Assessment Standards in Hospitality, Leisure, Sport and Tourism (HLST) Programmes
This is the report of a workshop to identify and agree standards which apply to first class work at level 6 in HLST programmes

 Context
‘it cannot be assumed students graduating with the same classified degree from different institutions, having studied different subjects, will have achieved similar standards; it cannot be assumed students graduating with the same classified degree from a particular institutions, having studied different subjects, will have achieved similar standards; and it cannot be assumed students graduating with the same classified degree from different institutions, having studied the same subject, will have achieved similar standards’

Summary

This is the report of a recent workshop held by the HLST Subject Centre of the Higher Education Academy to discuss the characteristics of final year (level six) assignments assessed at the threshold of first class work. The workshop was a response to the attention afforded in recent years to standards, the role of external examiners in this process and, indeed, the robustness of the UK honours degree classification system.

The workshop represented a disciplinary perspective on the issue and focused on the assessment of final year work at first class level. About twenty academics from across the HLST subjects and a range of UK universities met to firstly assess work in small groups and then to discuss and agree the standards of the work and the original assessment process.
The work shop concluded with further discussions about the nature of first class work at level six and how the HSLT Subject Centre and its subject community could build on the enthusiasm and the momentum of the workshop.   There was broad agreement about the assessment process and outcomes of both the original markers and each others’ efforts and there was consensus on the characteristics of first class work.  The workshop concluded with some thoughts on further activity in this important aspect of work
1  Assessment Standards
1.1  There has been much discussion recently about honours degree classification as a reflection of academic standards in higher education generally as well as in specific subject areas. The 2009 House of Commons Innovation, Universities, Science and Skills Committee inquiry on students and universities reported that it had made little progress in establishing the reasons for changes in the proportions of degree classes and that there was “no appetite” within higher education for systematic analysis of the reasons for increases in the proportions of first and upper second class honours degrees awarded
. 
1.2  In its final report in 2004, “Beyond honours degree classification”, the Burgess Group had drawn attention to the much earlier comments of the 1997 Dearing Report that “the honours classification system has outlived its usefulness” and that it should become  “increasingly redundant”. The Group confirmed that  “ the current system of degree classification is not sufficiently ‘fit for purpose’” and argued against honours degree classification as “a summative system…. which gives the appearance of ‘signing off’ a person’s education with a simple numerical indicator”
. 
It must also be remembered that this numerical indicator is generated by the particular arithmetical model used by a particular university, commented on as involving “averaging the unaverageable” in one response to the Select Committee. It is not surprising that vice-chancellors were reported to have found difficulty in responding to questions from the Committee about the comparability of degree classifications in different university environments.

Linked to this, the Committee expressed its concerns associated with external examiner arrangements, citing substantial differences in the remit and autonomy of external examiners across institutions, variability in the rigour and criticality of examiners’ reports, variability in the approaches taken by institutions to respond to examiners’ reports, and lack of transparency with regard to the appointment of external examiners
. 

1.3   Following the Committee’s report, the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) launched a series of inquiries, one of which focussed on external examining
. This concluded that universities were diligent and thorough in their engagement with external examiners. It called for a set of national, minimum expectations for the role (reflecting the Committee’s recommendation for the development of a national “remit” for external examiners) and greater transparency and further discussion about appointment and training ( reflecting the Committee’s recommendation for an enhanced system of training which would allow examiners to develop generic skills). It has not pursued the Committee’s recommendation that universities should only employ examiners from a “national pool”.

1.4   The role of external examiners has changed over recent years as universities have adopted more formulaic approaches to classifying students’ achievements. The examiner is asked increasingly to comment on process and internal consistency rather than to moderate marks, with internal moderation processes more clearly established. There remains, however, a requirement to comment on the comparability of standards with similar programmes in particular subject areas, but against which criteria is such comparability judged? Is it not an individual judgement based on the particular experience of the individual examiner?
1.5   Concern to improve the external examining process is not new. A collaborative project in 2003 involving the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), the Higher Education Academy, Universities UK (UUK), the Standing Conference of Principals (SCOP) and the QAA was established in response to concerns about safeguarding standards and consistency expressed by the Teaching Quality Enhancement Committee Cooke Report
.  The work pointed to limitations in what could be expected from external examiners in the context of the prevailing, and still current, resourcing model; questioned the locus for supporting the development of external examiners i.e. the responsibilities in this area of the receiving institution and of the examiner’s home institution; and considered the support which examiners required in terms of resources which should be available. 

It recommended improved induction of examiners by receiving institutions, continuing professional development opportunities to enable individuals to develop the skills necessary for both internal and external examining provided by “home” institutions; and the development of resources to support such CPD. It is really only in the first of these areas that there has since been significant development. Important as it is declared to be, limited funding to support effective external examining remains a constraint to professionalisation in this area of an academic’s work and career development. 
The project also pointed to the need for consistency regarding the role of the external examiner and that at its core should be confirmation of quality and standards through scrutiny of student work and engagement with a programme team. 

1.6  It can be argued that to establish and maintain standards at different levels in a subject area requires academics in that subject community firstly to establish and take ownership of those standards and secondly to meet to compare their students work and to judge their achievements against the standards to ensure comparability and consistency. The idea of such a “college of peers”, possibly coordinated by appropriate Subject Centres was included in a submission by the then Chief Executive of the Higher Education Academy, Prof Paul Ramsden, to the then Secretary of State for Industry Universities and Skills, John Denham
, and also the model proposed by  the Assessment Standards Knowledge Exchange (ASKe) CETL in its submission to the Select Committee. It is this discipline-based approach to establishing, monitoring and maintaining standards that was taken as a model for the work that is reported here. 
2.  A discipline-based approach to identifying assessment standards
2.1  The model for the work undertaken was proposed in a paper by Dr Chris Rust, a Senior Fellow of the Higher Education Academy
.  Twenty Hospitality, Leisure, Sport and Tourism teachers from thirteen different institutions participated in an exercise to try to determine characteristics of students’ work which would warrant the award of a mark of over 70% i.e. work which was perceived as being “first class”.  Examples of final year undergraduate students’ work which had been awarded a mark at the threshold of first class, i.e. 70%, had been submitted prior to a meeting of the participants. The work had been submitted with a short commentary by original markers as to the reasons for the mark being awarded. Marking schemes were not requested because it was felt that these might be a distraction to the main purpose of the workshop, that is the articulation of characteristics recognisable in students’ work and characterising it as first class.
2.2   At a subsequent workshop, participants worked initially in a subject group and each was asked to assess student work submitted by others teaching in the same subject area. The work had been anonymised, and participants were asked to prepare short commentaries indicating agreement or disagreement that the work was “first class”, and why. There was no discussion during this phase, and no reference to comments made by the original marker. Normally, three or four pieces of work were assessed in turn by each participant in each subject group.

In a subject group discussion which followed, participants were asked to discuss the comments they had each made and to identify areas of agreement and those of disagreement as to the first class nature of the work they had assessed. From these discussions it was anticipated that a subject based consensus might emerge regarding the characteristics of work which was “first class”.
2.3   The second phase of the workshop involved participants working in mixed subject groupings. From earlier assessments and subject-based discussions, they were asked to identify characteristics which they might all agree should be demonstrated in work which was “first class”. Finally, a facilitated plenary session sought to integrate the experiences from the workshops and to summarise the key points. 
3. Outcomes
3.1   Level of agreement in subject groups

There were, generally, high levels of agreement in each group on the grades awarded and with the original markers’ comments as to why the work was first class. There was, however, disagreement in a small number of cases.

3.11  Tourism Group

   The level of agreement was high. The group agreed that the assignments contained:

· A very good level of subject knowledge and understanding and very good application to the context

· Evidence of a very good level of criticality and evidence of the student’s interpretation and meaning of the subject

· Very good written style and coherence and progression of points

There was some disagreement about the impact of a word limit on the level of achievement which could be expected from students. The word limit could be used to evince particular attributes or could, conversely, detract from their being demonstrated. 

3.12  Leisure group

There was general agreement. The group agreed that the assignments, although diverse:

· Were well researched 

· Were comprehensive and relevant in content

· Were grounded in appropriate experience 

· Contained evidence of critical thinking/reflection/action/analysis

· Were structured and logical and involved informed discussions

3.13  Sport Group

The group agreed on the grades awarded and acknowledged that assignments contained structure and were evidence based, although there was disagreement on the appropriateness of the assessment criteria used, the nature and extent of application, and articulation and substantiation of ideas and arguments.

3.14  Hospitality Groups
There were two groups of participants from the Hospitality subject area. In the first of these there was disagreement with the original markers. To be first class work:
· Referencing should be appropriate, correct and  up to date;

· Work should be critical and not just applied;

· Structure and cohesiveness were important;

In the second group, it was agreed that first class work should demonstrate:
· Application of theoretical concepts;

· A high level of analysis / evaluation;

· Sufficient evidence to support analysis;

· Relevance and current literature cited;

· A well structured argument, clarity of purpose and appropriate conclusions

This group also agreed on the need for clarity in questions/assignments set.

3.2  Levels of general agreement in mixed subject groups

There was general agreement that work was first class and should be given a mark of 70%, at Level 6, when it has the following characteristics:

Reading and referencing.  
      Evidence of extensive and appropriate reading and referencing. 
      Evidence of thorough research with currency, depth and relevance to  the 
      assignment and which is extremely well deployed in supporting points
      made or arguments developed.
      Adherence to correct referencing conventions.
Content.     
     Knowledge presented demonstrates depth, and understanding and relevance 
     to the task. 
     Work contains contextualised application of theoretical/conceptual 
     underpinnings.
Criticality

     The work goes beyond mere reproduction of theory and others’ viewpoints 
    (even  where they are dealing with complexity) and is interpretive and 
     constructivist. 
     There is very clear evidence of the student’s own position (and even their own 
      value system) and they explain and substantiate this. 

Style 

The work demonstrates with great explicitness and criticality how the content addresses the question. 
Clarity, structure, progression and coherence of the argument, with a very high standard of presentation.                                                                                         
There was also discussion about the nature of assessments and the clarity and appropriateness of the guidance provided. The use of assessment criteria and grade descriptors to guide students and markers was viewed as important to the process. There was, however, a need to establish shared interpretations across institutions and programmes of study as to the meanings attached to criteria and descriptors. Only through such agreement could standards be recognised as comparable. The attainment of a first class grade by students could be inhibited by lack of opportunity to demonstrate “firstclassness” in assignments set and by variability in interpretation of criteria and descriptors.
4.  Development of the approach
There was general feeling that the workshop had worked well and was a useful approach to identification and sharing of standards. A similar approach could be adopted within institutions, between institutions and within disciplines with potential for adoption as part of a revised approach to external examining.  
Suggestions for developing the approach adopted included work in the following areas:
·  Involve students in the process

·  Consider types of assessment which are more likely to encourage first class work

·  Consider assessment standards within and between other levels

    (eg levels 4, 5 and 7)
·  Develop shared approaches to assignment setting and to the use of assessment  criteria.  
·  Concentrate in a workshop on one assessment type (eg. essay or  report), 
·  Consider other forms of assessment which may not involve written assignments
· Extend discussion of assessment standards to include e.g. a broader range of social science subjects
·  Further work on shared interpretations of descriptors
5.  Action

Those attending the workshop saw clear benefits in discussion about assessment standards and in sharing information within the subject areas and across institutions. Further and wider discussion on assessment standards was considered to be important, particularly given that in the future restricted resources may further stretch assessment systems and make the maintenance of standards more difficult. Many present at the workshop planned to report their experience back to their own institution.  Indeed, some schools and institutions are already undertaking similar processes.   Further workshops and dissemination of activities and perhaps reviews of existing assessment criteria were also identified as potential future developments in relation to both the assessment process and the role of the external examiner in judging and verifying standards.
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