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1. Introduction 

The Department of Media and Communications has recently undertaken a thorough revision of its undergraduate provision on its two single honours degrees: BA (Hons) in Media and Communications, and BA (Hons) in Media Studies with Digital Content Creation, and its three 3 joined honours degrees: BA (Hons) in Anthropology and Media; BA (Hons) in Media and Sociology; and BA (Hons) in Media and Modern Literature. The new curriculum was implemented in September 2007. The review has also entailed taking a look at the overall structure and pattern of assessment.

My own focus during the Assessment Fellowship has been on two aspects of learning and teaching in the Department: 

· The diversification of assessment types within the undergraduate curriculum

· The implementation of a consistent feedback system for undergraduate students. 

2. Context

2.1 The context for this review was provided by the wider discussion within Goldsmiths of the ‘skills’ agenda, feedback and assessment; the College-wide review of its assessment practices as well as the current research on assessment and complex learning from education studies.
 Two key questions have underpinned this case study: 

· How do we assess students on Media and Communications programmes? 

· How do we embed feedback mechanisms into our curriculum?

2.2 The Departmental Learning and Teaching Committee, together with the working party responsible for the undergraduate curriculum review, identified areas of the already existing good practice regarding assessment as well as areas where improvement and diversification were needed. This diagnostic process was coupled with the discussion about the amount and forms of assessment used in the Department and about the need to ensure that assessment functioned primarily as a pedagogic tool, not just an evaluative one.

2.3 The Departmental Learning and Teaching Committee identified some problems in the existent practice of feedback provision across the Department. While students received ample feedback on their Practice courses, it was confirmed they did not always get the feedback that was produced on their written work on Theory courses, unless they explicitly requested it. The lack of consistent feedback procedures across the board was seen as a serious impediment for assessment becoming a more integrated part of a pedagogic practice. A more standard approach needed to be agreed upon, with course convenors taking more responsibility for marking, writing feedback and delivering it to students, and with Theory colleagues learning from the consistent approaches already used on Practice courses. (The Department is nominally divided into ‘Theory’, and ‘Practice’, with undergraduate degrees providing different ratios of mix between the two areas, depending on the specific degree.)

3. Diversification of assessment types within the undergraduate curriculum

3.1. A wide variety of assessment practices already exist within the Department. However, a certain disparity was identified between Practice and Theory courses. While Practice was already using an extremely wide range of assessment types that were well matched to particular courses’ and programmes’ learning aims and objectives, and that aided in developing both subject-specific and generic skills, Theory was seen as being perhaps too over-reliant on traditional essays. It was agreed that there was a need for an expansion and diversification of assessment types on Theory courses.

3.2. After the departmental discussion of the whole curriculum and consultation with individual course convenors, a decision was reached to introduce some new Theory courses which would also contain some more innovative modes of assessment. The new courses are:
3.2.1 Screen Cultures (3rd year) (started 2006/7)

The assessment method comprises three critical assignments (adding up to 5,000 words) that offer the opportunity of combining creative writing with an analytical approach. The assessments require students to visit a screen site and interpret it using course materials. Interpreting, planning and writing about screen cultures in different institutional contexts is a central platform of the method. Students will receive feedback on each piece of work before attempting the next. The method is also designed to combat plagiarism as the assignments are not the usual standard essay format.
3.2.2. Media Industries and Technologies (1st year) (started 2007/8)

Assessment consists of one 2,000 word project that critically appraises the dynamics of an industry selected by the student. It will be based both on original research and evidence that the student has grasped some of the more conceptual debates concerning the media industries and media change. 

3.2.3. Media, Economy and Society (2nd year) (starts 2008/9)

Assessment involves a 3,000 word course portfolio. This will require students to write a brief critical appraisal of each of the main ideas and concepts covered in the course in weeks 2 to 9 and relate them to contemporary examples in the media industries. The portfolio will be discussed and built upon in each seminar and handed in at the end of the course. This assessment is designed to ensure the student understands the breadth of the issues covered in the course and can place each of them in a critical framework.

3.2.4. Intellectual Foundations of Social Theory (2nd year) (starts 2008/9)

Assessment includes two 1,500 word essays that critically evaluate a specific social theorist/theory and use this conceptual framework to assess a contemporary media debate. The first essay will be submitted halfway through the course allowing for feedback before completing the second piece of work. Both essays are designed to test students’ knowledge of key sociological theories and their ability to deploy this knowledge in contemporary media-related contexts.

3.3. A decision was also made to retain some exams in the first and second year - one unseen (Culture and Cultural Studies, 1st year) and two seen ones (Culture and Communications; Culture, Society and the Individual) – as, amongst other things, a measure in combating plagiarism.

3.4. Last but not least, the Assessment Fellow conducted a survey within the Department regarding the usefulness of formative non-marked assessment (i.e. unmarked essays which students write in the middle of the term and on which they receive feedback) on Theory courses, both at UG and MA level. There were some arguments for keeping these essays (‘it's good pedagogic practice, allowing students to learn something half-way through the term’, etc.), but the majority of voices were for abandoning this particular form of formative assessment (justification included comments such as ‘students don't take these essays seriously if the mark doesn't count’; ‘it would be better to deliver proper feedback on marked assessment’, etc.).

The survey consisted in a questionnaire sent to all faculty members and all visiting tutors. (Getting views from the latter was particularly important as the Department relies heavily on their support, especially for seminar teaching in 1st and 2nd years.) The conclusions of the survey surprised the Department and made us rethink our initial plan to abandon formative non-marked assessment. VTs in particular provided ample evidence for how useful those diagnostic essays were for first year students: how much work students put into them and how much they enjoyed and benefitted from receiving feedback that did not count ‘officially’ but that nevertheless helped them iron out any problems they may have had with essay writing and referencing. Taking faculty’s, VT’s and (indirectly, via student reps and course evaluations) students’ voices into account, we decided to keep these formative diagnostic essays for 1st year students, as they do indeed serve as a useful pedagogic tool in the early stages of students’ academic experience. They also constitute an early opportunity to provide extensive feedback, in a supportive environment, on student work. But we also decided to abandon such formative essays for 2nd and 3rd years, as it was felt they mainly served their purpose early on in the studies. For MA Theory programmes, the issue has been left at the discretion of programme convenors.

4. Implementation of a consistent feedback system for undergraduate students 

4.1 As discussed in 3.4 above, formative diagnostic essays set to students in 1st year Theory courses across the board are a useful pedagogic tool in the early stages of their academic experience.  This is an early opportunity for students to receive extensive ‘feedback for learning’, in a supportive environment, on their written work. On the first-year core course, Culture and Cultural Studies, we have piloted this year a two-fold approach to providing feedback on formative assessment. Students received written comments on their essays from seminar tutors but each student also got an extensive general sheet, designed by one of the VTs who has extensive teaching experience and based on the most common errors across the board. This sheet is intended to both facilitate reflection on individual students’ work and be a personal teaching aid in writing future assignments. (See Appendix 1.)

4.2 A wide variety of feedback mechanisms are already embedded into teaching Practice courses. A lot of the feedback is ongoing and immediate, and is provided by both tutors and fellow students working on media projects together throughout the term. Students also receive written feedback on different components of their Practice work. 

A thorough discussion of all the forms and methods of feedback used is beyond the scope of this document due to the complexity and wide range of Practice courses and the corresponding forms of assessment on them, but as an example we are citing here some information on feedback provided in the area of Radio.

As reported by Tim Crook, who teaches Radio as well as being responsible for undertaking an overall review of all MA Practice provision in the Department during this academic year, the process of marking and feedback to practice students is very engaged, with ongoing verbal support and constructive advice as well as written evaluation. On the MA Radio, for example, each evaluation requires listening and analysis several times over and a professional and cultural context critique that is designed to encourage, correct and develop. Furthermore the students are entitled to book follow-up tutorials for discussion. Over the years, students have commended the quality of written feedback of this kind as a considerable mark of the qualitative experience of teaching and learning on a practice-based MA programme. They find it helps with a number of generic, complex skills, e.g. it aids confidence building. This particular approach is not standardised across all Practice courses but its ‘spirit’ is very much characteristic of the culture of regular and ongoing feedback provision in Practice. Practice staff are also regularly engaged in discussions about best teaching, assessment and feedback methods on their courses.

4.3 Having established, through consultation with colleagues and students, that not enough feedback is received on summative assessment on undergraduate Theory courses, a new system for returning feedback to students on summative coursework and a new marking sheet have been devised, with the help of the undergraduate Exams Officer (both documents are attached as appendices 2 and 3). The new system was implemented for the first time at the end of Spring term 2007/2008. In practice, this will involve providing rough marks one month after submission. (The final marks will only be confirmed in the exam board.) All assessed coursework will now be returned to students.
This development is a marked improvement on the previous, somewhat patchy, way of delivering feedback on Theory courses. It will ensure we provide regular, prompt, consistent and accessible feedback to all undergraduate students on their written summative coursework. It will also bring undergraduate feedback on Theory coursework in line with the good practice that already exists on both Practice courses at undergraduate and MA level, and Theory MA courses (which use a different, more question-based marking sheet).

5. Conclusions 
5.1 A number of areas of good practice on both assessment and feedback have been identified in the Department. Media Practice courses have already been using a wide range of assessment and feedback forms, which are diverse and consistent with individual programmes’ specifications and their aims and objectives.

5.2 The overall review of assessment on undergraduate programmes was undertaken. New forms of summative assessment that go ‘beyond the traditional essay’ have been introduced into Theory courses. The highly successful formative assessment has been retained as part of the pedagogic process on first year undergraduate Theory courses.

5.3 The feedback system on UG Theory courses has been overhauled, with new marking guidelines and new marking sheet devised and implemented.

5.4 The current existent areas of good practice as well as the changes discussed above have informed the drafting of the latest Departmental Learning, Teaching and Assessment Strategy (April 2008).

Appendix 1

MC51005A Culture and Cultural Studies: a core course for all 1st year students

Department of Media and Communications

Feedback on formative assessment (essay of 1500-2000 words submitted in week 8) provided by VT Amy Barksdale and distributed to all seminar tutors and all students. (Students also received individual comments on the essays, but this general sheet is based on the most common errors across the board. It is intended to both facilitate reflection on individual students’ work and be a personal teaching aid in writing future assignments.)

COMMON ERRORS

1.) Always read the guidelines and make sure that you include all of the requirements in your paper.

2.) Spell check your paper, proofread your paper, and have a friend proofread your paper. Many papers had the quality of a rough draft. 

3.) As a general rule, keep it simple. Stick to the thesis of your paper and don’t try to impress anyone with additional information that usually ends up distracting the reader from your main argument.
4.) YOU MUST write a thesis statement. It is absolutely inexcusable to write a university level paper that does not contain a thesis statement. 

5.) You must always write a conclusion paragraph. This is where you summarise your major points and write your own personal concluding statements. 
6.) Omit needless words and also unnecessary sentences. Condense what you have to say. Good quality academic writing (on any level) is concise. 

7.) This also means that you use specific, concrete language. Many of you wrote vague or abstract details leaving me to guess or question what you were trying to say. Similarly, many of you tried to explain difficult theories that you did not understand yourself. If a concept is not clear, be sure to ask for help before trying to write a paper.

8.) DO NOT ASSUME the reader knows what you are talking about. The most common errors in all of the papers were that people did not explain their topic or used keywords, concepts, and theories without explaining them.  In addition, people did not write out the connection between their topic or their examples and the keywords, concepts, and theories that they used. If you are writing a paper on a particular topic, then it is necessary to thoroughly define that topic before giving examples.  In other words, when writing an entire paper on subcultures, you need to include how you are defining subcultures. 

9.) A paragraph contains at least three sentences. 
10.) You must cite all quotes and paraphrases. If you are summarising a concept from the textbook, you must cite where you received this information.
11.)  Make sure that you briefly summarise the quote or explain why you are using it. In other words, don’t leave the interpretation up to the reader because the reader might not see how you think it is reinforcing your own argument. 

12.) Do not just insert quotes without introducing them first. 

13.) If a quotation is longer than three or four lines then it should be indented and single-spaced. 
14.) You must cite or have evidence of ‘facts’. For example, it would be an inaccurate generalisation if you were to write the following sentence without some sort of documentation (e.g. a case study) to back up your claim: “It is a known fact that subcultures are predominantly made up of men”. 
15.) Make sure that a verb and its subject correspond in person and in number. Examples: Jamie does paint; her friends do paint. The beer is gone; the beers are missing.

16.) Keep to one tense. Typically, when you summarise a live event, an article, a book, or a drama you use present tense. This means that your summary and analysis is also in present tense. 
17.) “Et al.” means “and others,” and is used to abbreviate a long list of authors. Although there is not an official rule regarding how to use et al., you should spell out everyone the first time you refer to them. (Imagine being a member of a research project and not receiving the credit because your last name begins with a “Y”). Also, you can use et al. in your text citation, but list all the authors in your actual bibliography. With that being said, do not use “etc.” in an academic paper, use “and so on” instead. In addition to this, ONLY use “and so on” when the reader knows what you are leaving out. (In other words, “green beans, hair cuts, a motorcycle, and so on” does not make sense to the reader, so don’t be lazy when you can be specific and clear.) 

Appendix 2
Instructions to all Course Convenors marking UG coursework:

1. Contact all the people involved in the marking of the course and arrange a marking meeting.  DO THIS BEFORE YOU BEGIN MARKING TO EXPLAIN HOW TO APPLY THE MARKING CRITERIA IN THE HANDBOOK TO YOUR COURSE and ensure consistency between markers. Divide the essays up according to the numbers on the marking allocations. Arrange a time to handover the sample to the second marker(s) and a time to discuss the outcome.

Please note – the marking criteria are different for postgraduate (MA) work.  Make sure you consult the relevant course outlines. MA courses have a pass mark of 50%. Undergraduate courses have a pass mark of 35%.

Remember second marking involves taking a sample of essays consisting of all firsts and all fails with a representative sample of other grades. This has been calculated as 20% of the total number of scripts as a guideline. In the larger courses 20% is likely to be an over estimation. In the smaller courses more than 20% may be required to be representative. The external examiners will only receive scripts that have been double marked. All sit-down exam scripts still have to be double marked.

2. REMEMBER: This year we are following a new procedure. All essays will be marked by using a tick-box assessment sheet that will be circulated electronically. You can either complete the sheets manually or electronically. But however you do it you MUST KEEP A COPY of every mark sheet. As the essays will be returned to the students feel free to write other comments on to the essay as you see fit. 

3. All BA marking from Autumn term courses MUST be completed by 12 Feb 2008. 

4. You must return the essays to the office with a mark sheet attached and completed.  Keep a copy of all mark sheets for your own records and in case any essays go missing.

5. Complete the mark sheet with all first marker and second marker grades inserted. Please take great care when entering marks onto the mark sheet. Where there is no essay please check in the office whether the essay was handed in. If not, put a note on the mark sheet next to the student number. If they have been handed in but you have no mark then find the second copy or the electronic copy.

6. Once marking is complete please COPY a selection (all fails, firsts and a range of grades) around 10-20% of total number of scripts (the less the better) into an envelope for the external. Mark the envelope – Attention of External Examiner, Course name, Course Code, Year of Degree, Course Convenor. Only include scripts that have been second marked. Also include a memo explaining how the marking was carried out and how agreements were reached, along with a copy of the COMPLETED mark sheet. Send this package to Celeste with a further copy of the mark sheet. Please do this as soon as possible 

As a Course Convenor you are responsible for collating all the essays and ensuring all work handed in has been marked and returned and the marks processed (EVEN IF YOU’RE MARKING IS BEING BOUGHT OUT). If there are gaps on the final mark sheet – check whether these essays have been handed in. 
Appendix 3
Goldsmiths, University of London

Department of Media and Communications

Feedback form

	Student number: 

Course:

Question: 


	This grid is used by the marker to judge on specific qualities the Department looks for in essay writing. Please think about these points and use them in your next piece of work.


	ESSAY CONTENT

	Topic addressed directly
	
	
	
	
	
	Some irrelevant or redundant material

	Key issues identified
	
	
	
	
	
	Important points not stressed

	Main factual material included
	
	
	
	
	
	Important factual material omitted

	Argument coherently presented
	
	
	
	
	
	Argument does not come across clearly

	Argument well supported by evidence
	
	
	
	
	
	Too little evidence provided

	Appropriate range of sources used
	
	
	
	
	
	Too few sources used

	Critical attitude to material
	
	
	
	
	
	Sources summarised uncritically

	Own views/examples given
	
	
	
	
	
	Too dependent on sources

	ESSAY TECHNIQUE

	Effective introduction
	
	
	
	
	
	Introduction lacking or ineffective

	Effective paragraphing
	
	
	
	
	
	No clear principle of paragraphs

	Good transition between paragraphs
	
	
	
	
	
	Transitions lacking or ineffective

	Clear sentence structure
	
	
	
	
	
	Unclear sentence structure

	Essay plan adopted and followed
	
	
	
	
	
	No clear plan or plan not followed

	References cited properly
	
	
	
	
	
	References not given

	Effective final paragraph/conclusion
	
	
	
	
	
	General conclusion lacking/ineffective


GENERAL COMMENTS

	Markers Signature: ………………………………………… 
Marker’s name: 

Indicative Mark: 


Please note: all marks are indicative until they have been assessed by the External Examiner and the Exam Board in June.

� See, for example, P. Knight (2001), ‘Briefing on key concepts in assessment’ and P. Knight, ‘Assessment and complex learning’, both available in the Assessment Fellows’ pack. This case study is also informed by the paper written for the ‘Skills and Employer Engagement Working Party’ on the link between the skills agenda and the development of departmental Learning Teaching and Assessment Strategies, and by the paper on feedback authored by Dr Simon Cohn.
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