Goldsmiths, University of London

Department of Professional and Community Education (PACE):

Towards standardization of feedback practice

1. Background

Until January 2007 PACE was organized on the basis of nine curriculum areas for which programme area coordinators were de facto responsible for much of the day-to-day management.  As a result, there was insufficient centralized oversight of programmes in respect of their tutorial provision, numbers of teaching weeks and hours, and the modes of assessment used.  Whilst a great deal of centralized oversight has now been accomplished, PACE has used the appointment of its Assessment Fellow to focus on the following:

· The standardization of assessment practice(s), with particular reference to feedback;

· To embed the concept of the 3D graduate across the range of PACE’s provision;

· To ensure that appropriate use is made of the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) across all credit-bearing programmes and courses;

· To consult on whether novel use can be made of the VLE in respect of feedback; and 

· By addressing six ‘representative’ programmes, to begin the process of making sure that over-assessment does not occur in future.

After consultation with the Head of Department, other members of the management team and the Chair of the Departmental Learning and Teaching Committee (LTC), it was decided that the Assessment Fellow should focus on five aims in 2007/08 and 2008/09.   

1. Standardize feedback practices insofar as practicable, and ensure that the methods used take due account of programme-specific learning outcomes and their discrete elements of assessment.  

In meeting this aim, we will take account of the fact that PACE is a large multi-disciplinary department in which assessment variability will continue to occur because of the broad range of its provision.  Moreover, because the Department will continue to rely, in a manner uncharacteristic of other departments, on its many Associate and Visiting Tutors for the delivery of much of its teaching and tutoring, it will not have the resources to increase the level of feedback currently being provided. Any changes to feedback practice must therefore be affordable within existing resources. 

2. In regard to the Department’s professional programmes, to ascertain how feedback in respect of students’ (future) fitness to practice is communicated.

On programmes involving placement in work settings, tutors have the responsibility to judge trainees’ fitness to practice.  Assessment is obliged to focus on the professional attributes students develop whilst in training, as well as on their academic performance.  Assessment on our therapy-training programmes, for example, includes judgement of the trainee’s ability to contain clients’ anxieties in such a way that the quotidian personal difficulties of the (future) clinician do not impede the relief of clients’ distress.  [See section 4 below]

3.  So as to complement the increasing emphasis on Personal Development Planning, to ascertain the practicality of embedding the concept of the 3D graduate in all feedback practice(s).

4. By the beginning of 2009/10, to have consulted widely, under the auspices of the LTC, for the purpose of making more consistent use of the VLE. 

5. In addition, and as part of an ongoing review of the programmes the Department provides, the Assessment Fellow considered how assessment operates on six representative programmes.  (This work will be continued in the period 2008/10).  

· The MA Art Psychotherapy was reviewed in 2006/07, and suggestions made concerning over-assessment.  The programme now complies with College norms and the stipulations of its external body, the Health Professions Council. 

· The MA Dance Movement Therapy was also reviewed in 2006/07; it now complies with College norms and the stipulations of its external body, the Association of Dance Movement Therapists.

· The MA Cross-Sectoral Community Arts (MACSCA): although assessment is in accord with College norms, the future of the programme will be kept under review because of low recruitment.  That the PACE MA is currently being reconfigured so as to offer a range of Continuing Professional Development modules should, we hope, help the programme to survive.

· The first year (level 0) of the Integrated Degree in Psychology (IDP): there is a slight degree of over-assessment currently, which will be remedied, possibly for 2008/09, if not for 2009/10.  

· The Access to Social Work, which will be replaced by the Access to Higher Education (Social Work) in 2008/09 (AHESW): as 30 pieces of assessed work are expected for 30 weeks of teaching, the Department is in consultation with OCN (London Region) to ascertain if the assessment weight can be lightened and/or redesigned.  

2. Cohn and Brett (2007)

Strategic Aim 4 of the Strategic Review undertaken by the College in 2005 is:

“To provide an appropriate framework of academic, social and personal support in order to ensure that students at all levels and from all backgrounds value the experience of studying at the College and are able to achieve their potential.”

As well as being informed by this aim, this report has been based on the seven recommendations in ‘Proposals for Feedback on Assessments’ (Cohn and Brett, 2007).  In operation on many PACE programmes, the recommendations will be adopted on all credit-bearing programmes and courses over the next two years, and be subject to annual review by curriculum area teaching teams and LTC.

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

This practice already operates on many PACE programmes.  From 2008/09, all credit-bearing programmes and courses will provide a (provisional) mark and written feedback within three weeks of submission of all assessed work.  However, consultation will need to occur prior to implementation concerning double marking and feedback; for example, if students are to receive a summary of both markers’ comments, who shall be responsible for writing the summary? We expect to have this matter agreed in time for the beginning of the 2009/10 session.  

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

Rather than advising the use of cross-departmental standardized proformas, the LTC will consult all convenors in 2008/09 with a view to designing a common framework for feedback commentary (e.g. providing an overall mark, where improvements could be made, advice apropos VLE resources, and so forth).  Already the practice on some programmes, this will be in place on all for 2008/09.

3) That the issue of providing feedback encompasses both formative and summative methods of assessment. Decisions regarding what is both practical and appropriate should be based on specific issues relating to each course and type of submission, rather than solely categorical decisions concerning whether an assessment is formative or summative.

Adopting this recommendation may require use of programme-specific proformas which address the learning outcomes of discrete assessment elements.  Given the size of PACE, the practice will be adopted in 2009/10 across our provision.  

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.

Already operating on many programmes, this practice will operate on all from 2008/09.

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.

To be applied to all programmes from 2008/09. 

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.

Rendering feedback method(s) a central activity on all programmes will be welcomed by students. From 2009/10, programme handbooks will emphasize that feedback is a central pedagogic activity. (It is not viable to do so for 2008/09).

In addition,

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

This recommendation will allow good practice and creative feedback methods to be shared on a College-wide basis.

3. Using the range of feedback methods – peer review, informal group feedback, and the VLE 

Cohn and Brett advise:

Feedback can be provided in a common manner for all students taking a course, but that what constitutes appropriate feedback should be determined by the Department … Feedback can consist of a wide variety of methods and does not necessarily have to be tutor generated; for example, it can consist of the routine incorporation of peer-to-peer reviews, directed self-critiques and structured reflections, and other personal response systems.  It can also be directed to a cohort as well as individual students: Providing feedback on general issues arising from … submissions - for example common mistakes, weaknesses or misunderstandings - can be an efficient and valuable technique that explicitly links student work with issues relating to course aims and outcomes.  Consequently, the College will always welcome innovative techniques.

On programmes provided by Performing Arts, for example, assessment for many years has addressed learning outcomes the problematic notion of ‘summative assessment’ does not - and cannot - continuously measure.  Amongst other attributes, assessment has focused on the communication skills of students, their ensemble and interpretation skills, accuracy in performance, and their ‘take and give’-direction skills.  

In readiness for 2009/10, LTC will have consulted programme convenors to ascertain if the broad range of ‘legitimate’ feedback modes is being used.  In particular, consultation will focus on:  

1) The practicality of using peer review as a feedback method; whilst peer review may prove pedagogically valuable on some programmes, it may not prove so on others.

2) Non-tutor generated feedback methods such as structured reflections, directed self-critique, etc. 

3) Given resource constraints, to include (informal) group feedback on as many programmes as practicable.  
It has yet to be ascertained how many programmes regularly use ‘informal’ group feedback to support student achievement.  Furthermore, as many PACE programmes provide group tutorials only, whereas others (notably, our professional programmes) tend to provide individual tutorials, it will be decided in 2008/09 if PACE has the resources to provide three individual tutorials for each of its students irrespective of the programme of study. 

4) In 2008/09, PACE will consult all programme convenors, under the auspices of LTC, to ascertain the feasibility of using the VLE as a ‘performance-checking’ device of some kind.  Here, the aim will be to augment existing tutorial support by imaginative use of the VLE, not to undermine existing tutorial support on either an individual or group basis. 

For example, it may be possible to design fairly simple programme-specific materials for incorporation on the VLE so that students can check that they have addressed an essay question or reflective piece of work in the manner expected.  

4. Professional judgement

On many programmes of a professional character – the MA Art Psychotherapy and the BA Social Work are examples - tutors have the responsibility to judge trainees’ fitness to practice.  As indicated above, assessment focuses on the professional attributes students develop whilst in training, as well as on their academic performance.  Given the establishment of the Office of Internal Adjudicator (OIA), PACE will seek advice regarding the acceptability of tutors any longer commenting on a student’s (avowed) unconscious state(s) of mind. 

5. Conclusion

PACE has used the appointment of its Assessment Fellow to begin the lengthy process of addressing assessment practices across its provision.  Beginning in May this year, the LTC will consult on the matters identified in this Report so as to standardize, insofar as practicable and pedagogically useful, feedback practices.  Thereby the Department will make a significant contribution to the establishment of a central resource for sharing good feedback practices and, by so doing, better acquaint colleagues in other departments with the range and complexity of its provision. 
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