on assessment methods and offers a snapshot of the practical achievements of one department over a single academic year. The situation continues to evolve, not least because as from September 2008 the new methods of assessment the department has chosen to implement will present practical challenges on each course. I hope we will be able to address these creatively and with imagination. At this stage, however, I feel that the four objectives set out at the start of this report have been met, at least to the following degree:
OBJECTIVE 1: Current assessment practices have been quantified and the department now has an inventory of how its current courses are assessed

OBJECTIVE 2: Awareness about new forms of assessment has been increased and colleagues are now more conscious of the problems and opportunities surrounding assessment practices
OBJECTIVE 3: The first year is now seen as critical in establishing good practice and our new first year courses all incorporate varied and appropriate forms of assessment with a much greater emphasis on formative assessment
OBJECTIVE 4: The role of the VLE in teaching and assessment has expanded. Students are introduced to the use of IT in feedback and assessment from the start of their courses and are asked to engage in a critical self-assessment exercise each time they submit work. Feedback on their work is provided quickly and in a standard format.
Appendix

Essay Self-Assessment and Feedback Form

	Please give a rating of how well you feel you have met each of the assessment criteria by putting an X in one of the three boxes below. 1=fully, 2=partially, 3=poorly. Your tutor will make a similar assessment and give additional feedback below. 

	Have you addressed the question throughout the essay?
	1
	2
	3

	Your assessment
	
	
	

	Tutor's assessment
	 
	
	

	Tutor's comment: 

	Does the essay have a clear and logical structure?
	1
	2
	3

	Your assessment
	
	 
	

	Tutor's assessment
	
	
	

	 Tutor's comment:


	Have you demonstrated understanding of the main concepts and/or theories?
	1
	2
	3

	Your assessment
	 
	
	

	Tutor's assessment
	
	
	

	Tutor's comment: 


	Have you put forward a reasoned argument which shows evaluation and analysis?
	1
	2
	3

	Your assessment
	 
	
	

	Tutor's assessment
	
	
	

	Tutor's comment: 

	Critical use of evidence and sources to support essay answer
	1
	2
	3

	Your assessment
	 
	
	

	Tutor's assessment
	
	
	

	Tutor's comment: 

	Presentation, bibliography, footnotes, and use of language
	1
	2
	3

	Your assessment
	 
	
	

	Tutor's assessment
	
	
	

	Tutor's comment: 


Overall Comment:






Grade:

� EMBED MSGraph.Chart.8 \s ���











� LTSN Generic Centre 'A Briefing on Key Concepts – Formative and summative, criterion and norm-referenced assessment' November 2001, p.26.


� LTSN Generic Centre 'A Briefing on Key Concepts – Formative and summative, criterion and norm-referenced assessment' November 2001, p.7.


� E.g. Black (1998).
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