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“Although students can, with difficulty, 
escape from the effects of poor teaching,

they cannot escape the effects of poor 
assessment” (Boud 1995:35)
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Definitions

• Social constructivist approach

A collaborative, negotiable and social process 
(O’Donovan, Price and Rust 2001 and 2008 and others)

• Learning object

One of more digital assets combined and sequenced to create or support   
a learning experience addressing a curricular outcome(s) for an identified 
audience(s). A learning object can be tracked, referenced, used and reused 
for a variety of learning experiences (Alberta Learning 2002).

• Digital grade form

A set of weighted assessment criteria accessed from an electronic 
repository and/or VLE that is used to assess a piece of work



Classification of types of collaboration

• Teacher to students – for example, classroom activities, action learning 
sets

• Teacher to student – for example, surgery hours

• Student to student – for example, group work, buddy system

• Teacher to teacher – for example, team teaching and moderation

• Student to teacher - the “conversational framework”

and not forgetting

• Self assessment by critical thinkers



Definitions
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Why?

• We are not very good at it

• Assessment and feedback under-resourced (Rust 2007)
• Poor ratings in assessment and feedback on the National Student Survey

Assessment is the most important thing we do for students, we owe it to 
them to do it well (Race 2008)

• Decided to develop a grade form – why?

• Students show a positive response to criterion-referenced self assessment  
(Andrade and Du 2007)

• Electronic version developed to cope with large cohort numbers



Some characteristics of effective 
assessment and feedback systems

• Involve collaboration between teachers and students

• A combination of quantitative measures and useful qualitative 
comments

• Three modes - formative and summative feedback and provides 
information for enhancing future performance

• Uses praise and gives hope…

• Grading systems that are practical, transparent, consistent, reliable, 
stable without drift, and use the full marking scale



The Process
The Students and Module

• Coventry University Business School has 500 postgraduates, 
predominantly international students – Home, European, African (English 
& French speaking), South Asian, Middle and Far East

• They are required to write a research proposal for their dissertation

• This is a difficult task as it involves tackling a number of complex concepts 
– made more difficult by the cultural diversity of the students and their 
different prior learning experiences



Components of a Research Plan

1. Title
2. Introduction (5)
3. Preliminary Literature Review (20)
4. Research Objectives (15)
5. Research Plan (40)
6. Ethics (5)
7. Planning (5)
8. Referencing (5)
plus 5 marks for how well written and cohesiveness



The first step – an electronic grade form



A grade form for a research proposal



Submission Process



Submission Process (contd)



Mark by window switching between the research proposal and grade form



Marking a grade form



My Grades



What the student sees……..



and electronic annotations on their script



Simple interpretation of mark

• 60 and over – will lead to a successful dissertation

• 50-59 – proposal has some minor flaws that need to 
be addressed for a successful dissertation

• 40-49 – proposal has some significant flaws which 
could prevent a successful dissertation

• Less than 40 – proposal has merits but is not 
sufficiently convincing



What did the students think of the process?

• Great! The grading book known in advance gave me the 
opportunity to know what it is expected of me

• The assessment process is crystal clear

• The assessment was superb - it should be adopted by other modules

but....

• It's really good that everything is transparent and you could see 
what you have got …….on the other hand, it is so very technical



Feedback on module questionnaire

Students were asked to respond to the following statement on a 5 point Likert scale where
5=strongly agree, 4=agree, 3=undecided. 2=disagree, 1=strongly disagree

Assessment

The criteria used in assessment were clear in advance 4.3

Assessment arrangements and marking have been fair 4.1

I have received detailed feedback on my work 4.2

Feedback on my work has been prompt  4.4

Feedback on my work has helped clarify things I did not understand 4.3

The feedback will help me improve my dissertation 4.6



Approaches to social constructivism

• Participative induction to the process

• Use of exemplars to identify good practice

• Jointly marking a research proposal in class

• Remarking the “improved” research proposal in class

• Students’ amendments to the assessment criteria

• Discussion of generic weaknesses

• Self and buddy assessment

• Discussions with students on why I gave them the mark I did

(with the possibility of them negotiating a higher mark)

• Bonus marks if their estimations are close to mine



How good are students at assessing their performance?



Students’ use of the grade form

For the last cohort, students were asked if they

had used the grade form or not to self assess:

• 32 (29%) of students responded

• 75% used the grade form

• The pass rate for students that used the grade 
form was 92%

• The pass rate for students that did not use the 
grade form was 17% - would this have been 
higher if they had self assessed?



Benefits

• To the student - quick, collaborative, detailed, 
transparent, feed-on and equitable feedback

(failure rate gone from 1 in 4 to 1 in 8) 

• To the teacher a highly efficient process for coping with 
large student numbers

• To the administrator – no hard copies of assignments



Future work

• Improving teaching on generic weaknesses

– information literacy
(The Committee of Inquiry into Changing Learner Experience)

• Developing the self assessment/critical thinking skills of 
students, particularly encouraging the weaker ones to use the 
grade form and the stronger students to be less modest

• Continuing the analytical versus holistic debate (Sadler, 2009)

• Migration to Moodle
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