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Background

The rationale for this project emerged from the evidence of a preliminary piece of research undertaken at the University which found that many of the influences on lecturers’ decisions about assessment are in variance with recognised good practice in the academic literature. 

Following a review of assessment across the institution in 2006-2007, where over 4000 modules were reviewed, it was found that assessment methods being used across the University are still largely traditional with the use of summative assessment often focusing on assessment of learning rather than assessment for learning. This mirrored Elton and Johnston’s (2002:6) literature review where they stated that there is still a “persistence of a largely unreflective traditionalism (in assessment) in spite of the existence of proven innovations and much relevant research over the past 35 years.” In addition, “much established practices (in assessments) are far from good practice” (Elton and Johnston, 2002:7). Initial interviews with staff, as part of the preliminary research undertaken at the University, also presented evidence that the key influences on assessment decisions are not often informed by the views that assessment should inform the learning process. This means that innovative forms of assessment are seldom used. 

The University, recognising the importance of good assessment and the continuing disappointment students experience in assessment and feedback (as reflected in the NSS), has begun to identify good practice in assessment, encouraging innovative assessment practices and creating a new assessment policy. However, take up for innovative assessment is slow and, as the Change Academy projects have shown, changes in Higher Education Institutions are complex and it is important that ‘key agents for change are asked why they are doing what they are doing, on what basis’ (Saunders, Charlier and Bonamy, 2004) before changes are introduced. Unfortunately, this is rarely if ever done in the area of assessment.

This research builds on the preliminary study undertaken at the University to explore the influences on assessment decision making so as to provide clear indication of the barriers to change as well as the elements in academics’ understanding which may need development. This is supported by Maclellan’s (2002:6) research where she stated that, “while learning to implement new assessment procedures is one aspect of a change to one's teaching, it is important to remember that without concomitant changes in fundamental beliefs about the nature of assessment, outward manifestations of changes in practice may be no more than a pastiche of techniques and strategies located in different, and possibly inconsistent, theoretical positions about learning.”
Aim

The aim of the project is to explore the influences on lecturers’ decision making in designing assessment.

Methods

A phenomenological methodology was used, given that this study is concentrating on perceptions. A sample of 17 first year awards lecturers teaching across the University’s five faculties were interviewed in detail, with a semi-structured approach in order to gain a better understanding of what influences their decision in choosing specific assessment methods. A qualitative research methodology was used in order to explore emerging themes in more depth. The qualitative research provided a much richer picture of the influences that lecturers have when designing assessment for their students and any barriers to change. This methodology allowed for an in-depth understanding of the underlying drivers for staff perception rather than focusing solely on the espoused perceptions which quantitative methods would identify.  

All 17 interviews were recorded with the permission of the lecturers and transcribed. Each interview transcript was read and re-read and themes were uncovered by a selective or highlighting approach, where statement(s) or phrase(s) that seem particularly essential or revealing about the underlying drivers is then highlighted. (Van Manen, 1997)

Findings

A range of influences on lecturers’ decision making in designing assessment were found from interviews with lecturers. Lecturers’ decision making is complex and it is often influenced by a combination of factors rather than a single factor. This indicates the complexity of assessment design and the challenges we face in generating change to lecturers’ assessment approaches. The following section looks at the factors identified from this research: 

I. The influence of professional bodies on assessment design

II. The influence of the invisible pedagogic college

III. Pragmatic reasons that influence the practicality of assessment
IV. Approaches to assessment that are perceived to be the ‘obvious’/’logical’ way within a specific subject 
V. Pre-determined skills and learning outcomes that need to be achieved by students
VI. The culture of the immediate peer group of which the lecturer is a part
VII. The level of accountability and reliability of the specific assessment methods 
VIII. Lecturers’ personal experience of being assessed when they were students

IX. Reviews and student feedback on the specific assessment methods

X. The aim to enhance student learning and matching student’s learning process/style

I. The influence of professional bodies on assessment design

“They (professional bodies) have very strict rules…They like to see a formal unseen examination, they are not happy with problems that occur if its too much coursework based type.” (Lecturer A1) 

“…we do have fair portions (of assessment) that are assessed by examinations at the end because we have to follow the professional body’s requirements …” (Lecturer D3) 

For some awards, the influence of professional bodies played a significant part in lecturers’ decisions on how to assess their students. For these professional awards, such as Accounting and Engineering, lecturers said that a large portion of their assessment is dictated by the professional bodies. Lecturers stated that it is often a requirement from the professional bodies for them to use examination as the key method to assess their students. Interestingly, although these lecturers have reservations on whether an examination is the best way to help their students learn, they indicated that examinations are unavoidable hoops that needed to be jumped through by students in order to gain exemptions to professional examinations. 

On the whole, lecturers from these professional awards stated a belief that professional bodies are against any significant changes to the awards’ assessment. Interviewees mentioned the fear of ‘upsetting’ the professional bodies and that professional bodies are highly ‘traditional’. Lecturers said they will therefore resist any move away from the use of examinations. One respondent however mentioned that in a recent accreditation visit, the professional body said that they would be more amendable to changes in their assessment. This provided an indication that while professional bodies have some restrictions to lecturers’ decision assessment methods, it is perhaps lecturers’ perception of professional bodies that restrict changes.   
II. The influence of the ‘invisible pedagogic college’ 

‘It (the use of virtual simulation) was triggered by…UKCLE, the subject centre, they disseminated the fact that this was being piloted in Scotland…and it has been very successful. So it is information like that via the UKCLE on what is happening elsewhere, so that we know…the best practice…’ (Lecturer D3)

The term ‘invisible pedagogic college’ was used by Fanghanel (2007) to describe external influences such as colleagues in other institutions, networks and bodies such as the Higher Education Academy Subject Centres that are affecting pedagogical practices. From the interviews, a few lecturers indicated that their changes to assessment practices were triggered by these external influences, such as good practice disseminated via their respective HE Academy subject centres, other institutions and external examiners. 

From the sample that was interviewed, these external network are not however, a widespread influence.
III. Pragmatic reasons that influence the practicality of assessment

‘It’s partly pragmatic, we have a huge first year and we couldn’t possibly have everybody doing individual work, we just don’t have the staff to either tutor it or mark that many projects.’ (Lecturer C3)

Some lecturers stated pragmatic reasons such as large student groups along with the lack of staff, facilities, time and certain equipment for specific assessment methods, such as group work and e-assessment. The large student groups are often stated as a key challenge for lecturers in providing students with speedy and detailed individual feedback. Some lecturers are, however, more innovative than others and resulted in the use of e-assessment and peer feedback. Others lecturers are less concerned with finding out new ways to assess their students but looked for what they called the ‘easiest’ ways to deal with the increasing student numbers. 

IV. Approaches to assessment that appear to be the ‘obvious’/’logical’ way within a specific subject to the lecturers or expressed as ‘the way we do things’

“It just seems the logical way; an analogy would be an art school where naturally you would expect most of the time the students are going to be painting.” (Lecturer C3)

It depends on the nature of the course. If you have got for example, say teaching a software, the obvious way to do it is by assignments, by going through the theory of programming, give them the methods, and then asked them to write programmes, ask them to do it as various assignments.” (Lecturer A1)

“…clearly in engineering if you have an applied subject, you will expect laboratories to be done…” (Lecturer A3)
The nature of the subject or the nature of the individual modules appeared to play a strong part in the way our lecturers assess their students. This is often followed by a reoccurring response from many of the interviewees describing their ways of assessment as the “obvious way” or the “logical way” within the subject. From the interviews, there seems to be an assumption that within each of the lecturers’ own subject discipline, lecturers expected their colleagues and students to share these ‘obvious ways’ of assessment. Words like ‘clearly’, ‘expected’, ‘obvious’ and ‘reasonable’ were used by lecturers when explaining why they used those assessment methods. 
These statements are clear examples that not only does the subject nature acts as a key influence on lecturers’ decision towards assessment design, but having been immersed within their own subject disciplines for years, the reasons/influences on lecturers’ decision making process in assessment design have often become tacit.  

This is, perhaps, why a few of the lecturers found it quite difficult to answer the question ‘why do you assess your students with those methods?’ However, this tacit nature of their decision making might also mean that it is very difficult for individual lecturers to see the need to review or change their assessment methods. These ‘obvious’ or ‘logical’ ways that were initially driven by the subject nature were described by one lecturer as ‘the way we do things’ and being seen as ‘traditions’  within her award. 

V. Pre-determined skills and knowledge and learning outcomes that need to be achieved by students

“We have sat down and discussed as a team what we want students to be able to achieve and what we want to get out of our students, so that is the main rationale for the type of (assessment) approach we used.” (Lecturer A2)

“…from my module for example, they (students) need to develop an understanding and critical evaluation in strategy management and change, let's say, so it is working backwards from that, how can we help them do that, what sort of assessment can we give them to meet that aim of the learning outcome.” (Lecturer B1)

What the lecturers want the students to be able to achieve throughout the course is something that nearly all lecturers interviewed mentioned as one of the factors that influences their decision to their assessment designs. These ranged from employability skills, study skills to subject knowledge. A majority of lecturers interviewed referred to those skills and knowledge as learning outcomes and emphasized in the interviews that their assessment is aligned to explicitly stated learning outcomes.  This is however yet to be shared by everyone. One lecturer felt that learning outcomes are just ‘jargons educationists use to dress up what they do’ and for his award while he has a very clear idea on what he wants his students to achieve and that’s what drove his assessment, he rarely has clear learning outcomes. 

The level of transparency and the way these requirements are communicated to the students and their colleagues varies. For some awards, lecturers worked closely with their team to discuss what these requirements are and how assessment should be used across the course. 

VI. The culture of the immediate peer group of which the lecturer is a part
“…what I really like is the link between assessment and teaching and learning, and that we are constantly trying to look for good practice and best practice that you know… I am glad that I can have those discussions with colleagues and that is a part of ongoing work.” (Lecturer C1)

Lecturers’ decisions on the type of assessment they use are also influenced by the culture of the award/ subject group of which the lecturer is a member. In a number of cases, it is apparent that assessment for learning is at the centre of the award group. The importance assessment has on student learning reflects a culture of engagement with student learning and teaching throughout their department. Team meetings and team teaching are common features in their curriculum and lecturers within the group often have meetings to discuss, review and share their assessment practices. It is apparent that such a learning orientated environment means these lecturers use new and innovative assessment methods and are not afraid to change. 

Others voiced a culture that is less orientated to improvement in learning and teaching but focuses on subject disciplines and pressure from heads of departments to ensure accountability and reliability of assessment. 
The different culture of the award/subject group is perhaps the most difficult to understand and change. 

VII. The level of accountability and reliability of the specific assessment methods 

‘…what I always try to do is that in a module where there is team work, I always make sure there is either an exam or a test, so that you kind of got that spectrum of , here is an assignment that is very relevant but possibly cannot rely on, so let’s have a test perhaps it is not as relevant but it is very much individual so you can use it as a foil against the others…’ (Lecturer A4) 

For some lecturers, the reliability of the specific assessment methods acts as a key determinant in their decision to assess their students. Other than using tests/exams as a way to validate individual student’s ability, lecturers’ desire to prevent plagiarism is another influence for them to use exams and tests. For one particular lecturer, his desire to prevent plagiarism means that he is unwilling to provide answers to tests as he tends to reuse his test questions year after year. 

Accountability issues such as attendance and retention also played a role in influencing lecturers’ decision in assessing their students. A few respondents explained their introduction of in-class assessment as an attempt to improve attendance. Another mentioned the removal of exams as it was seen as a contribution to high failure rates to the award and consequently related to drop out rates of the modules. 

VIII. Lecturers’ personal experience of being assessed when they were students

“I have been on courses myself where you get an assessment and you just can't understand where that assessment has come from in relation to what you have been taught and I think that’s frustrating for students so we do try to keep it all towards the learning outcomes you know.” ( Lecturer A2)

Two of the interviewees stated that their personal experience when they were students also influence their way of assessing their students. One of the interviewees stated that he is very careful in setting assessment that meets learning outcomes because of his own experience as a student. Another lecturer stated his dislike of using group work by referring back to the unpleasant group experience he had when he was in University. 

Some of these experiences could no doubt lead to better assessment experience for students such as the use of explicit and clear learning outcomes. Others experiences however could mean that lecturers avoided the use of certain assessment methods without considering the method’s potential for their students’ learning. This is perhaps a particularly challenging factor for the institution to change as it is something that is so deeply embedded into the lecturers’ personal mindset. 

IX. Reviews and student feedback on the specific assessment methods

‘I think by and large people do tend to seriously review their module on how it has gone, and it's hard to say if people are reacting to student feedback or results …I suspect it is more the results. That certainly is the case for me, that students one year didn't do very well in the exam as a result I thought what can I do about it. So I think the exam performance and module performance is a driver for individual tutors to start thinking what they can do differently, so I think we do take that quite seriously with their teaching approach and assessment strategy as a result of that.’ (Lecturer B3) 

Lecturers’ assessment strategies are influenced by their review of how it went in the previous year. Some lecturers in particular have a clear idea on what sort of assessment students prefer by actively generating feedback from students and discussing the feedback with their colleagues. In general, these lecturers indicated that students prefer practical work that they can see the relevance to their chosen degree, smaller, progressive and continuous pieces of assessment throughout the year rather than end of year exams and group work. Lecturers stated that they tend to take this feedback from students into account and tried to use those methods. Lecturers however stated that they are invariably hampered by the lack of resources in order to deliver these student preferred assessment. 

On the other hand, there are some lecturers who feel that it is the student performance that influences their decision. Others feel that ‘students don’t really know any different’ in terms of assessment methods. Another lecturer felt that students in first year are really accepting and therefore very rarely commented on the assessment methods she used. 

X. The aim to enhance student learning and matching student’s learning process/style

“Because the assessment has to be a teaching tool, it can't just be on its own, so through the assessment they (students) should learn…I don’t mean to sound pretentious, but we, that's why we got rid of the exams, because we couldn't see how the exam was a teaching and learning method in that context” (Lecturer C1)

“the assessment is set kind of staged in a way matches what we expect the progression, they are progressive in complexity…we want to start the students  off with the basics, this is how the equipment works, this is what you can do with it, developing to more complex longer pieces of work.” (Lecturer C3)

Some lecturers explicitly stated that they gave a lot of thought to the best way the assessment can help students learn. It is not only the students’ learning process that influenced their assessment. They also considered the nature and level of their students which led to the use of progressive assessment that often falls in line with Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom, 1956). These lecturers’ assessments tend to be more open and flexible, with a degree of choice for students. They are not afraid to change in order to support their students. One lecturer responded to a non-traditional student in his module by offering a choice of submitting the assignment in the form of either a journal or via a traditional essay. When lecturers are influenced by student learning, they also emphasized constant feedback – not only from tutors but also between the students. Most importantly they recognized the importance of speedy feedback and a lecturer was able to provide detailed feedback and feedforward to a large group of students throughout the course. 

Summary of Findings 

The influences identified in this study are by no means conclusive. These influences are intended to act as a step towards a better understanding of the assessment process from the lecturers’ perspective. From this study, ten factors that influence lecturers’ decisions on assessment design are identified. Lecturers are influenced by a combination of these factors and each of these factors has a different level of effect on the assessment process. The majority of these influences cannot be regarded as what Prosser and Trigwell (1999) or Kember and Kwan (2002) would call student-focused or learning-centred. Students’ voice and learning still play a relatively small part in influencing the way lecturers assess. This study, together with earlier quantitative research carried out at the University, provides further ground to question how far current assessment practices at the University are currently focused on student learning. 

While student learning, to a varying extent, played some part in all lecturers’ decision making in respect of assessment, there is evidence from lecturers that they struggle to deal with, and achieve a balance, between the tension of accountability, validity and reliability of their assessment. Only the few lecturers from the creative subjects, such as English, Drama, Media and Art said that the way students learn is most influential to the way they assess. This is believed to be highly related to their own conception of teaching which emphasizes on the learning process of students rather than the production of a final piece of assignment. This study also found that when lecturers’ assessment designs are strongly influenced by the aim to enhance student learning, this is the overriding factor. For example, one of the lecturers who is strongly influenced by the aim to enhance student learning, stated that he has a large number of students in his class, however he did not state this as an influence on the way he assesses. This particular lecturer commented that although the large class size is a challenge, the key for him is to assist student learning, and the best way to achieve this is to use strong formative assessment with constant feedback whatever the number of the students. He described that constant feedback is the key to keep up the momentum of learning. 

The important role the subject nature played in influencing the way lecturers assess also emerged from this study. The idea that lecturers share ‘obvious’ or ‘logical’ ways of assessing within their own subject will need further exploring. There appears to be a need to challenge these obvious or logical ways to assess their students if lecturers are to move towards assessment for learning. 




	Implications and Recommendations

By identifying the influences of lecturers’ decision making on assessment design, this study provides informed initiatives not only for one institution, but for the wider higher education arena to move forward the assessment for learning agenda. 

This study provides evidence that professional bodies are not completely against changes to assessment practices as the lecturers believed. There is room for even the professional awards to be innovative in their assessment. Institutions will need to highlight this message with the help of the professional bodies, and provide exemplars of innovative assessment in order to prevent lecturers ‘hiding behind’ the idea that professional bodies are against change. 

The current limited awareness by lecturers of good practice in assessment at external networks means that lecturers rarely venture outside their own domain, and as a result, tend to stick their own tried and tested assessment methods. This situation is made worse with some lecturers’ personal experience of being assessed when they were a student and the lecturers’ view of what makes ‘obvious’ and ‘logical’ assessment within a specific subject/discipline. These tendencies to stay within what seems like lecturers’ comfort zones could be damaging to students’ learning experience. This is because what is being seen as the ‘obvious’ and ‘logical’ ways might not actually be the best way to assess students. The idea of such ‘logic’ might also be lost on first year students and new member of staff. More importantly, such an assumed shared understanding between colleagues and students in the department might means that lecturers are less likely to see the need to explain to students how their assessment is actually contributing to their learning. These issues, together, could have a knock-on effect to the explicitness of learning outcomes. 

This study also highlighted the need for institutions to rethink the current emphasis on alignment of assessment with learning outcomes. The fact that a few lecturers stated that learning outcomes are limiting to their assessment towards student learning echoed what Boud (2007) advocates that assessment should be aligned not only to the modules’ learning outcome but to longer term learning and preparing students for lifelong learning. 

The role students play at present in lecturers’ assessment design is still fairly limited. If assessment for learning is to happen, such an imbalance in power relationship between lectures and students will need to be addressed. Not only do institutions need to review current channels for students to feedback their experience to lecturers, students’ involvement in the entire assessment process should be increased in order to better make use of student as change agent towards assessment for learning.  

Finally, it will be unrealistic to expect the aim to improve student learning to be the sole factor that will influence lecturers’ assessment design. What the University of Glamorgan will do is to put forward initiatives that enable the other nine factors identified in this study to act as pull factors for lecturers to move toward a more learning focused assessment. These are put forward as recommendations as follow:- 

· Encourage and enhance communications between awards and professional bodies to determine level of flexibility in changing assessment. 

· Provide exemplars to professional awards where innovative assessment methods have been used and challenge preconceived roles of assessment. 

· Improve and encourage communication between the University and Higher Education Academy’s subject centres and other institutions in order to gather good practices in assessment.

· Institutional wide review of resources and learning space for assessment, provide advice for staff to vary assessment methods to make better use of resources available. 

· Challenge lecturers’ ‘obvious’ and ‘logical’ ways to assess within their own subject discipline by encouraging in and cross disciplinary workshop, seminars and collaborations with other institutions. 

· Review current understanding of alignment between assessment and learning outcome and ensure that the articulation of learning outcomes does not restrict innovations in assessment

· Increase awareness of the idea to designing plagiarism out of assessment and the use of detection software rather than using exams and tests as the only way to prevent plagiarism.  

· Review and improve current channels for students’ feedback on assessment to lecturers and involve students in learning, teaching and assessment workshops within the University.

· Emphasis on assessing students’ learning process rather than the end product and promote good practices already existed within the University focused on assessment for learning.

To conclude, this study has generated much needed discussion on assessment within the University. The long standing culture where students often do not appear to be at the centre of the lecturers’ assessment design will take time to tackle. By gaining an insight into lecturers’ assessment process, this research has provided another step towards changing the fundamental believes of assessment in Higher Education. 
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