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Assessment driving learning

� Assessment is the major driving force on 
learning for most students. If assessment 
is well-designed, there are positive effects 
on how students go about their learning. 
Global literature has confirmed this over 
the last 30 years. (Boud, Mentkowski, 
Knight and Yorke and many others).

� The design of assessment shapes 
students patterns of studying (marks as 
money) and poor assessment encourages 
strategic (just doing what has to be done) 
behaviour (Kneale). 



Integrating assessment and learning

� Course developers can utilise the tendency 
for assessment to drive learning to design 
assessment tools that help students learn 
effectively.

� This might mean, for example, ensuring 
that criteria include logical sequencing, 
fluent writing, effective referencing and 
good time management.
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University provision is changing

� Much more ‘blended learning’: attempts to 
link traditional face-to-face teaching to 
learning from the web and from multimedia 
packages

� Recognition that learning is largely driven by 
assessment;

� ‘Course content’ produced by teams rather 
than individual lecturers;

� Much greater use of technology to enhance 
learning.
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Predictions for the next decade

� Continuing move away from universities 
being the ‘guardians of subject content’, 
where everything is about delivery, towards 
them having two major functions: 

1. Recognising, measuring and accrediting 
achievement, where ever such learning has 
taken place (including learning from work, 
leisure, hobbies, and so on) 

2. Supporting learning, by helping students to 
become better at learning, and by giving 
them effective feedback on their progress.
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‘Curriculum delivery’

� ...is less like a postman delivering a parcel 
and more like a midwife delivering a baby.

� University staff can advise, guide, help with 
advance preparation and intervene when 
things so wrong, but in the end only the 
student can bring learning into life!!

� Subject content can be gleaned from many 
sources (e.g. MIT and our UK Open 
University are putting more and more 
content into open access areas).
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Towards assessment as learning

� Moving away from just ‘assessment of
learning’ (which was just about finding out 
what students happen to have learned).

� Better use of ‘assessment for learning’
(intentionally designing assessment as a 
better driver for learning).

� Moving towards ‘assessment as learning’
involving students in making judgments on 
their own and each others’ work (for 
example, using self- and peer-assessment).
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Towards a richer mix of 
assessment

� Presently around 80% of assessment is 
about essays, unseen written exams, and 
reports.

� There are many other possibilities, including: 
portfolios, projects, vivas, assessed 
seminars, presentations, posters, annotated 
bibliographies, logs, diaries, reflective 
journals, critical incident accounts, artefacts, 
productions, case studies, field studies, 
exhibitions, critiques, theses, multiple-choice 
tests, multiple-response tests…….
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Alternatives to traditional exams 
include:

Open-book exams Take-away papers

Case studies Simulations

Objective Structured Clinical Examinations 
(OSCEs)

Short answer questions

In-tray exercises Live assignments

Multiple choice tests

Multiple response tests
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Computer assisted assessment 
can include:

� Multiple choice questions where candidates 
pick ‘the best’ option out of several;

� Multiple response questions where 
candidates pick one or more of several 
options for each question;

� ‘Best match’ statements’; 

� Drag and drop questions, for example 
dragging the correct label to a component on 
a diagram

� Click on a point or graph;

� Filling in gaps (cloze)

� Free text responses
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Why move away from traditional 
assessment formats?

� Traditional assessment methods tend to 
reinforce rather limited approaches to 
learning, by encouraging memorisation, 
and unproductive rote learning.

� Traditional assessment methods can lead 
students to attitudes to ‘knowledge 
acquisition’ that are similar to ‘eating 
disorders’ (stuffing in and regurgitation of 
facts). 



How can innovative assessment 
help?

Innovative assessment approaches can:

� foster a spirit of enquiry, 

� encourage curiosity, 

� cause deeper learning, 

� promote autonomy, e.g. by encouraging 
students to make informed judgements on 
their own and each others’ learning. 

(Sadler, 1989 and 2009, Falchikov, Pickford
and Brown, 2006).



Using a richer mix of assessment

� Using several different forms of assessment 
can be better at getting the best from each 
student;

� Exams and essays have long been over-
used, and are only part of a sensible mix of 
assessment formats;

� Assessment needs to be fit for purpose, 
which means valid, reliable, inclusive, 
transparent, manageable and authentic 
(more about each of these on next slides).
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Making assessment more valid, reliable, 

inclusive, transparent, manageable and authentic 

� Validity is about ‘is this assessment method 
the most sensible way to measure what we’re 
really trying to measure?’

� Are we successfully measuring students’
evidence of achievement of the intended 
learning outcomes?
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Making assessment more valid, reliable, 

inclusive, transparent, manageable and authentic 

� Reliability is about fairness and consistency.

� Are we getting away from just ‘putting down 
the number we first think of’ when 
assessing?

� Can students be assured that marks and 
grades are ‘right’?
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Making assessment more valid, reliable, inclusive, 

transparent, manageable and authentic 

� Inclusive assessment tries to avoid 
disadvantaging any students.

� For example, assessment should be equally 
fair to students who are good at writing, or 
good at oral presentation, or good at group 
work, or good at timed tasks.
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Making assessment more valid, reliable, inclusive, 

transparent, manageable and authentic 

� Students should know exactly how the 
assessment system works;

� It should not be a ‘black box’ where they do 
their best, and hope it’s good enough;

� There should be no nasty surprises for 
students – they should have a good idea 
themselves of how good their learning is.
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Making assessment more valid, reliable, inclusive, 

transparent, manageable and authentic 

� We over-assess at present.

� There is so much assessment that students try to 
handle too much ‘content’ at the expense of ‘depth’
of learning.

� With too much assessment, we haven’t enough time 
to mark work or give feedback well;

� We do indeed need a richer mix of assessment, but 
smaller elements (for example a ‘300 word argument’
may be a better measure of learning than a 3000 
word essay).
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Making assessment more valid, reliable, inclusive, 

transparent, manageable and authentic 

� Assessment needs to be closer to real-world 
contexts;

� It should be more straightforward to be 
assured that we are assessing students’ own 
work;

� Face-to-face assessment (vivas, or oral 
exams) leave little doubt that we’re seeing 
students’ own learning.
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Why assess? (1)

� To allow students to get the measure of their 
achievement. 

� To help students to consolidate their 
learning.

� To provide feedback so students can build 
on strengths, and remedy deficiencies.

� To motivate students to put energy into their 
learning.

� To provide students with opportunities to 
relate theory and practice.
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Why assess? (2)

� To help students to make sensible choices 
about option alternatives and directions for 
further study.

� To allow students to demonstrate their 
employability.

� To provide assurance of students’ fitness to 
practice.

� To allow teachers to get feedback on their 
effectiveness

� To provide statistics for internal and external 
agencies.
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Who can assess?

� Tutors.

� Students doing self-assessment.

� Students doing peer-assessment.

� Employers and work place managers doing 
work placement assessment.

� Specialist tutors assessing practice.

� Clients or service users, e.g. patients 
assessing some aspects of the work of 
medical students. 
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Who may oversee the quality of 
assessment? 

� The assignment marker;

� The assessment or exam board for the 
course or module;

� The moderator;

� The external examiner;

� The Registrar and Secretary for the 
university, with responsibility for assuring 
standards and ensuring that processes and 
procedures are correctly followed;

� Professional and Subject Bodies;

� The Quality Assurance Agency.
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The Quality Assurance Agency is 
interested in

� Overall standards in higher education

� Comparability between standards between 
different institutions

� Benchmarks: the level of assessment for 
each kind of award.

And in Scotland:

� Helping institutions to develop and enhance 
the quality of assessment;

� Graduate attributes: things students should 
be able to do when they’ve completed their 
higher education.
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The Bologna process: 1999 
onwards

The purpose of the Bologna process (or 
Bologna accords) is to create the European 
higher education area by making academic 
degree standards and quality assurance 
standards more comparable and compatible 
throughout Europe. 

It is named after the place it was proposed, the 
University of Bologna, with the signing in 
1999 of the Bologna Declaration by Ministers 
of Education from 29 European countries. 
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Implications of Bologna

� Nations outside Europe strive to match 
Bologna standards to help keep them 
globally competitive;

� There is much discussion about the duration 
of masters degrees under Bologna.

� In most countries, a Masters degree takes 
two years rather than one as is normally the 
case in the UK.
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The European Credit Transfer 
System

� The European Credit Transfer system (ECTS) 
was introduced to facilitate the recognition of 
the courses for European exchange students 
when returning home to their own institution. 

� However, under the framework of the 
Bologna Process it became a tool that 
should be used for all students, and not only 
to aid mutual recognition of learning by 
universities, but also to help students 
understand their own progression. 



ECTS credits describe the student 
workload required to complete them 

� They reflect the quantity of work each course unit 
requires in relation to the total quantity of work 
necessary to complete a full year of academic study 
at the institution, that is, lectures, practical work, 
seminars, tutorials, fieldwork, private study – in the 
library or at home – and examinations or other 
assessment activities. 

� In ECTS, 60 credits represent the workload of a 
normal undergraduate academic year of study and 
normally 30 credits for a semester and 20 credits for 
a term. A postgraduate academic year of a full 12 
months may have 90 credits.
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Formative and summative feedback: 
two ends of a continuum

� Formative assessment is primarily 
concerned with feedback, aimed at allowing 
students to find and build on their strengths, 
and identify and address their weaknesses. 
Formative assessment is often continuous 
and the feedback usually involves words.

� Summative assessment is concerned with 
making evaluative judgments on students’
learning. It is often end point and involves 
numbers, marks or grades.
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Conclusions

� Assessment (and particularly feedback) impacts 
significantly on student learning

� Concentrating on giving students detailed and 
developmental formative feedback is the single most 
useful thing we can do for our students. 

� Summative assessment may have to be rethought to 
make it fit for purpose;

� To do these things may require considerable 
imagination and re-engineering, not just of our 
assessment processes but also of curriculum design 
as a whole if we are to move from considering 
delivering content towards accrediting learning, as the 
most important thing we do in universities.
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To learn more about assessment

Look at

� The assessment areas on the university ALT resource site

� resources on the student-facing Skills for Learning site 
http://lskills-
dev.leedsmet.ac.uk/local/alt/category_homepage.shtml

� Resources on the Higher Education Academy resources site at 
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources

� Compendia of extracts from Phil Race’s publications on 
assessment and feedback on www.phil-race.co.uk
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