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‘The	  assessment	  of	  students’	  learning	  outcomes	  is	  a	  pressing	  
change	  fron>er	  for	  higher	  educa>on’.	  (Coates,	  2016)	  



Extract  from  Luth  Report,  2010

“further	  progress	  requires	  considera>on	  of	  the	  
purposes	  of	  grading,	  and	  how	  grading	  relates	  to	  
more	  global	  issues	  of	  assessment	  for	  learning,	  
assessment	  of	  learning,	  alignment	  of	  assessment	  
with	  course	  goals	  and	  objec>ves	  –	  indeed,	  with	  
the	  quality	  of	  our	  teaching.	  This	  report	  is	  the	  
beginning	  of	  a	  conversa>on	  in	  the	  academy,	  not	  
the	  end	  of	  one.”	  	  



          The  (some3mes  conflic3ng)    
purposes  of  assessment

assessment	  of	  
learning	  

	  
Cer>fy	  	  achievement	  
License	  to	  prac>ce	  
Enable	  selec>on	  for	  
	  further	  study	  and	  

	  employment	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

Assessment	  for	  and	  as	  
learning	  

Promote	  learning	  
Diagnos>c,	  forma>ve,	  
Steering	  approach	  to	  learning	  
Informing	  teaching	  
Learning	  about	  criteria,	  	  standards	  	  

and	  	  
professional	  	  
judgment	  

To	  be	  able	  to	  tell	  
how	  well	  you	  	  
are	  doing	  

	  
	  
	  



Assessment  principles

• Validity	  
•  Effec>veness	  (learning)	  
•  Equity	  
•  Transparency	  
• Reliability	  
• Comparability	  and	  consistency	  



Principles  of  assessment  -‐  UAPPOL
•  Assessment	  should	  be	  integrated	  into	  and	  aligned	  with	  the	  learning	  experiences	  
and	  stated	  objec>ves/	  outcomes	  of	  a	  course	  and	  program;	  	  
	  

•  Policy.…....	  does	  not	  limit	  the	  development	  of	  other,	  addi>onal,	  innova>ve	  
forms	  of	  effec>ve	  assessment;	  	  
	  

•  General	  assessment	  methods	  and	  grading	  standards	  must	  be	  communicated	  
clearly	  to	  students	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  course	  or	  program	  of	  study;	  	  
	  

•  Clear	  and	  transparent	  assessment	  criteria	  should	  be	  provided	  to	  students	  
throughout	  the	  course;	  	  
	  	  

•  Provide	  reliable	  and	  valid	  informa>on	  in	  which	  students,	  	  prospec>ve	  employers	  
and	  accredi>ng	  bodies	  can	  have	  confidence;	  	  
	  

•  Assessment	  should	  be	  varied	  and	  >mely.	  Student	  achievement	  and	  performance	  
should	  be	  assessed	  in	  a	  forma>ve	  manner	  during	  a	  course	  and	  in	  a	  summa>ve	  
manner	  both	  during	  and	  at	  the	  end	  of	  a	  course	  and	  program;	  	  
	  

•  In	  the	  design,	  delivery	  and	  repor>ng	  of	  summa>ve	  assessments,	  the	  University	  
is	  commi]ed	  to	  open,	  accountable	  and	  equitable	  processes.	  	  
	  



Principles  of  assessment  -‐  UAPPOL
•  Assessment	  should	  be	  integrated	  into	  and	  aligned	  with	  the	  learning	  experiences	  
and	  stated	  objec>ves/	  outcomes	  of	  a	  course	  and	  program;	  	  
	  

•  Policy.…....	  does	  not	  limit	  the	  development	  of	  other,	  addi>onal,	  innova>ve	  
forms	  of	  effec>ve	  assessment;	  	  
	  

•  General	  assessment	  methods	  and	  grading	  standards	  must	  be	  communicated	  
clearly	  to	  students	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  course	  or	  program	  of	  study;	  	  
	  

•  Clear	  and	  transparent	  assessment	  criteria	  should	  be	  provided	  to	  students	  
throughout	  the	  course;	  	  
	  	  

•  Provide	  reliable	  and	  valid	  informa>on	  in	  which	  students,	  	  prospec>ve	  employers	  
and	  accredi>ng	  bodies	  can	  have	  confidence;	  	  
	  

•  Assessment	  should	  be	  varied	  and	  >mely.	  Student	  achievement	  and	  performance	  
should	  be	  assessed	  in	  a	  forma>ve	  manner	  during	  a	  course	  and	  in	  a	  summa>ve	  
manner	  both	  during	  and	  at	  the	  end	  of	  a	  course	  and	  program;	  	  
	  

•  In	  the	  design,	  delivery	  and	  repor>ng	  of	  summa>ve	  assessments,	  the	  University	  
is	  commi]ed	  to	  open,	  accountable	  and	  equitable	  processes.	  	  
	  

Validity	  
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Validity/	  Learning	  
	  
Transparency	  
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Transparency	  
	  
Reliability/	  Validity	  

	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Learning	  
	  
Equity/	  Transparency	  



 
Approaches to curriculum  

 
•  Traditionally curriculum design has started with the 

content of the course, which is then used to decide the 
teaching method (i.e. how the content will be covered) 
and subsequently how it will be assessed 
 

•  The ‘outcome-based’ approach has emerged over the last 
few decades where the focus is on, not the content that 
the student should have accumulated, but what they are 
able to do by the end of the programme or module.  

It is student-learning centred 
rather than content/ teacher 
centred. 
 
	  



Construc3ve  Alignment

Teaching/learning 
activities 

 
Designed to help 
students fulfil the 
assessment 
requirements – ie 
demonstrate the 
learning 
outcomes 
 

 
 
 

Module 
learning 

outcomes 
          ------------ 
 

Assessment of 
learning 

 
 
Assessment tasks 
 
designed to 
evaluate how well 
outcomes are 
demonstrated 

Adapted	  from	  Biggs	  &	  Tang	  (2011)	  

Making	  sure	  
assessment	  
tasks	  are	  
VALID	  



21st  Century  higher  educa3on

•  Skills	  for	  the	  ‘knowledge	  economy’*	  
•  Cri>cal	  thinking	  and	  problem-‐solving	  
•  Collabora>on	  across	  networks	  and	  leading	  by	  
influence	  

•  Agility	  and	  adaptability	  
•  Ini>a>ve	  and	  entrepreneurialism	  
•  Effec>ve	  oral	  and	  wri]en	  communica>on	  
•  Accessing	  and	  analysing	  informa>on	  
•  Curiosity	  and	  imagina>on	  

Do these attributes figure in Program/ 
course outcomes and do assessment 
tasks foster and test these broader 
skills and capacities? 
 

*	  ‘Must	  have’	  
skills	  for	  the	  
future	  to	  tackle	  
the	  ‘Global	  
achievement	  
gap’	  (Wagner,	  
2008)	  



The  Taxonomy  Table    
(Anderson  and  Krathwohl,  2001)

Knowledge 
Dimension 

The cognitive Process Dimension 
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 Procedural 

Metacognitive  
 
 
    

(Adapted from Anderson, 2003:29) 
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Discussion

• Consider	  your	  exis>ng	  assessment	  methods	  and	  
iden>fy	  the	  challenges	  for	  achieving	  really	  valid	  
assessment	  of	  course	  learning	  outcomes;	  

• How	  well	  do	  assessment	  methods	  match	  learning	  
outcomes	  for	  21st	  century	  graduates.	  



Reliability

Assessment	  tasks	  should	  be	  genera=ng	  similar	  
marks	  across	  =me,	  across	  markers	  and	  across	  
methods	  –	  consistent,	  dependable,	  reproducible	  

When	  
ü  	  different	  markers	  make	  the	  same	  

judgement	  about	  an	  assignment	  	  
ü  one	  marker	  makes	  consistent	  

judgements	  about	  a	  piece	  of	  work	  at	  
different	  >mes;	  

ü  Students	  receive	  similar	  grades	  when	  
the	  same	  learning	  outcome	  is	  
assessed	  in	  different	  ways	  



Unreliable  grading

ü Grading	  habits	  –	  markers	  focus	  on	  different	  aspects	  of	  
student	  work	  

ü Different	  expecta>ons	  of	  standards	  at	  different	  grade	  
levels	  	  

ü Ignoring	  or	  choosing	  not	  to	  use	  the	  criteria	  
ü Different	  interpreta>on	  of	  criteria	  or	  standards	  as	  a	  result	  
of	  varying	  professional	  knowledge,	  experience,	  values,	  	  

ü Use	  personal	  criteria	  different	  to	  those	  stated.	  	  
ü Importance	  given	  to	  different	  criteria	  	  

Many	  studies	  show	  poor	  reliability	  amongst	  those	  assessing	  
complex	  performance	  at	  higher	  educa>on	  level	  (see	  Bloxham	  2012	  
for	  a	  review)	  



The  reliability  dilemma

The	  greater	  the	  drive	  for	  reliability,	  the	  more	  we	  
choose	  assessment	  methods	  which	  do	  not	  allow	  for	  
varying,	  unpredictable	  and	  unique	  responses.	  
Yet	  higher	  order,	  complex	  performance	  necessarily	  
involves	  work	  with	  these	  characteris>cs	  

Other	  ways	  to	  build	  trust	  in	  
grades:	  

ü Mul>ple	  judgements	  
ü  Calibra>on	  of	  markers	  
ü Modera>on	  of	  grading	  	  

	  



Transparency

What	  it	  means:	  
Informa>on,	  guidance,	  
rules	  and	  regula>ons	  on	  
assessment	  should	  be	  
clear,	  accurate,	  consistent	  
and	  accessible	  to	  all	  staff	  
and	  students.	  

This	  is	  a	  key	  element	  of	  
fairness.	  	  
There	  has	  been	  lots	  of	  
effort	  to	  improve	  
transparency	  for	  
students	  –	  but	  there	  is	  
s>ll	  a	  mismatch	  between	  
what	  we	  say	  and	  what	  
we	  do	  

Did	  students	  understand	  what	  
was	  required	  of	  them	  to	  
succeed	  in	  the	  task	  set	  for	  
them?	  



16 

indispensable  condi3ons  for  
improvement  (Sadler  1989)

•  the	  student	  comes	  to	  hold	  a	  
concept	  of	  quality	  roughly	  similar	  to	  
that	  held	  by	  the	  teacher,	  	  

•  is	  able	  to	  monitor	  con>nuously	  the	  
quality	  of	  what	  is	  being	  produced	  
during	  the	  act	  of	  produc>on	  itself.	  

• And	  has	  a	  repertoire	  of	  alterna>ve	  
moves	  or	  strategies	  from	  which	  to	  
draw	  

(knows the 
standard or 
goal) 

 

(recognises the 
‘gap’ between 
their work and 
the standard)  

(can take action 
to fill the ‘gap’)  



What  we  say  and  what  we  do

Overall, our judgements can lack 
transparency for students – it’s not surprising 
that they complain about grading? 

Bloxham	  (2012)	  

What	  our	  guidance	  implies 	  Reality	  of	  academic	  judgement	  

standards	  are	  explicit	  in	  criteria	  
and	  rubrics	  

Criterion-‐referenced	  grading	  
	  	  

There	  is	  a	  ‘right’	  mark 	  	  

Markers’	  standards	  are	  
internalised	  and	  tacit	  (difficult	  
to	  express)	  

Norm-‐referencing	  –	  grading	  to	  a	  
curve	  or	  mean	  

Marker	  varia>on	  



Transparency  -‐  where  final  course  
grades  come  from
•  Students	  should	  know	  how	  grades	  earned	  during	  a	  
course	  combine	  to	  make	  up	  the	  final	  grade.	  	  	  

•  Are	  some	  assignments	  and	  
exams	  weighted	  more	  than	  
others;	  	  

•  are	  some	  assignments	  not	  
counted;	  	  

•  are	  there	  marks	  for	  
a]endance	  and	  par>cipa>on	  
for	  which	  the	  criteria/	  grading	  
method	  is	  not	  explicit.	  



Improving  transparency:  course  
informa3on

Clear	  informa>on	  in	  the	  course	  syllabus	  on:	  

ü the	  assessment	  methods;	  
ü assessment	  dates;	  	  
ü assessment	  criteria;	  	  
ü how	  different	  marks	  will	  be	  
combined	  to	  create	  the	  final	  grade;	  

ü How	  class	  a]endance/	  par>cipa>on	  
grades	  are	  calculated.	  



Improving  transparency:

•  Prac>ce	  grading	  
•  Exemplars	  
•  Peer	  review	  

It	  is	  easier	  to	  convey	  the	  
required	  standards	  for	  
assessment	  through	  real	  
examples	  rather	  than	  
through	  descrip>ons	  of	  
standards:	  
	  



• Biological	  sciences	  
•  Students	  mark	  two	  exemplars	  of	  a	  scien>fic	  report	  –	  
one	  high	  &	  one	  medium	  standard	  

•  Student	  discussion	  about	  marks	  given	  and	  jus>fica>on	  
•  Tutor	  tells	  and	  explains	  actual	  marks	  awarded	  
•  Followed	  by	  students	  peer	  reviewing	  each	  others’	  dram	  
assignments	  

Transparency  through  exemplars:  
Scien3fic  reports  

•  Extremely	  posi>vely	  evaluated	  
by	  students	  –	  increased	  
confidence	  &	  reduc>on	  in	  
anxiety	  

	  
Yucel	  et	  al	  (2014)	  



General  benefits  of  exemplars

•  Students	  &	  staff	  very	  posi>ve	  
•  Enable	  students	  to	  be]er	  grasp	  overall	  quality,	  
structure,	  language,	  style	  than	  lists	  of	  individual	  
criteria;	  

• Contributes	  to	  confidence	  to	  tackle	  assessments;	  
•  Evidence	  of	  improved	  marks	  across	  different	  ability	  
levels;	  

• Helps	  students	  recognise	  different	  
‘expressions	  of	  quality’.	  



Discussion

• Consider	  how	  transparent	  the	  assessment	  
guidance,	  regula>ons,	  requirements	  and	  criteria	  
are	  for	  your	  students?	  

• Can	  you	  share	  any	  ways	  you	  help	  students	  to	  
understand	  assessment	  requirements	  more	  
clearly?	  



Comparability  and  consistency

Comparability	  
•  students	  studying	  for	  the	  same	  courses	  and	  awards	  
have	  a	  comparable	  experience,	  with	  similar	  standards	  
and	  workload	  applying	  across	  sec>ons	  and	  courses.	  

•  Also	  there	  are	  comparable	  approaches	  to	  the	  
summa>ve	  assessment	  requirements	  of	  awards	  of	  the	  
same	  level	  across	  an	  ins>tu>on.	  

Above	  all,	  comparability	  and	  consistency	  are	  related	  
to	  assuring	  quality	  standards	  and	  fairness	  	  
	  

Consistency	  
•  Assessment	  standards	  and	  outcomes	  are	  maintained	  
across	  cohorts	  and	  years.	  



Grading  to  a  curve  /  mean:  upside

• Offers	  students	  the	  protec>on	  that	  they	  won’t	  be	  
disadvantaged	  by	  ‘hard’	  tests	  or	  assignments;	  

• Gives	  the	  impression	  of	  comparable	  achievement	  
across	  sec>ons,	  courses	  and	  programs;	  

• Can	  prevent	  grade	  infla>on;	  
• Can	  prevent	  students	  being	  disadvantaged	  by	  poor	  
course	  design,	  teaching	  or	  assessment	  methods.	  

However,	  none	  of	  these	  is	  a	  
good	  pedagogical	  reason	  for	  
grading	  to	  a	  curve	  or	  mean.	  
	  



Reference	  to	  other	  students’	  performance	  does	  ‘not	  
provide	  a	  stable	  basis	  for	  maintaining	  standards	  
because	  as	  a	  basis	  for	  grade	  decisions	  they	  are	  
unpredictable	  and	  highly	  variable’.	  

Orrell	  (2008,	  p.	  259)	  	  



Grading  to  a  curve  or  mean:  downside

•  Students	  achievement	  is	  controlled	  by	  ability	  and	  
effort	  of	  peers	  as	  much	  as	  their	  own	  –	  penalizes	  
students	  in	  strong	  cohorts;	  	  

•  Students	  may	  not	  know	  what	  is	  needed	  to	  achieve	  
a	  grade	  because	  it	  isn’t	  fixed;	  

• Discourages	  peer	  collabora>on;	  
• Benefits	  of	  good	  teaching	  are	  not	  recognized;	  
•  Students’	  actual	  achievement	  is	  not	  transparent	  –	  
have	  they	  met	  the	  stated	  outcomes	  for	  the	  course?	  

Grading	  to	  a	  curve	  or	  mean	  is	  not	  a	  fair,	  valid	  or	  
transparent	  way	  to	  create	  comparability	  and	  
consistency	  



The  power  of  peer  learning  
Spanish  Compu3ng  course

•  Students	  worked	  on	  problems	  in	  groups,	  then	  sat	  an	  
individual	  test;	  

•  Student	  test	  grades	  were	  made	  dependent	  on	  the	  
individual	  grades	  obtained	  by	  the	  weakest	  member	  of	  
their	  group.	  	  

•  Students	  who	  did	  this	  did	  significantly	  be]er	  –	  both	  
individually	  and	  collec>vely	  –	  than	  those	  not	  offered	  this	  
opportunity.	  	  

See	  Arevalillo-‐Herráez	  &	  Claver,	  
2014	  

•  In	  this	  way,	  students	  are	  
encouraged	  to	  help	  each	  other,	  and	  
their	  level	  of	  commitment	  is	  
increased.	  

•  Students	  were	  posi>ve	  about	  the	  
method.	  



Crea3ng  comparability  and  
consistency

ü Course	  learning	  outcomes	  scru>nised	  for	  match	  to	  
level	  of	  study	  (cf:	  Canadian	  Degree	  Qualifica>ons	  Framework);	  

ü Assessment	  methods	  scru>nised	  for	  alignment	  with	  
learning	  outcomes	  (and	  thereby	  level	  of	  study);	  i.e	  
assessment	  validity	  

ü All	  sec>ons	  aim	  for	  same	  learning	  
outcomes	  and	  undergo	  same	  
summa>ve	  assessment;	  

ü Modera>on	  of	  marking	  standards	  for	  
open-‐ended,	  complex	  work.	  

	  



Modera>on/	  calibra>on	  in	  the	  
assessment	  cycle	  
Stage	  of	  assessment	   Ac=vi=es	  
Design	   •  Peer	  scru>ny	  of	  assessment	  design	  –	  

what	  methods	  are	  you	  using,	  do	  they	  test	  
the	  learning	  outcomes?	  

Judgement	   •  Pre-‐teaching	  discussion	  of	  assessment	  
tasks	  and	  exemplars	  to	  inform	  teaching	  
and	  judgement;	  

•  Modera>on	  discussion	  	  about	  student	  
work	  (consensus/social	  modera>on);	  

•  Considera>on	  of	  grade	  distribu>ons	  to	  
iden>fy	  if	  there	  are	  legi>mate	  reasons	  for	  
differences.	  

Program	  evalua>on	   •  External	  experts	  –	  providing	  feedback	  on	  
the	  standards	  of	  student	  work	  in	  
‘terminal	  stages’	  of	  program.	  



Achieving meaningful 
comparability and consistency 

Consider	  replacing	  the	  superficial	  manipula>on	  of	  grades	  with	  a	  
clearer	  focus	  on	  the	  valid	  assessment	  of	  learning	  outcomes.	  	  This	  
means:	  
•  promo>ng	  the	  enhancement	  of	  assessment	  design,	  clearly	  

aligned	  to	  appropriate	  learning	  outcomes;	  
•  considering	  opportuni>es	  for	  modera>on	  of	  grading;	  
•  considering	  opportuni>es	  for	  the	  calibra>on	  of	  instructors;	  	  
•  using	  distribu>on	  of	  grades	  to	  iden>fy	  differences	  in	  student	  

achievement	  –	  not	  mask	  them.	  

”The	  ins>tu>on	  must	  have	  a	  process	  to	  maintain	  the	  currency	  of	  the	  program	  and	  the	  
quality	  of	  its	  learning	  outcomes”	  (CAQC,	  2015	  p56)	  –	  surely	  evalua>on	  of	  student	  
assessment	  outcomes	  is	  the	  most	  valid	  process.	  



Discussion  ques3ons

1.  Are	  we	  happy	  with	  exis>ng	  
assessment	  and	  grading	  
prac>ces?	  

2.  What	  influences	  your	  
decisions	  on	  assessment	  
methods	  and	  grading?	  

3.  How	  can	  we	  make	  
assessment	  more	  valid	  and	  
transparent?	  	  

4.  How	  can	  we	  achieve	  
comparability	  and	  
consistency	  of	  grading	  
without	  merely	  
manipula>ng	  the	  
distribu>on	  of	  grades?	  

5.  How	  can	  we	  help	  students	  
gain	  a	  good	  understanding	  
of	  what	  they	  need	  to	  do	  to	  
achieve?	  

6.  How	  can	  we	  give	  
department	  chairs	  
confidence	  that	  course	  
grades	  are	  an	  accurate	  
reflec>on	  of	  a]ainment	  
even	  if	  they	  are	  high	  or	  low	  
compared	  to	  historical	  
trends.	  	  	  

7.  What	  other	  ques>ons	  do	  
we	  have?	  
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