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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

The English Subject Centre funded us to undertake research into two types of assessment: discussions and wall displays.  We chose to look at these two types of assessment because they were ‘fit for our purposes.’  We were seeking assessments that offered a framework which properly allowed the students’ knowledge and understanding to be evaluated, but, more than this, we wanted to use what Gordon Joughin has called an ‘authentic context’.
  For us an authentic context was more than a replica of a work-place or ‘real world’ environment, though this was part of our aim.  It was also a context in which the form and structure of the assessment were aligned to the practices and epistemology of a discursive discipline, like English.  

However, assessment has to be more than fit for purpose.  It needs to be reliable and practical to implement in a busy academic environment.  Keeping these three qualities in mind, we undertook the case studies in a manner intended to be helpful to other English departments, which may be reviewing current assessment practice.  The two reports share the practical lessons we have learned and which enabled us to turn two good ideas into effective and workable assessment methodologies. 

Both case studies took place at Bishop Grosseteste College (known as BGC), an HE college in Lincoln, which offers a range of teacher education and arts and humanities programmes.  The English Department has about 180 students who are on either a single honours English Literature programme, or an English and Education degree.  There are three full-time dedicated English literature tutors and seven who are shared with other departments or who are part-time. 

We drew on other people’s research, six years of own experience in oral assessment, the opinions of our students and staff and the those of the wider subject community.  The project team had a collective expertise in literature, language and education.  Some were full-time, some part-time, but all were regular tutors at BGC.  Together, we were able to reach a number of broad conclusions.

Discussions are:

‘fit for purpose;’

reliable to mark;

easy enough to implement in a small department, but perhaps more difficult in a busy department with a large staff-student ratio.

Displays are: 

reliable to mark;

very easy to implement;

primarily appropriate for students on vocational degrees, such as education, where a display acts as an ‘authentic context’.

We intend to continue these forms of assessment for the foreseeable future since they are seen as both effective and popular by tutors, students and external examiners.

CASE STUDY – ASSESSED DISPLAYS 

LITERATURE REVIEW – ASSESSED DISPLAYS IN OTHER HE INSTITUTIONS

Types of assessed display

We have not been able to discover anyone using assessed displays within the discipline of English, perhaps because a display does not act as one of our discipline’s principle ‘authentic contexts’.  However, other disciplines, such as Heritage, Drama in the Community and Management Studies, have reported on their varied use of displays, which fall into the following categories.

Small posters

Many assessed displays come in the form of small posters (A1 to A4 in size), which are completed individually, perhaps as part of a desktop publishing course, such as Maureen Parnell’s module in the Business Information Management Department at Napier University. 
  Anonymous peer assessment was a distinguishing feature of this task.  

Large displays

Group work is generally used when the display is on a grander scale, such as Mark Huxham’s module in Biological Sciences at Napier University.  In groups of four, students devise the criteria – in conjunction with the tutor – and allot marks for a) other groups, b) their own group and c) individuals within their group.
 

Exhibitions

Displays can also act as a public exhibition of the work done by students.  Glenys Davies’s project in Classics at the University of Edinburgh uses an Open Day to provide a purposeful audience for her students’ work. 
  

The process of making displays

Some courses have experimented with assessing the process of preparing the display as well marking the final product.  Two of these are Heritage Studies at BGC (current) and the Classics Department at University of Edinburgh, mentioned above.  Jean MacIntyre working in Heritage Studies at BGC, for example, observes students at strategic points during the preparation and requires students to manage and regulate the effort of the other students formally in the group through a system of red and yellow cards.  

Displays as a focal point in a larger project

Displays can act as a focal point for a bigger project.  On BGC’s Drama in the Community degree, for example, Ruth Sayers’s students put up a display at the end of their final community placement.  It acts as a starting point for discussion with the External Examiner and tutors after which the final placement mark is set.  The display itself, however, is not formally marked.  

Displays supporting other assessment

Some courses have tried using a poster as a supplementary activity to the main assessment.  M.A. Summerfield in the Geography Department at the University of Edinburgh, for example, allocates 20% of the module mark to a poster, the principal aim of which is to encourage early preparation and effective planning for an essay on the same topic.
  Lorna Fyfe in the Department of Dietetics and Nutrition at Queen Margaret College uses posters as a visual aid and starting point for a presentation.
  

Our literature search, therefore, found various types of displays used in assessment, but, as far as we can tell, none are in English.  

THE BGC PROJECT ON ASSESSED DISPLAYS
Student groups

The students at BGC who are assessed by this method are on a teacher training degree and have, as part of their course and their career, to put up displays in schools.  Displays act, therefore, as an authentic context.  We modelled the type of display we asked students to make on the type of wall and table display that a primary teacher would regularly put up using readily available school resources.     

The specific elements of the case study were as follows.

· BA (Hons) in English and Education; Level 1; ‘Roots of Language’ module; 10 credits.

· 46 students in 2 groups.

· Time-tabled teaching time 30 hours for each group.  

· Time allowed for students to prepare displays and, in the final session, to peer mark the other displays and self-assess their own: 15 hours for each group – plus their own time if necessary.

· Assessment for the module: group display – it was the only assessment for this short module, which was worth 10 credits, and it was important, therefore, that the assessment and criteria related directly to the majority of the learning outcomes.  

Students on similar vocational degrees at BGC often put up displays as part of their course, but they are not generally assessed.  Our aim was to turn this routine learning event into a rigorous form of assessment.  

Student anxieties

Students themselves appear to enjoy unreservedly working on displays and posters.  I.A. Nimmo sums up the positive feedback reported by many, 

The students enjoyed the novelty, design skills and group interaction of producing their posters.  They were pleased to see their work displayed in an attractive way and inspected by their peers as well as members of staff not involved directly in the course.  […]  The assessors, it should also be noted, appreciated the variety introduced by having posters rather than still more essays to mark.
 

Most BGC students similarly expressed a positive liking for this type of assessment, as well as appreciating the usefulness of the skills it developed.  

In the questionnaire on assessment, undertaken as part of this project, displays performed well.  Set title essays, discussions and files of work got on average a slightly higher score, but, in the students’ opinion, displays are easily ‘better’ than all types of examination, critical commentaries, read papers, presentations, performance and even ‘choose-your-own-topic’ essays.  

77% enjoyed displays;

63% believed that they were good for learning; 

77% thought they were good for developing skills.

The only area of anxiety related to the group-based nature of the assessment.  

Students commented:

‘I am worried I will be put in a group with people I don’t like.’

‘How will you allocate the display boards?’ 

It was clearly going to be important that we made any necessary decisions in a fair and transparent manner.  

BGC tutor anxieties

At BGC tutors, both in English and Education, have for many years set displays as an unassessed task.  Their concern about beginning to assess the process was related to their own expertise and ability to allocate a precise, numerical mark in line with the assessment procedures of the College.

Anxieties of the wider subject community

There was a similar lack of criticism and anxiety in the literature.  Tutors who chose to assess displays had done so because they offered an authentic context.  We might extrapolate from this choice, though, that tutors in a discipline like English, when it is not being taught in conjunction with Education, might well have anxieties about whether displays are ‘fit for the purposes’ of English assessment.

Tackling the issues

The central part of this case study will, therefore, address three major questions:

Fitness for purpose - are displays relevant to the discipline of English?

Reliability – are displays too difficult to mark to a common standard?

Practicality – will practical matters lead to a fair outcome?

Fitness for purpose - are displays relevant to the discipline of English?

Tutors already using displays do so primarily because they have a clear audience in mind and they offer an authentic context in which to undertake assessment.  Tutors already using displays include those:

· in disciplines such as teaching, heritage, information management or advertising where students are required in their course and in their future careers to put up displays, which are both informative and useful starting points for further work;

· on arts-based courses where the display can take the form of an exhibition;

· in disciplines, where, increasingly, academics themselves use posters at conferences  to share their current work.

There are, however, other good reasons for choosing a display as a means of assessment.  Displays:

· focus on the intellectual skills of handling, synthesising and transforming information, all part of the process of deep learning;

· support widening participation initiatives because they provide an opportunity for students with different strengths to be valued and rewarded;

· test and develop in students a variety of practical and group skills useful for their future workplace thus helping their employability;

· test students’ creative imagination and flair;
  

· save tutor time because tutors can walk fairly quickly around the posters deciding on marks together and pausing only on borderline work; 

· are a public form of assessment which consequently makes students pay attention to detail.
  

There is a risk that displays can be seen as ‘dumbing down’ standards because they appear to simplify the issues.  However, as long as there is an appropriate emphasis on the content and the presentation skills are not over-rewarded, this need not prove to be a real concern.  Handling, synthesizing and transforming information for a given audience is a deceptively difficult activity and we need to ensure that students know that a great deal of emphasis goes not on the colour of the paper or any superficial design image, but on the content of the display.

However, these reasons may not, in themselves, be sufficient to justify the introduction of an ‘alien’ medium into a discipline as a significant form of assessment.  We do not, for example, use assessed displays on the single honours English Literature programme, despite our commitment to varied and ‘innovative’ assessment methods.  It may be that they are only appropriate when the Programme Specification lists skills that can best be assessed by display or when there are clear vocational reasons, as is the case at BGC.  

However, English departments may wish to use them as a supporting activity or a focal point for other assessed work.  We have at BGC, for example, used posters and displays:

· as starting points for a presentation;

· as a vehicle for sharing and celebrating group work on Open-Days;

· as a means of assessing and sharing work in progress on a dissertation, before the writing-up process begins.

In these cases, the display has not been assessed as a stand-alone activity, but has been embraced within the wider assessment picture, something that other English departments may well find useful.  

Reliability – are displays too difficult to mark to a common standard?

Although students were not concerned about the reliability of the process and little concern is recorded in the research literature, tutors at BGC did express some concerns when we proposed that displays should be assessed.  These concerns related to:

· openness of form - exactly what kind of display was wanted?

· criteria – what should they use?

· moderation - how could they be reassured they were marking fairly?  

We consciously addressed each of these issues during the case study.  It is perhaps ironic, that we found reliability to be most in jeopardy, not for these reasons, but because of some more general points of principle. 

Openness of form

There needs to be a clear departmental idea of what tutors mean by a display so that there are common expectations and standards.  We agreed that in this case a display:

· is always aimed at children;

· is modelled on a school classroom display (using materials readily available in the classroom environment) and making use of a wall board with a small table in front of it;

· is always a group project;

· is designed to develop and test knowledge and understanding (in the case study the topic was the history of the English Language);

· is designed to develop and test display skills;

· is designed to develop but not test team skills;

· can be assessed in terms of how effective it is for its purpose, but that we would not attempt to mark the process leading up to its production;

· encourages students to ‘transform rather than merely reproduce’ the knowledge provided in lectures into something relevant and interesting to, in this case, 8-11 year olds.

This clear guidance worked in so far as students produced directly comparable work which could be marked using the agreed criteria.  

Criteria

We followed our institution’s policy, producing generic criteria, which relate to the Programme Specification (outcomes, knowledge and skills) and are based on the following four headings (see Appendix).

Knowledge and understanding - the depth and breadth of the content of the display.

Development of theme or argument - the structuring and design concept of the display, assessing some of the intellectual skills of synthesis used in the project.

Sources - the selection and evaluation of the subject-specific information used and whether it has been deployed to create an effective, interactive, learning environment for its specialist audience.  In effect, this heading assesses the handling of the subject-specific information for the specialist audience.

Quality of communication – the transferable or key ‘display’ skills, which are assessed against the technical professional standards for the context, in this case a primary classroom display put up by a professional teacher.  

These criteria solve a number of potential difficulties both for us and for others from other disciplines:

· The benchmark against which presentation skills are judged is clear – educational displays are judged against school standards, whereas other professions would use their own.  

· Making communication/presentation skills one of four headings clearly indicates that three quarters of the marks are given for content, helping students avoid a tendency to place excessive emphasis on superficial effects.

· They allow displays to reveal strengths in one area and weaknesses in another.  Thus one might have a well-designed, aesthetically pleasing and coherently ordered display (rewarded under ‘Development of theme’), but it might not be effectively targeted at the child audience and might fail to create a positive learning environment (penalised under ‘Sources’). 

· They can be used whether the work is done individually or in groups, because group skills in themselves are not marked.

· They mark product rather than process and thus are unaffected by different teaching and time-tabling methodologies.

· They can be applied to a range of different disciplines and audiences if a ‘learning environment’ is viewed as any form of information exchange or interaction with the display. 

In terms of using and interpreting criteria reliably, there has been little concern expressed in the research literature.  Nimmo used a checklist to mark his posters and found that tutors are in as much agreement as they are with essays.
   The ‘blind’ marking at BGC also showed a remarkable consistency in marks with the biggest average difference being three percentage marks. 

Moderation

However effective the criteria, tutors and external examiners need the reassurance of a moderation system.  This is relatively straightforward to implement because the displays are semi-permanent in nature and quick to mark.  Another tutor can easily mark the displays either at the same or a different time and then hold a discussion with the main tutor to agree the final mark.  Because moderation is so quick and easy, double marking rather than sampling is our preferred approach. During the discussion between the marking tutor and the moderator, any issues relating to the interpretation of the criteria can be resolved.  

We also take photographs of all displays and send copies of these to the External Examiner if she is unable to visit them in person.

Other issues that affected reliability
During our moderating discussions the following proved to be significant points and accounted for the occasional aberrant mark.  

· What was the weighting of the different criteria?  How important, for example, was the aesthetic as opposed to the learning function of the display?  In the end, we weighted them equally.  With this being the only form of assessment for this short, 10 credit module, it was important we considered the module’s overall learning outcomes when we made this decision.

· Were we clear whether marks were being given for process or product, for group or individual work?  Race explains the benefits of each.
  To mark the process and the individual’s contribution to their group would have taken too much of the tutor’s time if they had done it by observation.  The alternative was to load the students with more written work (the requirement to write minutes of meetings, self-evaluations, planning files and so on), which was also inappropriate in a short module.  We settled, therefore, on marking the product not the process and awarding one mark for each group.

Practicality – will practical details lead to a fair outcome?

The ease with which displays could be implemented also needed to be taken into account. 

Group disagreements

If there was a group disagreement, perhaps because one student had been absent for no good reason, we needed to be clear how we would react.  We decided that, if there were exceptional circumstances, we would consider adjusting individual marks.  

There are many reasons why groups feel disgruntled with themselves and Race offers strategies for dealing with such difficulties before they develop into major disagreements.
  Out of 100 students who have been assessed this way to date at BGC in English, only one has so far undertaken a separate piece of work (due to illness) and none has been awarded a different mark.  This is perhaps because we encourage the group to work as a team using their strengths and sharing their workload according to pragmatics, as would be the case in the workplace.

Parity of opportunities

We had to ensure there were enough similar display boards.  At BGC many rooms have permanent display boards which can be used for this purpose.  In other institutions special boards may need to be acquired.  Even at BGC, because of the physical structure of the rooms, not all the boards are the same size and we adjust the group size and ask students to adapt the scale of their display accordingly.  So far this has not been a contentious issue, but open negotiations take place at the time when the boards are allotted to ensure agreement by consensus.  

Materials had to be made available in sufficient quantity.  In the case study the materials consisted of those which would be available in the school classroom: an abundant supply of coloured sugar paper and card; scissors; glue; staple gun; felt pens; the library; a computer with a scanner and a colour photocopier.

We had to decide on our rationale for choosing the size and constituency of the groups.
  There is no one way of choosing groups.  In English at BGC there is relatively little group work.  Therefore, we generally allow them to choose friendship groups, but in the Drama Department, there is a great deal of group work and staff work hard to ensure each individual gets a chance to work with most other students on the degree to broaden their experience.  

Reassessment

If a student was absent and unable to take a full part in the task for a good reason, usually illness (demonstrated by a doctor’s certificate), our policy is the same as with a missed exam or presentation.  An alternative, equivalent piece of work is set for the student.  In this case, it took the form of a resource pack for use in the classroom on the given topic.

Although no students have failed, we have also agreed a policy for re-takes.  In this case, it would simply be a second display.  

CONCLUSION

There appears to be a wide consensus by all who have experience of assessed displays that they are enjoyable and useful for students who will need these skills in their future careers.  Most English programme specifications, however, will not include display skills within their brief.  For these students displays may well still be a useful way of achieving other outcomes, for example by developing group work or the ability to synthesise or translate information for a specific audience.  

As long as the practical details are attended to in an open and transparent manner, there seems relatively little difficulty in ensuring displays are easily and reliably assessed.  

APPENDIX

Assessment Criteria for Displays

	PRIVATE
Class
	Mark Range
	Knowledge and understanding of issues
	Developing a theme or argument (intellectual skills) 
	Use of sources (subject-specific practical skills) 
	Quality of communication (transferable, key skills)

	I
	70+
	A confident and perceptive display, showing a sure understanding of the topic and relevant issues


	Coherent, well-formulated structure. Fully sustained design concept with an element of originality.

Successful integration of aesthetics and pragmatics.
	Fresh approach to and critical evaluation of information.  Effective and sometimes original use of materials to form a stimulating interactive learning environment.  
	Technical skills of presentation of professional standard. Communication of high quality showing elegance of style, precision of phrasing and sensitive awareness of audience.

	IIi
	60-69
	A clear and confident understanding of the topic and relevant issues.
	Well-formulated structure.

Clear design concept reveals independent and sustained thinking in the construction of an argument.
	Critical judgement exercised in the selection and evaluation of information.  Effective use of materials to form a stimulating interactive learning environment.
	Technical skills of presentation of a high standard.  Clear, fluent and generally precise written style, appropriate for the audience.

	IIii
	50-59
	A generally sound understanding of the topic and relevant issues.
	Coherent structure, if not decisively focused.  Clear design concept, but theme not always sustained.
	Competent selection and evaluation of relevant information.  Generally secure use of materials to form a positive interactive learning environment. 
	Technical skills of presentation generally sound.  Few inconsistencies in written style or phrasing, possibly a few difficulties with register. 

	III
	40-49
	Some understanding of the topic and relevant issues.
	Mainly coherent structure but not adequately sustained.  Some ability to create an interesting display appropriate to the topic.
	Generally sound, but limited selection and evaluation of information.  Some evidence that materials have been used to create a positive interactive learning environment.  
	Technical skills of presentation reasonable, but with some weaknesses.  Some weaknesses in written style which impair communication, possible difficulties with register.

	Compensatable

Fail
	35-39
	A limited understanding of the topic and relevant issues.
	Limited evidence of a logical and coherent structure.  Largely inappropriate design concept.  
	Limited range of information with little interpretation or analysis.  Limited evidence that materials have been used to form a positive interactive learning environment.
	Technical skills of presentation are sometimes poor.  Many inconsistencies and inaccuracies which impair communication; often inappropriate for audience.

	Fail
	34 and below
	Little or no understanding of the topic and relevant issues.
	Little or no attempt to develop a structure.  Minimal or no design concept.
	Incorrect and inappropriate selection of information. Little or no evidence that  materials have been used to form a positive interactive learning environment.
	Technical skills of presentation are often poor.  Many inconsistencies and inaccuracies which impair communication; inappropriate for audience.
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