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1. Assessment Review and Planning

The centrality of assessment to learning and teaching was made abundantly clear during the course of the 2006-07 HEFCE-funded Assessment Review Project. On the one hand, there was the understanding that, from the students’ point of view, assessment drives learning. On the other hand there was the realization, as demonstrated by consultant Peter Knight’s list of 50 Modes of Assessment , that other approaches to assessment might be adopted beyond those currently/habitually in use —  in Visual Cultures’ case, for instance, beyond our current menu of essays, research projects, creative journals and dissertations. 

The aspect of the assessment review project that particularly interested me were certain conceptual and practical questions. How might I most effectively review existing approaches to assessment at departmental level? And how might we most effectively devise appropriate forms of assessment when planning new programmes?  As chair of our departmental Learning and Teaching Committee, these were issues I needed to try and address.

Right from the start, it was clear that if such processes of review and planning were to be both interesting and meaningful, they could not be approached in a piecemeal fashion.  Certainly, we would need to continue considering how we assess our students (and how our students assess the quality of their own learning, formally via various self-assessment projects or informally in response to feedback they have received) at the level of individual courses. But assessment would also need to be considered holistically: at curriculum level and at programme level; in relation to departmental strengths and vision; with reference to college learning, teaching and assessment priorities; and also with reference to a wide variety of external factors such as developments and debates in our own academic field, professional standards, quality benchmarks, the requirements of employers and/or society more broadly – and so on.  

2. Key Questions  

Whether reviewing current assessment practices or planning new programmes, the kinds of questions that would need to be asked and answered might be summarized as follows:

Knowledge, Attributes and Skills
1. Bearing in mind the various factors listed above, what do we want our students to know? What should they be able to do and what qualities should they have developed at specific key stages of a given programme of study, and upon graduation? 

2. How can we make sure we communicate these priorities clearly and consistently across the various kinds of documentation we are required to produce? In: 

· Programme Specs / Programme Learning Outcomes

· Course Learning Outcomes 

· Departmental publicity

· More broadly, in our Departmental Learning and Teaching Strategy?

3. In particular, with what degree of accuracy do our course learning outcomes map onto our stated programme learning outcomes?

Learning Opportunities
1. When do/will students have the opportunity to learn these knowledges, attributes and skills?

2. What about student learning outside of the formal taught components of a programme?

Modes of Assessment
1. What kinds of knowledges, skills and attributes do we want our students to  be able to demonstrate/evidence — to us, to themselves, and to other interested parties (such as employers)?

2. How appropriate are our current/proposed modes of assessment? 

· What’s our rationale for using a given form of assessment? Is it just force of habit? For instance, might a concept map or a venn diagram test or demonstrate a particular knowledge, skill or attribute more accurately than an essay?

· How well suited are our chosen modes of assessment to our stated learning outcomes at both programme and course levels? 

· Within a given course, what’s the relationship between assessment for formative purposes and assessment for summative purposes? Does the former support the latter?

· What provisions are we making for student self- and peer-assessment? Where necessary, are our students able to evidence their own claims to achievement?

3. Outcomes 

In Visual Cultures, we have given a lot of thought to assessment  over the years, and made a number of major adjustments to the way we assess in the light of our pedagogical aims and objectives. For instance, 10 years ago we decided that formal sit-down exams were an inappropriate mode of summative assessment, and began replacing these with a menu of essays, research files, creative journals and dissertations that would more effectively reflect students’ abilities to research widely and to navigate the field of visual cultures with critical independence. Nonetheless, it was illuminating to addressing the questions listed above to our current provisions,  and by way of a particular test-case, to our BA History of Art programme.

Knowledges, Attributes and Skills

Here, of particular value was itemizing exactly what our students currently learn over the course of the programme. I was surprised at the specific and concrete nature of the items listed, and at the length of the list – well over 200 entries. My reaction was that it would be tremendously encouraging for staff and students (not to mention other interested parties) to be more consciously aware of the actual range and depth of the learning made available in the department. Nonetheless, in the area of skills, it was clear that although we expected students to understand and practice a range of approaches to academic writing, for instance, and although we asked them to present regularly on their research, individually and in groups, we currently do very little by way of actually training students in these skills. It was also clear, again in the area of skills, that there were certain capabilities, like producing summaries, or pitching ideas, or writing for the web, that we neither teach nor assess, but which would be very important for our students professionally.

Another issue that became apparent was that we currently have no easy way of determining how effectively our stated programme outcomes and our course learning outcomes mapped onto each other. In addition, it is difficult to ascertain whether, and if so when/where, there are areas of overlap in terms of some of the theoretical and historical materials being taught in our broadly theme-based courses.

Learning Opportunities

Wishing to enhance a broad approach to teaching that aims to encourage independence of thought in our students, a particular outcome during 0607 was to put in place a wide range of facilities to encourage student-centred and personalized learning. This included setting up fully functioning and visually engaging learn.gold sites with student discussion forums for all courses at all levels, as well as virtual BA and MA offices, introducing the 3D graduate scheme, introducing student peer mentoring, and initiating, with the students, a student-led visual cultures society (the latter still requires a lot of nurturing, and some financial input). We also started looking at how we could create a better sense of student community at undergraduate level, particularly through social events.

Modes of Assessment

One of the outcomes this year, at UG level, was to streamline the relationship between assessment for formative purposes and assessment for summative purposes so that students would have more clearly articulated opportunities to respond to and build on feedback. This has also eased what were recognized as being too-heavy student workloads leading up to final examination hand-in. 

Regarding the taught component of our programmes, the modes of summative assessment currently adopted did seem to be well considered , appropriately diverse and relevant (as noted above we make use of research files and creative journals as well as the more usual essays and dissertations; also, in some cases, mapping and other projects). But an area in need of development, given our interest in encouraging student-led learning opportunities, is the creation of various optional,  self-directed (and probably web-based) independent and/or collaborative research projects for students to get involved with during the Summer Term, when staff are fully involved with the examination of submitted work.

Administrative Issues

As college faculty, we are only too aware that an administrative task associated with learning, teaching and assessment is the need to demonstrate, or evidence, the effectiveness of our departmental pedagogical rationales, as well as our planning and managerial structures and practices. Thus, during my involvement with the Assessment Review Project I began to ask whether it would be possible to create a tool that would streamline and simplify this administrative work.

The Web-based Programme Development and Management Tool (work-in-progress)

Experimenting, in a quite separate context, with project management software (Project Kickstart), I realized that  a tool of this kind might be what I was looking for. Not only did it aggregate different kinds of information but it was also able to export it in a variety of reporting formats,  such as word documents, tables and mindmaps, according to preference. As a consequence, during Spring 07 I began to work with Oghale Efue in CELT to develop a web-based Programme Development  and Management Tool. The idea is that this tool will simplify the process of mapping,  on a per programme basis,  the following:

a) Programme Outcomes and Course Outcomes (Knowledges, Attibutes and Skills)

b) Learning Opportunities (both curricular and extra-curricular)

c) Modes of Assessment (for formative and summative purposes)

It will do this by providing departments with a pre-populated but fully customizable web-based template, consisting of a series of prompts relating to categories a, b and c above. Departments could variously incorporate, alter, delete or add to these prompts, depending on the requirements of a particular programme.

Thus, on the one hand, this tool is intended to aid both programme review and programme planning processes, and in this broad context help departments take an appropriately holistic, programme-based approach to questions of assessment.  On the other hand, the reports generated by this tool are also intended ease administration by fulfilling a range of additional administrative requirements such as:

a) Providing curriculum maps for insertion into Programme Specs

b) Providing curriculum maps for student handbooks

c) Providing evidence of curricular coherence for quality purposes

d) Provide useful programme overviews for  new and existing staff – also useful for consultation when updating departmental learning and teaching strategies and/or publicity materials.

Currently, this webtool is work-in-progress. We had hoped to have it ready for the start of the 0708 academic year but it’s turned out to be a rather more complicated job than at first envisaged. In fact, it’s not yet certain that we will get it to work. Nonetheless, it seems worth persisting with for now. We will let you know the outcome when we have more news. 

If we can indeed get this staff version to work, we’d like to make a searchable version of the tool available for students so that they can more effectively manage their own progression though a particular programme.
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