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Summary

The University of London has aimed to reform assessment practices for its international distance
education programmes to shift away from relying solely on end of course examinations towards
assessment that helps students learn. The project explored the extent to which programme
directors
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Introduction

This Teaching and Research Award project was approved primarily in order to review innovation in
assessment practice in University of London and member institution distance programmes over the
last 2 years, and to disseminate the results to Programme Teams in order to support reform of
assessment practice, and in particular to support the move to include assessment for learning as
well as judgement of performance. The core research was based on 14 interviews with selected
Programme Directors (interview schedule is included as Appendix 1) and sought to ascertain their
understanding of the purposes and practice of assessment and how this has changed in recent years.

The University of London has traditionally been an examining body, ensuring that external students
working independently or supported by independent Teaching Centres meet the academic
standards embodied in final written unseen examinations and gaining the appropriate academic
award. Over the last 30 years or more in the UK however assessment practice in HE has changed
substantially to include new purposes and new practices, and these are often present in the



promote learning and how it is in a process of change, rather than the specifics of the impact of the
Covid pandemic on assessment practice in 2020 which are covered in the overall UoL Evaluation.

Literature on assessment for learning

This literature review is in two parts. Firstly, we consider assessment of learning and assessment for
learning: an important distinction that has now become part of the lexicon of assessment. Secondly,
since the shift to online learning and assessment in response to the Covid-19 pandemic has
impacted on the participants in this study, we will summarise some of the key changes that have
taken place while recognising that the challenges here are by no means resolved and the future of
assessment post-Covid is very uncertain.

There have been numerous projects aiming to enhance assessment in the UK over the past decade.
These include the Re-engineering Assessment Practices in Higher Education project (REAP, 2010)
Transforming the Experience of Students through Assessment (TESTA, 2012) and assessment guides
for teachers (such as McConlogue, 2020). All of these emphasise a need to move



assess is important. Feedback dialogue, whether with tutors or peers, helps learners to develop self-
regulation skills (Boud, 1995; Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick ,2006; Molloy & Boud, 2013).

Building on projects in the UK over the past decade that have promoted the practice of assessment



programmes at Masters level and 2 pre-university foundation programmes. A range of disciplines
were represented, again typical of the UoL offer of mainly professionally orientated programmes
including, Legal studies, a clinical programme, education and accountancy. Interviews were
approximately 30 minutes in length and interviewees were given the opportunity to add any
additional comments at the end.

12 interviews were successfully
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AfL awareness pre- 6 So we listened to the students. They wanted you know
pandemic slightly more examples of best or good practice. so we
were. | know that there's this whole thing of the
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exam question
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However, there was concern that changing assessment, even in a minor way, is time consuming:

~ it was taking us several months to even produce a single set of exam papers so the
prospect of changing them all just before the exam was very EWAil

This effect may be compounded by zonal papers in some programmes which means that several
versions of an exam paper to assess the same module have to be developed for release at different
times. In the larger programmes there are hundreds of exams and therefore very



essays to revise and then they have then reproduced extracts from their assignments in
their exam questions.”

In another solution for plagiarism in tension with AfL and giving students more time, one
programme director was in favour of very short exams to prevent plagiarism because:

&6 felt that within
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But, policy does not equal practice and interpretation of policy may vary widely. In recognition of a
need to support staff in developing assessment practice, a toolkit to support assessment (Gordon,
Hughes &McKenna, 2015) was commissioned and circulated widely in 2016. The toolkit included a
section on assessment for learning as well as assessment design and a range of assessment methods
other than examinations such as essays, policy papers, portfolios and presentations. A more detailed
toolkit Il on examination design with sections on prevention
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encourages students to engage with their course, both in terms of depth and breadth, which will
ultimately influence student performance and retention. Some key recommendations are:

1. Redesign assessments to include more coursework, alternative assessments and
formative assessments that align with the course materials.

While the shift to open book exams reported in this study is welcome and there is awareness of the
benefits for learners in having preparation time and opportunities to draw on a range of material
from the course in answering the questions, coursework takes this a step further by offering even
more flexibility for learners in preparing their answers by removing time limits completely. There are
concerns about collusion and plagiarism in coursework for some disciplines, but redesign of
guestions to deter plagiarism and raising student awareness are possible solutions. Resource for
managing and marking coursework for large programmes also needs consideration. Other options
for assessment such as presentations and portfolio type work are also possible in some disciplines
and because these can link to student engagement with course materials and formative assessment
activities, possible collusion can be addressed.
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Appendix 1 Interview schedule

Assessment projects Interview questions for Programme Directors

1.
2.

What do you think are the main purposes of assessment?

What major changes have you made to the summative and formative assessment for your
module/programme in the past three years?

What prompted these changes e.g. institutional requirement (including response to COVID -
19 crisis), programme team, student feedback professional development events, assessment
guidance materials and resources.

How effective were the changes? What evidence do you have of success e.g. student
evaluations, grades/marks?

What were
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