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Report on Half-Day Workshop on Reading Dossiers/Study Logs, Department of English, University of Birmingham, 19 September 2002.

Colleagues from several HE institutions met at Birmingham to discuss and share experience of the use of Dossiers/Logs as a form of assessment. What follows is a report from each institution on the format, student experience of and helpfulness of such documents, followed by a summary of the talk given by Jenny Moon, the event’s guest speaker.  

Birmingham:

Steve Ellis explained that the Reading Dossier had been introduced as an element of assessment on Literature Specialist options for level 2 students, so that their assessment was now 75% essay (2500-3000 words) and 25% Dossier, as opposed to level 3 students taking the same module whose assessment is 100% essay work (5000-6000 words).


The RD consists of a student’s notes throughout the two-semester option, that is notes made preparatory to the weekly seminar on primary and secondary reading, plus notes made after the seminar that summarise and evaluate ideas arising in seminar discussion.


Reaction to the RD in the Department was almost exactly split between those numbers of students and staff in favour, and those against. In the former case, it was felt that, e.g., the RD made for better seminar preparation, rewarded students for consistent and continuous attention to the course and improved attendance; in the latter case, some students were very hostile to what they saw as the surveillance aspect of course preparation, and to the fact that diverse modes of participation, note-taking, etc, had been regularised. One external examiner had been hostile; another suggested moving the RD to level 1.


Storage and handling of RD submissions proved an unexpected problem; some RDs amounted to two hefty ring-folders. In an effort to avoid this next session, the Department has revised its guidelines to prevent students submitting as part of the RD photocopies, downloads from the internet, etc, unless these are substantially annotated by the student.


Marking and marking criteria proved less of a problem than was envisaged. Marks were banded in tens—75%, 65%, etc—depending on how many of the required components of the RD had been ‘adequately and diligently fulfilled’.

Dundee:

A representative from Dundee could not be present at the session, but information had been forwarded about the practice of assessing a module on ‘Post-Colonial Texts’ using a Course Journal. This was seen as both ‘formative’—a place to record enthusiasms, difficulties and potential solutions to problems, but also functioned as the ‘summative’ assessment, being ‘a final record of what was encountered, debated and learnt over the 11 weeks’ of the module.


Although students were ‘encouraged’ to write weekly entries in the CJ, occasional gaps were permissible: ‘we ask that you find your own pathways through the range of writing on offer’. However, the list of published ‘criteria’ that constitute a ‘good’ journal were lengthy and explicit, as were the marking procedures, so that the CJ as a whole permitted, for example, ‘a personalised, imaginative—and where appropriate—creative account of your journey through the course’ but also had to conform to a required framework, including, for example, the formulation of ‘key questions’ and the formulation of consequent answers.


Compared with the Birmingham RD the Dundee CJ therefore seemed to be at once more ‘open’ and more directed as an assessment. A major difference was that the CJ was to be edited and shaped before submission (with the tutor’s advice available for this) rather than submitted in its week-by-week form, as at Birmingham. 

Staffordshire

Aidan Arrowsmith spoke to documents used on his Approaches to Literary Studies course.  The course is assessed on the basis of a learning journal (60%) and a 1,000-word end-of-year essay (40%).

The learning journal, presented in a loose-leaf book or file, is worked on continuously and submitted to a tutor at the end of each semester.  The main purposes are to guide students’ reading and, by implication, to monitor that the reading is being done; to improve the quality of seminar preparation and contributions to discussion; to encourage students to reflect on their learning.

The journal has three components.

1. Seminar Preparation.  Students are required to complete a minimum of 14 preparation exercises in the year.  Typically, these take the form of identifying passages in prescribed texts with questions intended to help students understand and evaluate key issues.  At each meeting the tutor looks at the students’ responses to these questions.

2. Independent Study Tasks (ISTs).  Three compulsory ISTs are set at regular intervals through the year.  They take a variety of forms and are intended to develop certain key skills, such as oral presentation, teamwork, bibliography, writing skills.  On completion of each IST, the student is required to complete a Reflection on Learning (see below).

3. Reflections on Learning.  Each time a student completes an IST he/she is supposed to write a short (200-/300-word) reflection.  At the end of the year a final, summative reflection is produced to account for the student’s experience of the course as a whole.  The purpose of the reflective pieces is to encourage critical evaluation of the student’s progress, addressing such questions as:  what have I found difficult, why, and what have I done about the difficulties?  how successful have I been in this respect?  what have I learnt that is useful and relevant to other modules?  what seem to be my strengths, and what do I need to work on?

All three elements have to be completed for the student to eligible for a pass.

This way of managing a journal has some distinctive features. First, it carries a significant weighting (60%) in the overall assessment for the module.  Secondly, it is more prescriptive than some other models in terms of guiding students’ reading and determining the content of the journal; this may be a reflection of the prior learning experience of the students involved.  It also has the effect of producing a final dossier which is organised on uniform principles, which presumably makes it easier to compare one student’s work with another’s and also makes it less likely that journals will be huge, rambling portmanteaux of random material.  Thirdly, it contains an element of reflection which is missing from, for example, the Birmingham scheme.

Are there criteria for the assessment of what is submitted, or is submission of a complete journal itself the criterion for passing?

Ulster

Tim Hancock presented papers he uses on his course, Poetry since 1945: Constructing Literary History.  Assessment for this course is based on two elements:  a coursework essay and what is referred to at Ulster as a “workbook”, each worth 50%.

The purpose of  the workbook is to promote and reflect students’ engagement with that module where they are required to develop a critical awareness of the issues raised by narratives of literary history.  The desired outcomes also include a demonstration of transferable skills such as an enhanced ability to synthesis information from a variety of sources (texts, discussion, private reflection) and experience of conducting, writing up and presenting small research projects.

Students are required to produce written reports on three of four prescribed seminar preparation tasks, writing 1,000 words for each.  Students are directed to produce for each assignment and Introduction, a Discussion and a Conclusion which demonstrates critical awareness of agendas implicit in constructions of literary history.

Workbooks are assessed on the following criteria:  relevance;  strength of argument;  use of evidence, and presentation.  Research (extent and quality of engagement with secondary sources) is assessed by other means.

The distinctive features of the Ulster workbook scheme are its deployment of tutor-defined tasks; the substantial amount of discursive writing required; the emphasis on increased critical awareness; there is a degree of uniformity in the format.  There is scope for reflective writing, but to a smaller degree than in the Staffordshire scheme, for example.

Northampton

Janet Wilson  presented documents associated with University College Northampton’s Post-Colonial Texts course.

Students make a personal statement / report for presentation one week after each seminar.  However, the substantive journal is intended as a record that covers the full 11 weeks of the course.  The journal is designed in part to be summative:  weekly entries are encouraged as a way of discussing students’ abilities and enthusiasms, recording reading activity in both primary and secondary sources, and the attempt to identify solutions to problems.  In this way the journal allows students to track their learning over time and across a range of texts.  It is also summative in that it forms a record of what has been encountered, learnt and debated during the course.

Thus, the journal is a record of students’ learning experience, containing the kinds of question which seem important to each individual’s progress: first impressions; difficulties in encountering texts and theories; the outcomes of seminars.  It is also a locus for students’ reflections on and evaluations of seminar work and reading;  it may also include short pieces of practical criticism and identify agendas for further exploration of texts and issues.  Not everything has to be recorded;  emphasis is put on the idea that students find their own pathways through their reading and learning.  Central to this approach is the idea of reflection upon and engagement with the material of the course and a sense f responsibility for one’s own learning.  Presenting such a range of material in a meaningful form implicitly requires effective editing skills.  Journals are collected for preliminary scrutiny at the start of the second term.

Eighteen criteria are identified as constituting a good journal.  These range from organisational matters, through a substantial amount of discursive writing and critical evaluation, to reflection, an account of future intentions, and accurate expression and proof-reading / editing.  These criteria are reproduced on an assessment cover sheet, where they are assessed on a scale:  very good / good / satisfactory / pass / unsatisfactory.

Guest talk by Jennifer Moon  

Jennifer Moon, from the SDU at Exeter University, and author of, among other relevant publications, Learning Journals: a Handbook for Academics, Students and Professional Development (Kogan Page, 1999), was the guest speaker at the session. She responded to many of the problems that discussion of the various cases above brought up, and was concerned in particular to stress the usefulness of Course Journals/Reading Dossiers to the development of truly ‘reflective’ writing in students. The benfits of this in terms of self-evaluation and skills evaluation were stressed, with a view to students learning from their experience so as to improve future performance. Useful examples and exercises that would promote better reflective writing and learning were circulated. Jenny stressed that reflective writing therefore has to be more than a diary of events, and that Journals/Dossiers are most useful when, having completed them, students are asked to look back through them in order to chart and demonstrate their progression. Hence some form of assessment that asks the student to use, rather than merely submit, the Dossier might be preferable. Various forms of Dossier-related essays and essay-titles were then discussed.


Other issues broached by Jenny included ‘multi-dimensionality’, that is, that a CJ/RD should contain material not narrowly defined and taken from a range of discourses—for example, creative/imaginative writing might well be one aspect of a student’s response to courses followed, artwork, etc. Also discussed was the use of students who had already experienced CJs/RDs as a resource in mentoring and assisting students new to the practice.
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