Canterbury Christ Church University

Strategic Principles for Assessment 
Introduction

This document seeks to identify strategic principles which should underlie good practice in assessment in programmes and modules. Based on an earlier version, included as appendix 1, it incorporates ideas and suggestions from senior CCCU staff at a seminar on June 24 and from members of the Assessment Enhancement Working Group and the Learning and Teaching Committee. 
The underlying idea is that assessment should be fit for its purposes. The two main purposes for assessment, it is suggested, are:

· To give students feedback on their work in a way that enables them to continue to do what they are already doing well and make any necessary changes in order to do better on future work.  This is sometimes called 'assessment for learning', or formative assessment.
· To show that students have attained at a level necessary to enable them to move onto their next level of studies or to gain the appropriate qualification. This is sometimes called 'assessment of learning', or summative assessment.
Well-designed intended learning outcomes can provide a valuable common language for talking about both the intentions of courses and the attainment of students.  A learning outcome describes what a student should be able to do on successful completion of a course. These suggested strategic principles for assessment therefore pay considerable attention to intended learning outcomes (sometimes called here, for brevity, simply ‘outcomes’). These principles should always be interpreted both to meet the particular nature and requirements of the discipline, and with an active awareness of the diversity of students’ aptitudes and orientations as learners, especially upon entry to HE.
A note on formative and summative uses of assessment
Formative and summative are different uses of assessment rather than different types of assessment. Formative and summative uses of assessment have important things in common. They are, or should be, both conducted in terms of outcomes and assessment criteria. They both require students to do work, to strive towards some form of attainment. Both involve students’ work being considered by someone else (usually but not always a tutor). Both involve some form of judgement of the students’ work and attainment. If the work receives comments intended to guide the students’ future work as well as a mark or grade which will affect the student’s progression or final award, the assessment is both formative and summative.
Eight Strategic Principles for Assessment
1. Each programme, and module should have learning outcomes that are attractive
, comprehensible
, valid
, appropriate
, manageable
, challenging
, attainable
 and assessable
.
2. Learning outcomes, and the work required to achieve and demonstrate them, should be equitable as between modules and programmes. This requires that:
· Learning outcomes for modules in each year of a programme are at the same academic level (as specified for example in QAA level descriptors - revised versions of these are currently out for consultation, see http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/FHEQ/EWNI08/default.asp)
· The set of learning outcomes for each 20 credit module is roughly the same in scale. This is difficult to quantify. Perhaps the best approach to quantification is to require, again, that they can be attained by around 200 hours of sustained and serious work (including work on which students receive feedback) by the great majority of students admitted to the module.

3. Students should receive and use frequent, truthful, balanced and constructive feedback on their progress towards each of these learning outcomes throughout their studies. This is facilitated when: 

· The assessment methods are valid -- that is, that they truly test students' attainments of the learning outcomes. Varied programme and module learning outcomes will require the use of varying methods of assessment. However, the point here is not variety for its own sake. The point is the validity, the appropriateness to the learning outcomes, of the assessment methods.

· There is a clear and explicit relationship; though not necessarily a one-to-one relationship; between pieces of work done by the student (whether for feedback or for marks or grades) and the particular learning outcomes being developed, achieved and being the object of feedback.

· The design, that is the shape and sequence, of the programme and its modules, should allow the student to make use of the feedback they have received to inform their future work, in the current module or later in the programme.

· The programme and its constituent modules are run in such a way that students receive feedback in time for them to use it in planning and carrying out future work on the module.

Some of this feedback needs to come from staff -- giving feedback to students on their work can be a very effective form of teaching. But students can also benefit greatly from:

· Reviewing and critically commenting on their own work;

· Giving feedback to peers on their work; and
· Receiving feedback from their peers on their work, both explicitly in terms of learning outcomes of the course, and in relation to those tacit aspects of learning which may not be readily expressed through the language of learning outcomes.

4. The relationships between module and programme outcomes should be explicit. It may be argued convincingly that an ' intended learning outcome' whose attainment is not assessed is not really an intended learning outcome, rather perhaps an aim or an aspiration. How can programme level learning outcomes be assessed in a modular scheme? The most obvious ways involve some form of final project, dissertation or portfolio, where students integrate what they have learned in the modules of the programme. PDP can further aid integration of learning across the programme.
5. Students should engage actively with programme and module learning outcomes and with assessment principles and processes. They should see assessment as a process of which they are part, rather than as something which is done to them. To achieve this, conversations about learning outcomes and about assessment should be a continuing part of students’ experiences throughout their studies. 
6. Other learning should also be valued. Learning is not always the tidy business that the emphasis given here to intended learning outcomes may suggest. Indeed, successful learning in HE can often depend upon the acquisition of a variety of tacit competencies associated with participation in academic life, but which may not readily translate into formal learning outcomes.  Formative assessment practices may nevertheless aim to address this aspect of learning (through peer feedback, for example), in ways that enhance the interplay between learning, teaching and assessment strategies.  Additionally, unintended learning should also be recognised through good final assessment questions and evaluation questions, e.g. as part of PDP, for any student on any programme or module. These would reflect on... - "Beyond the intended learning outcomes of the module, what else have you learned? What other capabilities have you developed? What other qualities have you developed?"
7. The University as well as students should continue to learn from assessment. The conduct of both formative and summative assessment inevitably generates much valuable information about what students have learned, not learned, and partially learned. Such data should be gathered and used, to inform the operation and teaching of modules and programmes and also to inform their future redesign. Such an approach applies research and scholarship to the design and operation of courses as well as to their content.
8. Administrative and operational procedures around assessment should clearly support assessment for and of learning. Audits of the administration and operation of assessment will show where this currently does and does not happen, or could happen better. 
Implementing Strategic Principles for Assessment

1. These suggested strategic principles have been put out for wider University consultation and have achieved a broad consensus including the endorsement of the Academic Board.  
Members of the Board encourage Faculties to interpret these principles to meet the particular nature and requirements of their disciplines and programmes. In higher education as in tailoring, one size rarely fits all.
2. These principles are best tested, as well as in conversation and consultation, by attempting to apply and implement them in practice. However fine they may look on paper or on screen, they are only significant in so far as they guide practice in good directions.

3. The most effective points for the implementation of such strategic principles are at the validation, revalidation and review of programmes modules. If such strategic principles are widely accepted by the University, then they can be used as criteria which any programme should meet in order to gain validation, revalidation or a satisfactory review. This would require alignment of guidance within the Quality Framework
4. The Strategic Principles for Assessment will be more effective if they inform selection of learning and teaching strategies alongside strategic principles for curriculum. The development of a unified strategy for curriculum, learning, teaching and assessment is a substantial task however such a wider integrated strategy could overlap with consultation on and implement of these strategic principles for assessment.
5.  ‘Sustainably enhancing assessment at Canterbury Christ Church University’ is available to support this work. Toolkits on learning outcomes and assessment are also in development
Appendix 1 - Strategic Principles for Assessment, Version 1

1. Each module has attractive, comprehensible, appropriate, attainable and assessable learning outcomes

2. Students receive and use frequent, truthful and constructive feedback on their progress towards each of these learning outcomes throughout their studies. 

3. Students are assessed on their attainment of these learning outcomes
(Report prepared by Dr David Baume on behalf of the Assessment Enhancement Working Group.)
� They should be attractive both to a potential student, clearly indicating whether this outcome is consistent with the student’s interests and intentions, and also attractive to a current student, clearly and understandably worthy of achievement.


� This does not mean 'comprehensible in every small detail'. However, if the student cannot understand what an outcome means before they start the course, the outcome will be not much help to the student either in choosing or undertaking the course.


� A learning outcome is valid when the student's attainment of the learning outcome meets as closely as possible the academic and/or professional intentions of the course. 


� Appropriate, that is, both to the overall professional and academic intentions of the course (as for example described in the relevant QAA subject benchmark and professional body requirements) and to the academic level (as for example described in the relevant QAA level descriptors).


� There are several dimensions to manageability. The most obvious is that the learning outcomes are capable of being attained within the number of student learning hours involved in studying the module -- around 200 student learning hours for a 20 credit module, & etc. Manageability also requires a small number of overall course learning outcomes, each of which can properly be taught, learned and assessed to appropriate academic standards. Beyond this, manageability will mean particular things within the particular disciplines - for example, access to any necessary specialist and technical resources for students to obtain and demonstrate the outcomes. Manageability will always imply that the staff resource available is sufficient to run the course in a way that helps students to achieve the specified outcomes.


� Crucial to student success is an appropriate balance between support and challenge. Unfortunately this balance happens at a different point for every student. Learning outcomes needs to be challenging – that is, they need to show to the student that, to gain the qualification, a higher level of achievement will be required of them than they have demonstrated in the past.


� Attainable, that is, if the student does the specified work and applies to their studies the amount of sustained effort specified by the course -- around 200 hours of work on a 20 credit module.


� 'Reliably assessable' might capture this idea better. One quality of a good learning outcome is that it is reasonably clear, to staff and students, how it should be assessed. Another closely related quality is that it should be reasonably clear, again both to staff and students, whether a particular piece of student work does or does not show the outcome having been attained. Students are much more likely to perceive assessment as fair, and thereby to have faith in an assessment process, if they can see this direct connection between learning outcomes, assessment, and the qualities of work deserving of a pass.





Created on 20/11/2008 16:52 

Revised following Academic Board 10/12/08    
adbaume@aol.com 
Page 1 of 5

