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Assessment for Effective Learning

The term assessment covers all the strategies and process we use to determine the extent to which students have attained course objectives. In order to teach effectively, we need to know how well are students are learning. Angelo and Cross (1993) say that ‘teachers need a continuous flow of accurate information on student learning’ (p.3), although in many university courses, the bulk of the assessment takes place at the end of semester. Such ‘terminal’ assessment can be used for grading purposes, but provides little feedback to assist students in their learning.

There are many reasons for carrying out assessments; Rowntree (1987) cites one source as identifying thirty two reasons for assessing students. Assessments are more usually classified into three main categories, as being diagnostic, formative or summative in their purpose. Diagnostic assessments establish what students do or do not know at the start of a sequence of learning. They answer the question Where are we starting from? Formative assessments provide feedback to both teacher and learner on how effectively the student is progressing with their learning. They answer the question How are we going? Summative assessments serve the purpose of grading. They answer the question Where have we got to?

As well as these general purposes, there are other reasons for assessing students. One of these is as a means of selection into courses and jobs. Others include motivating students and evaluating the effectiveness of teaching.

As well as a range of purposes there is also a range of ways of assessing learning, and the experts generally recommend the use of a range of strategies (for example, Ramsden 1992, Brown 1999, Cannon & Newble 2000). Twenty years ago, Derek Rowntree invited fellow teachers to ‘be more adventurous in our choice of assessment methods’ (1987, p.241) and that advice still holds good. While we usually think in terms of formal methods of assessment, more informal methods can also be useful in helping us know about students’ learning. ‘Listening to what students say in a tutorial is as much assessment as reading their exam transcripts and assigning marks to them’ (Ramsden 1992, p.221).

Sally Brown (1999) says that as well as the more usual assessment by the teacher, there are also possibilities of self-assessment, peer assessment, computer-based assessment and workplace-based assessment. Even with teacher-based exams she suggests many possible variations on the traditional exam: open book exams, take-away exams, case study exams in which ‘exam questions are based on case materials provided before or during the exam’ (p.9), simulations, and in-tray exercises in which ‘students are provided with a dossier of papers to work on…in a way that simulates real practice’ (p.10).
Exams are not the only form of assessment and there is also a range of possibilities as to the form assignments take which are alternatives to the ubiquitous academic essay. These include such activities as requiring students to develop a concept map, devise a web page, generate (and answer) an exam question on a particular topic, or produce a prospectus on an essay or report detailing aspects such as the major questions to be addressed, a proposed timeline for completion and an outline or table of contents.
Angelo and Cross (1993) have devised a large number of what they call CATs (classroom assessment techniques) which, they say, are strategies ‘designed to help teachers find out what students are learning and how they are learning it’ (p.4). These forms of assessment mainly serve diagnostic or formative purposes and include processes such as the background knowledge probe which involves an initial quiz to determine the students’ existing level of knowledge, the muddiest point which asks students to identify what for them is still most unclear, and the one sentence summary in which student follow a formula to summarise their understanding of a particular topic – who did/does what to whom, when, where, how and why.

Whatever the form of assessment chosen, there are certain qualities that effective assessment tasks have in common. Firstly, they are in ‘constructive alignment’ (Biggs 1996) with the objectives and learning experiences associated with a topic. That is, what is assessed and how it is assessed attempts to determine the extent to which the objectives have been attained through the learning tasks and experiences which were designed to realise those objectives.
Assessments should also be valid, reliable and practical. Cannon and Newble (2000) say that a valid assessment measures what it is supposed to measure or, in Rowntree’s (1987) terms, elicits a positive response to the question ‘How confidently can I generalise from what I’ve seen?’ (p.190). How faithfully does the student’s performance on this task truly reflect their learning? A reliable assessment produces consistent results (Cannon & Newble 2000) and confirms the questions ‘would other assessors agree with my interpretation of the student’s behaviour?’ and ‘would I myself interpret his behaviour in such a way if I saw it again?’ (Rowntree 1987, pp. 190-191). An assessment is practical if it is manageable by both teacher and student in terms of time, resources and effort (Cannon & Newble 2000). Ideally, all assessment tasks possess all three of these attributes: validity, reliability and practicality.

One way of increasing the likelihood of reliability is to ‘articulate as clearly as possible the criteria by which we assess’ (Rowntree 1987, p.241). These criteria can be expressed in rubrics which are usually in the form of tables which specify, to both students and markers, the specific aspects of the work which are being judged. Huba and Freed (2000) give comprehensive guidelines for the development of rubrics. They say that a good rubric will specify several things. The first of these is the levels of mastery or standards the students may have attained (for example, Excellent, Good, Satisfactory and Needs Improvement). The rubric should also identify the ‘Dimensions of Quality…the aspects of skill, knowledge or attribute being assessed’ (Huba & Freed 2000, p.167) and include commentaries specifying the particular features of each level of mastery; what would a piece of work look like that corresponded to, say, a grading of ‘Good’  for a particular dimension.
While assessment strives to be a measure of learning, it is also a shaper of learning in ways that can be both intended and unintended. As Paul Ramsden (1992) says, ‘assessment always drives the curriculum’. In fact, Boud (1995) refers to another form of assessment validity, consequential validity, which, he says, is the effect the assessment has on a student’s learning. Sometimes the effect can be a negative one, in that the lack of formative assessment can lead to inappropriate learning strategies being adopted by the student. Ramsden (1992) cites a study in which ‘an important contributory cause of student failure was an almost complete lack of feedback on progress during the first term of their studies’ (p.193).
Too much assessment can be as detrimental to learning as too little and can lead to superficial approaches to learning, as can assessment that is perceived as threatening (Ramsden 1992). It can be salutary to try to determine if dysfunctional learning is, in fact, a by-product of the assessment used.
But assessment can also drive learning in positive ways. Whatever statements we, as teachers, make about course objectives, students will infer the objectives, not from those formal statements, but from the forms of assessment we employ. As well as giving messages to us about what students are doing well and otherwise, the nature of the assessment task also flags to students what it is we expect of them. As Boud (1995) says ‘every act of assessment gives a message to students about what they should be learning and how they should go about it’.

Sometimes there are negative aspects of assessment. One of these is what Rowntree (1987) refers to as ‘the prejudicial aspects of assessment’ (p.39). This occurs when an early piece of assessment causes the teacher to classify the student in a particular way; to overgeneralise from that one piece of evidence, leading them to respond in a similar way to subsequent work by that student, however similar or different it is to the first. Marking work without reference to the identity of the student, distributing the marking randomly among markers or using a system of cross-marking can militate against any prejudicial tendencies.
Another possible negative consequence is the situation where students are too finely attuned to a marker’s particular sensibilities. Their responses to assessment tasks can be highly influenced by the desire to give the marker ‘what they want’, which in turn shapes their learning. Rowntree (1987) refers to ‘cue conscious’ students who ‘reckon on the teacher or examiner having prejudices or idiosyncracies that they should cater to or at least fall foul of’ (p.48). It may be useful to realise that students are likely to be trying to ‘read’ you in this way and check if the messages they are interpreting correspond to those you wish to send in this regard.

Despite these complexities, or maybe because of them, assessment is critical in the teaching/learning process, in terms of its diagnostic, formative and summative functions, for its power in determining students’ choices and in shaping their learning. And, as Sally Brown (1999, p.4) says of assessment, ‘Everyone concerned needs to have faith in a system, which must therefore be, and be seen to be just, even-handed, appropriate and manageable’.

Resources
Online links

CLPD Assessment web site
http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clpd/assessment/
Assessment Rubric Templates (University of Newcastle):
http://www.newcastle.edu.au/service/teaching-learning/projects/rubrictemplates/
Assessing Learning in Australian Universities (2002) 
This is an AUTC funded publication. Authors Richard James, Craig McInnis and Marcia Devlin. Centre for the Study of Higher Education. 
Available online at http://www.cshe.unimelb.edu.au/assessinglearning/
University of Adelaide Policies and Guidelines
Assessment Policy
http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clpd/assessment/
Online Assessment

Here is a link to an interview with Professor Geoff Crisp on online assessment 
mms://WinMedia.usq.edu.au/DeC/GeoffCrisp.wmv
For models of interactive e-assessment go to Geoff Crisp’s ALTC project website at http://andy.services.adelaide.edu.au/moodle/course/category.php?id=8
(You will need to create a username and password to access this site.)
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