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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 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;

· 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 DISCUSSIONS

LITERATURE REVIEW – ASSESSED DISCUSSIONS IN OTHER HE INSTITUTIONS

The English Subject Centre recently held a lively event on ‘Oral Assessment in a Discursive Discipline’ (April 4th 2001), which demonstrated that there is currently a real interest in assessed discussions.  A wide range of delegates attended from across the country many of whom expressed a general enthusiasm about oral work, but they also shared anxieties about the practical implications of its implementation.  Further evidence of this ground swell of interest in oral assessment can be found in the success and popularity of the Speak-Write project at Anglia Polytechnic University.  This project, commissioned by the National Co-ordination Team for the Fund for the Development of Teaching and Learning (FDTL), looked at the acquisition and development of advanced written and oral skills.
 It included a national survey on the associated problems and practices of developing them in a busy department and produced a wide range of course materials which can be used to teach and develop such skills.
 

Types of oral assessment

However, although there is enthusiasm about oral assessment in general, there is little in any of the literature about assessed discussions in English departments, which is the focus of our research project.  The kinds of oral assessment, which are currently being discussed, are as follows. 

Presentations 

These are generally given by students, who speak from notes, cue cards or an OHP.  There is often a question and answer session afterwards, but this is not often explicitly assessed.  The Assessment and Expanded Text Consortium (AETC), an FDTL project directed by the English division at the University of Northumbria, has collected descriptions of a range of presentations of this type undertaken across the country.  At the University of Northumbria itself, for example, students give a 10 minute individual presentation on a short piece of literature.  The tutor then uses this as a starting point for a more extended discussion of the topic.
  

Viva

Viva are a discursive form of oral assessment, though they can vary in form from ‘open’ to ‘closed’.  Joughin comments that, if they have pre-set questions, they offer a ‘closed’ and therefore more reliable form of oral assessment, than more open-ended discussions.

Reporting back on directed tasks.

In these cases the emphasis shifts towards the activity that precedes the presentation.  One of the film modules at the University of Northumbria assesses ‘group work to promote collaborative research practices’.  The final product is a 20-30 minute presentation, which offers a critical overview of the students’ chosen topic, but students are also required to submit a dossier containing notes and observations taken during the research process.
 

Meetings

The ability to run a meeting is also sometimes assessed.  This is common in Business or Management programmes, but, even in English, tutors sometimes require students to convene formal meetings.  At the University of East London, for example, ‘a syndicate style of meeting is used to encourage an active approach to learning’.
  The guidance given to students suggests that one reason for choosing this format is because ‘the skills involved in running a meeting based on exchange of information […] are arguably the most important skills of all to have in the world of work’. 
  During this assessment the students work on an individual task, crafting a brief piece of writing in the style of a chosen author, but regularly meet to offer mutual support and to prepare a group oral presentation and a collective evaluation of their effectiveness both as group workers and presenters.  It is these student-led seminars that are run as formal meetings. 

Discussions

Discussions, however, feature less prominently in the case studies.  We undertake these regularly at BGC and were surprised to find that they did not take a central place in any of the research we studied.  

Discussions which precede presentations

Discussion groups are sometimes used to precede and prepare for group presentations - as described above.  

Continual assessment of tutor-led discussion classes

Contributions to tutorial/seminar discussions are sometimes continually assessed.  As a result of the Speak-Write Project at Anglia Polytechnic University, 10% of marks for all English modules are now allotted for contributions.

Discussions which follow presentations

Extended discussions sometimes follow student presentations, though we have not been able to find a case study in which the discussion is actually formally assessed.  The closest example to the type of discussion undertaken at BGC is the work of Michael Syrotinski, from the Department of French at the University of Aberdeen.  In 1993, he required his students to organise and manage 40 minute discussions, but, in this case, the students worked in pairs and gave a formal 15 minute presentation to begin the process.  The formal assessment remained an essay-based examination and neither the presentations nor the discussions were allotted a mark. 
 

Our literature search, therefore, pointed to widespread interest in oral assessment both within and beyond the discipline of English.  The majority of developing practice, however, still appears to focus 

predominantly on the presentation as either the outcome or starting point of any related discussion.  This discussion case study should, therefore, be both timely and useful.  

THE BGC PROJECT ON ASSESSED DISCUSSIONS

Student groups

Our case study focused on discussions and deliberately steered away from presentations, which, at BGC, is as a separate and distinct form of assessment.  We chose what might be described as a typical English class, where students discuss a topic using relevant sources as evidence. 

The specific elements of the case study were as follows.

· BA (Hons) in English Literature; Level 3; ‘Postmodernism’ module; 20 credits.

· 12 students in group.

· The module had 36 hours of time-tabled teaching time, of which 6 hours was given over to the series of student-led assessed discussions.

· Each student was assessed as he or she took it in turn to lead one discussion and contribute to 11 others.

· The discussion was worth 40% of the module mark; a 3,500 word essay made up the other 60%. 

We also assess discussions on our English and Education teacher-training programme.  For these students, managing a discussion is a core activity in their future careers as classroom teachers and, by their final year, their skill levels are high, but the case study focused on students on our single honours non-vocational literature degree, at least in part, because they did not have this additional experience.  

Such classes take place thousands of times every day in English departments across the country, but they are not generally assessed.  Our aim was to turn this routine learning event into a rigorous form of assessment. 

Student anxieties

The anxieties of BGC students centred on their nervousness about speaking in public and authoritatively sharing their opinions with their peers.  The following comments were typical of those on the project’s questionnaire, on end-of-semester reviews and orally in class.

‘I don’t like speaking up in public.’ 

‘I’m worried about breaking into the flow of a discussion to make my point.’ 

‘I might make a fool of myself.’ 

‘I don’t mind talking to children and telling them what to do, but I don’t feel I have a right to do the same with my peers and friends.’ 

BGC tutor anxieties

BGC tutors also expressed concerns about assessing discussions, making the following comments.  

‘It doesn’t help less able students because they are even less able to express their ideas in a brisk on-going discussion than they are in the quieter, slower context of the written medium.’  

‘I would never have got a decent degree if I had been assessed this way, because I would never have dared to speak a word.’

‘I do not think I can make a fair judgement of their standard from brief, speedy contributions.’

Anxieties of the wider subject community

The English Subject Centre event on oral assessment provides a useful list of the main concerns of English staff across the country.  

· Preparation and Assessment Weighting Issues

· Explicitness of assessment 

· Assigning Grades

· Verifiability 

· Anonymity and Fairness 

· Rewarding Diversity of Response

· Reassessment

· Parity of Opportunity and Conditions.

These are, to some extent, issues which affect all forms of assessment, but because oral assessment is a developing field, some of the solutions are less well-tested than they are for written assessment.

Tackling the issues

These concerns can be summarised under three main headings:

· Fitness for purpose - are discussions unreasonably challenging?

· Reliability – do discussions provide a rigorous and reliable method of assessment?

· Practicality – how easy is it to implement an assessed discussion?

Fitness for purpose - are discussions unreasonably challenging?

On balance, our research has found little doubt that assessing discussion is ‘fit for purpose’.  Tutors at BGC, researchers who have published case studies and most of the students who have been consulted on the subject all appear in broad agreement that, certainly in a discursive subject, the assessment of oral skills is relevant both to their degrees and their future careers.  

The surprise was that so few discussions were actually assessed, compared with the relative prevalence of presentations.  We would wish to make a case for the assessment of discussions because they:

· offer an interactive, dynamic learning environment which encourages deep learning making assessment formative as well as summative;

· allow the tutor to interrogate a student’s understanding;

·   develop students’ cognitive skills;

·   provide an authentic context for students within a discursive discipline such as English;

·   allow students to learn and demonstrate a variety of oral and group skills useful for the workplace thus helping students with employability;

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

All programme designers these days have to think consciously about employability and widening participation.  Using an ‘authentic context’ can help address both these needs. The new Personal Development Plans can act as a mechanism for communicating to students and employers, that the degree tests the ability to apply knowledge and skills in ‘real-life’ situations.  

The fact that using an ‘authentic context’ also supports widening participation initiatives can, however, lead to the accusation of ‘dumbing down’.  Our own discussions clearly led us to conclude quite the opposite.  Both students and staff were more concerned that oral assessment was, if anything, more challenging because it involved an element of public performance which might make things harder for a ‘clever, quiet student’ who had been able to achieve very high marks under a more traditional assessment regime. 

Certainly students and, to a lesser extent, staff appear to be very concerned that oral assessment puts students under undue pressure.  If, as was discussed above, there seems to be a good case for developing these oral skills, tutors need to consider how to prepare students in a way that ensures they have an appropriate range of skills with minimum stress.  Fear, as the English Subject Centre notes, is a rather debatable way of getting students to talk in class and should be avoided if at all possible.
   

At BGC we were already addressing some of these concerns before the case study took place by:

· talking through the issues in class and offering practical advice – as detailed below in the section on openness of form;

· repeating assessed discussions at every level of the programme to allow students to build in confidence and competence;

· placing advice notes in the module booklets.

However, our research has pointed us towards the importance of helping students to:

· overcome teacher dependency; 

· develop discussion skills; 

· develop skills of collaborative, group-based learning.

As a result of the case study we have, therefore, improved our support by:

· preparing training videos that can be used by staff in class - these are simply videos of previous discussions which show examples of predominantly good practice; 

· writing first-year study guides for each specific type of assessment including discussions – the latter can be down-loaded from our website;

· sharing good practice between staff so that we disseminate common advice to students and do not contradict each other unnecessarily – this is done through moderating procedures and discussions at Programme Committee meetings.

We, like other researchers, have found that student anxieties dissipate once they have successfully completed the assessment.
  Anonymous comments in the end of semester student reviews have commented for example:

‘I was glad you made me overcome my fear of speaking up in class’

‘The discussions were terrifying, but they were really useful’

‘I was surprised that I actually enjoyed the discussions’

The questionnaire completed as part of this project describes a similar picture: 

70% enjoyed discussions; 
87% thought it offered a good, formative learning experience;

97% thought it developed relevant skills.

Student anxiety may be high, but we need to be careful not to over-react.  All assessment is clearly a testing activity and examinations have long faced 

similar accusations.   

Reliability – do discussions provide a rigorous and reliable method of assessment?

Concerns about the reliability of oral assessment are perhaps compounded when we move away from the relative security of a presentation to the less controlled environment of a series of discussions.   These concerns might be summed up as a belief that assessed discussions are:

· too open in their form to allow for proper judgements to take place;

· difficult to mark using criteria which are anything other than a check list of skills;

· problematic because of the faulty memory of the marking tutor and the lack of immediate hard evidence;

· subjective and affected by personal quirks and prejudices;

· difficult to moderate, internally and externally.

These fears and concerns were certainly prevalent before the project among tutors at BGC, even if the tutor had assessed discussions before.  We, therefore, consciously addressed each of them during the case study, as described below.  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.  This section, therefore, concludes with a discussion of the factors that we found, in the final event, to affect reliability most.  

Openness of form

We began the case study concerned that the discussions were too open in their form to allow proper judgements to take place.  Joughin found that when oral assessment tends towards dialogue and an open rather than a structured form, unreliability is greater than in a closed and pre-set oral 

exchange, such as a viva with set questions.
  We shared the opinion of some of the tutors at the English Subject Centre event who, while wanting to reward diversity, were concerned that reliability might be compromised as a result.  So, although discussions gain one of Sally Brown’s five golden ticks because they ‘encourage[s] divergent outcomes rather than convergent ones,’ they simultaneously raise comparability difficulties.
 

During our project we believe we have largely resolved this tension by:

· agreeing a framework which sets boundaries and ground rules; in literary terminology this is the common form or, as Siobhán Holland’s report on the English Subject Centre event called it, the explicitness of the assessment;

· allowing students to work within this framework as they wished i.e. to choose a modus operandi which suited the topic, their own personality and allowed them to think creatively and relatively freely; in literary parlance, the individual structure of the text; 

The form or framework we agreed was as follows.  

Discussions should:

· last 30 mins;

· take place in groups of between 8 and 15 students; 

· be led by students, who take turns to initiate, deepen and develop the discussion; 

· not begin with a formal presentation (a skill assessed elsewhere);

· be on topics chosen by the student in negotiation with the tutor;

· have depth, breadth and focus in the same way as an essay;

· be observed by a marking tutor who is a silent note-taker and not a 

      participant;

· replace some teaching time (6 of the 36 hours contact time for this 

      module are assessed discussions).

The individual structures or modus operandi chosen by students varied in some of the following ways:

· some chose, for part of the time, to set up smaller groups and had a plenary session; 

· others worked through a progressive list of questions, adapting their next question as necessary;

· one provocatively got the group so stirred up in the first five minutes that he mostly sat back and let the group argue it out;

· some drew heavily on written or visual resources;

· others pitched the discussion at a more abstract, theoretical level;

· one cleverly disguised questions as statements and it appeared as if she was simply a group member rather than a leader, yet she still managed to subtly steer the course of the discussion;

· some used a variety of prepared activities such as giving out quotations or questions for individual students to read out at given moments;

· some made use of flip charts or OHPs, posters or handouts;

· one simply sat on the table at the front and skillfully led the discussion without notes or visual aids (perhaps ironically, this got the best mark).

All were equally valid modes of operating within the framework and could be appropriately marked using the criteria.  All could, and did, achieve both high and low marks.  We have no wish to identify which techniques worked better than others, because each had its own strengths and success lay not so much in the technique, but in the skill with which it was deployed. 

In order to help them plan an appropriate structure for their discussion, students were both told and shown through tutor modeling how to conduct discussions using different techniques.  There were explicit discussions of:

· the different types of questions that could be asked (for example, open, closed, rhetorical, cross-questioning);

· the kinds of connections that could be made between other people’s points and one’s own (for example, thematic, lateral, application of abstract idea to text);

· the types of activity that could be used to signpost and structure the discussion (for example, OHP, handout, sources read from the floor at strategic moments to move the discussion into a new phase);

· techniques that could be used to improve the atmosphere and confidence level of the participants, thereby encouraging everyone to contribute evenly (for example, humour, anecdote, asking for brief first thoughts, getting everyone to write down an opinion or a definition, asking everyone to pick a fairly quiet member of the group and, without revealing whom they had chosen, subtly try to get them to speak); 

· the importance of a rationale which would order the discussion into something that progressively deepened the group’s engagement with the topic (for example, plan it like an essay, decide on a possible argument which will focus the discussion). 

This kind of preparation clearly needs a tutor who is familiar with such processes and, as a result of the case study, these techniques have now been written up and included in the study guide on this type of assessment.  This now acts as a useful training document for students and tutors alike and is available on our website along with this report.
    

Criteria

Students tend to want to be told exactly what to do to succeed and tutors, also, often seek the security of what could be described as a checklist of skills, which they can use when marking.  The difficulty with checklists is that they prescribe the ingredients of a ‘good’ discussion.  If there is a box for ‘Use of visual aids’ and the student does not use them, does this automatically mean that the student has not done as well as she might have?  At BGC we wanted to mark knowledge and understanding as well as skills and to encourage diversity, so we decided to use more generic criteria.  

Criteria for specific types of assignment can be institution-wide, or specific either to the department or the module.  Institution-wide criteria can become so generic that they fail to grasp vital disciplinary differences.  Module specific criteria, on the other hand, risk the application of different standards in modules with similar types of assessment and can confuse students.  The happy medium appears to be fairly general discipline-wide criteria for each type of assessment within a given institution.  

There is a move in the field of innovative assessment to involve students in the process of writing the criteria.
  This may be a good idea on the first occasion the criteria are prepared, or whenever they are reviewed, but if the innovation is to become embedded, so too should the criteria.  However, laudable the aim, changing criteria too frequently will only create confusion.  

The general principle we have used for developing criteria for assessed discussions is similar to that for written assessment in that we want to reward content as well as the ability to communicate knowledge and ideas.  Marks are awarded separately for the leading of the discussion, which happens once for each student, and the oral contributions to other student-led discussions.  

The criteria (detailed table located in Appendix A) can be summarized as follows.

Leading a discussion: 

· content i.e. the leader’s personal knowledge and understanding, their choice of focus and the resources they use;

· communication skills i.e. the leader’s ability to structure and facilitate a discussion and the pace and timing of questions.

Oral contributions

· content i.e. the contributor’s knowledge and understanding and use of sources;

· communication skills i.e. the frequency and deployment of contributions and the discussion skills used (such as supporting, debating, arguing, encouraging, cross-questioning, asking for clarification, playing devil’s advocate, adding details, relating points).  

These criteria have been drawn up to correlate with the learning outcomes and skills listed in the Programme Specification.  We also consulted other tutors assessing oral work, such as Tory Young at APU and Keverne Smith at the College of West Anglia, as well as looking in the published literature.  In the final event, our criteria did seem to work effectively as a benchmark that could be used in all the different kinds of discussion that we witnessed.  Tutors at other institutions who are less familiar with this type of open criteria may have some difficulty using them in the first instance.  However, tutors at BGC are familiar with using generic criteria of this kind and, from our point of view, we have found something that works well. 

Faulty memory

Tutors at BGC seemed prone to doubt their own ability to mark oral work.  There seemed to be a self-confessed tendency to give one mark immediately after a discussion and then to want to change it at a later date, when perhaps either wisdom or faulty memory had caused a change of heart.  A general anxiety about assigning grades was also expressed at the English Subject Centre workshop on oral assessment.  

We decided to use, therefore, an A5 ‘Record Card’ (Appendix B).  Initially, because it involved a tick-the-box element, tutors expressed doubts.  English is not a competence-based discipline.  It does not have right and wrong answers and it cannot be reduced to a tick or a cross.  However, we trialled the system as follows.  One side of the card was completed when the student took his/her turn to lead the discussion and the other during the contributing sessions.  Every time a student contributed the tutor made a judgement on whether the comment was satisfactory, good or excellent and ticked the appropriate box.  Other comments on the wider skills demonstrated  (debating, supporting, cross-questioning etc.) were noted underneath.  At the end the ticks in each box were added up and used as a guide to rank order the students.  We did not all have the same number of ticks in boxes for a variety of reasons.  Some tutors had given a tick for every comment, whereas others had not and some had a higher or lower threshold for what counted as good or excellent.  However, proportionately, we were very consistent in translating our ticks into percentages and in our rank ordering of students. 

This ‘Record Card’ provided clear ‘hard’ evidence against which the tutor’s inevitable hunch/holistic mark could be checked - I phrase it this way because of some research done by Rob Mears as part of an FDTL project on ‘Assessment Strategies and Standards in Sociology’ at Bath College of Higher Education.  The project set out with one of its aims being to produce clear and effective assessment criteria, which would improve the reliability of the marking process.  Unfortunately, one of the conclusions he reached was that well-defined, concise criteria do not lead to such a result, because markers persist in applying a holistic judgement based on experience and then use any available criteria to justify the ‘hunch’ mark.
  Nonetheless, neither Mears, nor ourselves believe that, because of this, criteria should be abandoned as they clearly support the assessment process by offering general guidance to students and tutors and providing a benchmark against which any problematic work can be compared.

The ‘Record Card’ also acts as evidence that can be talked through with moderators, external examiners or even students if they ask for further justification, with the caveat that these comments are aimed at the marking tutor and take the form of hasty scribbles and notes.  The student gets a write-up of the comments more carefully phrased to give a clear overview.  

All three tutors who used this system are now converted to its reliability and the ‘Record Card’ system will be used on a department-wide basis next year.   

Subjectivity and prejudice

All tutors at BGC try to be as self-conscious as possible about the subtle interplay of the complex discourses, which shape our perceptions and guide us towards our ‘rational’, ‘logical’ conclusions.  This involves being aware of how gender, class, ethnicity, regionality, disability and so on may affect both the students and the marker.
  Research suggests that, if one member of a discussion group is seen as ‘attractive’, in the broadest sense of the word, that individual gains more influence than someone whose behaviour and appearance is ‘unattractive’.
  Issues of anonymity and fairness concerned delegates at the English Subject Centre event and are also a concern of QAA.

The ‘Record Card’, coupled with the moderation process, are the formal means by which we cross-check our own assumptions.  In particular, talking through the notes made on the ‘Record Card’ with a moderating colleague, is the best way we know to call forth unexamined assumptions and to prompt us to modify inappropriate judgements.  

Moderation

Verifiability was one of the issues, which concerned English staff at the English Subject Centre event on oral assessment.  At BGC, we have an established College-wide policy that all oral work should be moderated as thoroughly and carefully as written work.  In practice this means:

· using a second tutor to ‘live moderate’ the discussions – i.e. a second tutor sits in on 25% of the assessed discussions, decides independently on a mark using the published criteria and then, in a discussion with the marking tutor, agrees a final mark for the students whose work has been observed; 

· videoing all the discussions and sending a sample of video work to the External Examiner for moderation.

Moderation of oral work is more time-consuming than the scrutiny of written work and some of the practical difficulties of this are discussed below.  However, from our own experience, there seem to be no more difficulties with ensuring the process is rigorous and reliable than there is with the moderation of a written assignment.  The discussion between the first and second marker is, in itself, very helpful to both tutors and offers an excellent way of sharing good practice and enabling staff development.  

When we began this procedure, we were more sceptical about what judgements could be made using video evidence.  However, many people have used the videos and found them to be a perfectly acceptable evidence base:

· the External Examiner has commented on their usefulness in her report;

· once a whole batch of presentations had to be remarked using the video evidence – something that would not have been otherwise possible;

· a colleague with a similar research interest (Keverne Smith at the College of West Anglia) commented that, through the videos, he ‘got a very good sense of how the seminar was working and that I could distinguish between the different contributors and the level of their comments’
 

· the third marker in the project team, who used only the videos to arrive at her judgements, also managed to arrive at a very similar set of marks to the markers who were present in the room with the students; where there was disagreement it was a matter of principle not video quality. 

Other issues that affected reliability

Even though we apparently dealt satisfactorily with some of the anticipated problems, we did conclude that a number of factors were crucial in ensuring reliability: 

the weighting of leading and contributing; 

the weighting of content and skills; 


and the level of study. 

We found we had to be clearer about the weighting of leading and contributing.  Some tutors had clearly been privileging leading, but, as Phil Race remarks ‘“followership” is just as important’.
  At BGC we finally decided that leading and contributing should be equally valued and we allotted two separate marks which were later averaged. 

We also discovered that mark differences were seriously affected by our views on the relative importance of content and skills.  We decided once again that they should be equally weighted.  This weighting applied whether the student was leading or contributing.  The weighting cropped up as a 

contentious issue in the case study on several occasions because some students had a high level of understanding but poor discussions skills or vice versa.  The result for such students was a ‘middling mark’.  Being clear about this weighting also resolved the difficulty of the students who, despite a clear briefing, still gave a presentation and followed it with a short discussion on the issues on which they had given their opinion.  They could be rewarded (or otherwise) under content, but heavily penalised under skills.  However, we did not allot separate marks for content and skills, lest the process become too mechanistic. 

Since we assess discussions at all three undergraduate levels, we had to be clear how the level of study would affect our judgement of the standard of 

work.  In itself, assessment which is repeated in a coherent and planned way across the programme is much more effective because it gives students time to learn and develop the necessary skills and to apply that competence and knowledge at the higher levels.  Peter Knight argues that ‘course-level actions are puny in comparison’ because ‘complex learning achievement takes time to develop’.
  However, assessing discussions at all three levels makes the process more complex.  We rejected the possibility of having a separate table of criteria for each level, because of the proliferation of tables of criteria that would have followed.  Instead we asked staff to use the level descriptors alongside the criteria table to arrive at an appropriate judgement.  The descriptors are necessarily brief in each area, but they set an indicative standard for the threshold level (40%).  

	Element
	Level 1
	Level 2
	Level 3

	Transferable, key skills 


	Students are expected to:

· introduce and prompt  discussion;

· offer appropriate and regular contributions to  discussions;
	Students are expected to:

· introduce and lead a well-structured discussion; 

· contribute regularly and analytically to discussions;
	Students are expected to:

· introduce and facilitate an in-depth discussion;

· further and develop a discussion through individual contributions;




Practicality – how easy is it to implement an assessed discussion?
There are a number of practical difficulties, which we have had to address and in a relatively small department (180 students) they have been fairly easy to surmount, though they may be more complex in a much larger department.  The comments of staff at the English Subject Centre event show that practical difficulties can interfere with the fairness and reliability of the process and so these issues need to be carefully thought through, not just ‘coped with’.  

Rooms

Rooms with appropriate size, shape, acoustics and resource base were relatively easy to book.  Race notes the importance of such simple practicalities and the English Subject Centre event raised concerns that such details would not necessarily be easy to arrange.

Video equipment

Video equipment was equally unproblematic for this case study because the mechanisms were already in place on a College-wide basis.  Other institutions might find that they have to draw on facilities external to the department.  We had the option of borrowing College equipment and using a central AV technician.  However, experience taught us to buy our own professional video camera (cheap cam-corders did not have a good enough sound quality for our purpose – we tried them) and then to operate it ourselves with the help of willing students and fellow staff. 

Reassessment

We had to agree a policy for absent students and we decided to treat the discussions in a similar manner to a missed examination.  If the student had a 

very good reason for being absent (illness with supporting doctor’s note is the most common), their contribution mark was adjusted for their absence and their ‘leading’ session moved to another day.  If they simply failed to arrive, they were marked as if they had sat in silence and their average number of remarks was proportionately reduced.     

We also agreed on a policy for re-takes.  At BGC we have only had one student who failed the module, who did not wish to re-take, but we have a 

policy of telling any student as soon as we have concerns about the quality of their work.  If, at the end of the process, they have failed and they wish to re-take, we would expect to negotiate an appropriate alternative assignment, probably a written essay with viva. 

Timetable adjustments

The timing of oral assessment needs to be planned.  At BGC, we felt that it would take too much additional time to assess the discussions at the end of the module.  So we decided to integrate them into the taught sessions and to allow, in effect, the students to do some of the teaching, as Jim McNally suggests.
  This may make tutors feel less in control of the learning, but it does not automatically mean that less learning will take place.  Michael Moss gave over an entire history and computing module to student-led seminars and directed independent learning, but comments that the decision was ‘entirely justified’.
  Tutors have the opportunity to pick up on undeveloped good ideas or to correct errors made by the students, when they teach the class.   

Staff development

We have considered the importance of training students, but many tutors also need development in teaching and assessing oral skills.  Very often this involves no more than making staff more aware of their unselfconscious knowledge of what makes a good discussion.  Lin Thorley and Roy Gregory comment that in discussion sessions ‘the skill of performance, as for the lecture, is replaced by the skill of facilitation’.
  It is these facilitation skills which tutors need to be able to develop in students.  There are a number of publications which offer guidance on this.
 Staff peer observation, as we have found at BGC, is also a useful and unthreatening way of training staff 

and, perhaps ironically, it is usually the observer who learns more than the observed. 

CONCLUSION

There appears to be a wide consensus that using a discursive form of assessment in a discursive discipline makes sense in all kinds of ways.  It is ‘fit for purpose’.  However, it undoubtedly causes fear and anxiety in students and this needs to be addressed with careful training and guidance.  If this is done, then most students at BGC appear to relax and even enjoy this form of assessment.  

Staff were concerned that the process would be difficult to assess reliably.  Ultimately, the project team seem to have had most of their concerns in this area assuaged.  There is a general agreement that, at BGC, systems are now in place that ensure marking discussions is as reliable a process as marking essays.  At BGC we have been able to overcome some of the practical difficulties easily enough, but we would not wish to smooth away the greater complexity of arranging discussions in a larger university environment.  BGC’s 180 English students are now all assessed by at least one discussion on their course, but bigger numbers, larger buildings and so forth compound some of the practical issues.  We would hope, however, that each institution would not be put off seriously considering this otherwise challenging, appropriate and, therefore, rewarding form of assessment.  

APPENDICES

Appendix A

Assessment Criteria for Leading a Discussion and Making Oral Contributions

	Class
	Mark

Range
	leading a discussion: 

content
	leading a discussion: 

skills
	oral contributions:

content
	oral contributions:

skills

	I
	70+
	content reveals a perceptive and independent understanding of the issues; the focus is fresh and is supported by well deployed resources; 
	able to lead a well-structured discussion which has pace and challenge; 
	perceptive, independent, analytical thinking which relates ideas and draws on more than the provided sources;


	regular contributions which in themselves deepen and facilitate the discussion;  

	IIi
	60-69
	content reveals an understanding of the issues which has some perception and depth; well-chosen focus supported by pertinent resources; 
	able to lead a timely, well-structured, progressive discussion 
	some perception and depth to comments; consistently good use of provided  resources with some references to the broader context;
	regular, well-deployed contributions with some ability to develop the discussion; 

range of well-deployed discussion skills;

	IIii
	50-59
	content reveals a secure understanding of the issues; 

topic and resources are appropriate; 
	a discussion based on a well-chosen list of questions, but also making use of some strategies to relate and develop points raised; pace and timing secure; 
	secure but fairly straightforward knowledge, understanding and analysis; secure use of provided resources; 
	reasonably regular contributions; 

appropriate discussion skills;

	III
	40-49
	generally sound knowledge & understanding;  topic and resources are generally suitable, but with some weaknesses
	a discussion based on a well-chosen list of questions; 

some unevenness in  pace and timing;  
	knowledge, understanding and analysis generally secure, but with some misunderstandings;

some use of sources
	fairly quiet, but will speak in structured situations; some discussion skills used

	Comp

Fail
	35-39
	limited knowledge & understanding; resources have some relevance but are not well-chosen or used
	discussion based on a list of mostly appropriate questions;

pace and timing uneven
	knowledge, understanding and analysis limited; 

use of sources limited
	generally quiet, speaking only when prompted; few discussion skills 

	Fail
	up to 

34
	little knowledge &

understanding: 

inadequate use of sources 
	an inadequate list of questions;

pace and timing poor;
	weaknesses in knowledge &

understanding; minimal analysis; inadequate use of sources
	very quiet; minimal discussion skills 


Appendix B

Double-sided A5 ‘Record Card’ used for taking notes

during assessed discussions with sample comments

	Student:  Joe Bloggs                      Tutor initial: SAB     Course details: Level 3 Postmodernism

	Leading a Discussion                  Date:  7.5.02                                     Topic: Memory

	Leading a discussion: content 

topic well-chosen; fresh angle using film; proper recognition of film theory; slipped up on Derrida, but at least had a go; summaries of films a little long, why no extracts shown to complement the textual extracts in handout? better on Derrida this time, but would have been better with Hutcheon; never mentioned national or group memory;



	Leading a discussion: skills
useful warm-up activity focused group on topic;  tends to dominate to start with at least; supports discussion with basic information; no analysis of his own, but questions require group to analyse; better when got going with questions, clearly understands and is thinking about which question to choose next and how to link it to the last comment; group are thinking and trying to push beneath surface some of the time; missed an opportunity to connect two points; asked specific but accessible question to silent group member who responded well; moves on from topic to topic well enough; starting to run over time, has tried to include too much; but yes, now has brought to a close reasonably on time, rather hurried conclusion, no summing up of main points.


	Oral Contributions – content and frequency 

	Satisfactory *

((((( 

5
	Good **

(((((  (((((   (((((   (((((      

(((((   (((((   (((((  (((((
(((((
45
	Excellent ***

(((((  

4

	Oral Contributions – discussion skills and other specific remarks on content  

quiet to start with  but got going after extract was tabled; using sources very well to support counter-argument; once again quiet with general questions, but good on sources;  stuck to his guns when cross-questioned, rather unfairly, by leader; humour used to change topic; not on good form today, very quiet, perhaps worried about own session to follow; back on form today making up for lost time; some really insightful gems connecting topic to another module; deepened discussion when it got trivial;  benefited from having friend leading discussion? more middling today; took active part in the trip down a trivial cul-de-sac;  


BIBLIOGRAPHY

Assessment and Expanded Text Consortium 2000: http://www.english.ltsn.ac.uk/resources/topic/expandtxt/oral.htm  
Assessment Strategies in Scottish Higher Education (ASSHE) Inventory (2002) http://www.tla.ed.ac.uk/asshepages/ASSHEhome.html Dept of Higher and Further Education, University of Edinburgh (entries closed in 1999, but the inventory is still available for viewing).

Brown, Sally & Glasner, Angela (eds) (1999) Assessment Matters in Higher Education, SRHE and OU: Buckingham 

Brown, Sally (2002) ‘Assessment’ http://www.lgu.ac.uk/deliberations/assessment/invite.html (first written in 1996)

Brown, Sally (1999) ‘Assessing Practice’ in Brown & Glasner, 95-105

Holland, Siobhán (2001) ‘Discussion paper’, Workshop on Oral Assessment in a Discursive Discipline, London, April 4th   on    http://www.english.ltsn.ac.uk/events/archive/assessment/docs/oralwriteup.rtf
Johnson, David & Johnson, Frank (1982, 2ed) Joining Together, Prentice-Hall: N-J, USA & London

Joughin, Gordon (1998) ‘Dimensions of Oral Assessment’, Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education, 23,4, 367-378.

Knight, Peter (2001) ‘Employability and Assessment’ CHERI 4th Colloquium, 3rd October

National Co-ordination Team for the Fund for the Development of Teaching and Learning http://www.le.ac.uk/ncteam/fdtl/projects.htm
Speak-Write (2001) ‘Background Research’ and ‘Full Background Research Findings’  http://www.apu.ac.uk/speakwrite/research1.html

Mears, Rob (2001) ‘Benchmark Statements and their Role in the Assessment of Students’ Work’, Student Assessment and Classifications Working Group (SACWG), 7th National Conference, 15th Nov.

McNally, Jim (1994) ‘Working in Groups and Teams’ in Thorley & Gregory, 113-120

Peters, Helen (1998) ‘Thinking Women’ in Chris Rust (ed) Improving Student Learning: Improving Students as Learners, Oxford Centre for Staff and Learning Development: Oxford: 241-249.  

Race, Phil (2000) 500 Tips on Group Learning, Kogan Page: London  

Robson, John  (1994) ‘Facilitating the Formation of Effective and Creative Working Groups’ in Thorley & Gregory, 40-44  

Thorley, Lin & Gregory, Roy (eds) (1994) Using Group-based Learning in Higher Education, Kogan Page: London




The English Subject Centre


Royal Holloway, University of London


Egham, Surrey TW20 0EX


Tel  01784 443221  Fax  01784 470684


Email esc@rhul.ac.uk


www.english.heacademy.ac.uk








� EMBED PBrush  ���





� EMBED PBrush  ���





	� EMBED PBrush  ���				








� Joughin 1998: 371.
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� See for example the discussion of gender and knowledge by Helen Peters 1998.  


�  David Johnson & Frank Johnson 1982: 339.


� Smith in a letter: 14.10.02


� Race 2000: 19.  


� Knight 2001: 13.  


� Race 2000: 110-113.


� McNally 1994:115.  


� Moss in a 1995 project recorded in ASSHE: 196.  


� Thorley and Gregory 1994: 184.  


� For example: John Robson 1994: 40-44; and Johnson and Johnson 1982; Race offers a more negative perspective on the failings of group leaders 2000: 99-109.
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