


Ipsative Assessment and Personal
Learning Gain



Gwyneth Hughes
Editor

Ipsative Assessment
and Personal
Learning Gain

Exploring International Case Studies



Editor
Gwyneth Hughes
UCL Institute of Education
University of London
London, United Kingdom

ISBN 978-1-137-56501-3 ISBN 978-1-137-56502-0 (eBook)
DOI 10.1057/978-1-137-56502-0

Library of Congress Control Number: 2016951316

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2017
The author(s) has/have asserted their right(s) to be identified as the author(s) of this work in
accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the
Publisher, whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of
translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on
microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and
retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology
now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are
exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information
in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the
publisher nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to
the material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made.

Cover illustration: © Cultura RM / Alamy Stock Photo

Printed on acid-free paper

This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by Springer Nature
The registered company is Macmillan Publishers Ltd.
The registered company address is: The Campus, 4 Crinan Street, London, N1 9XW,
United Kingdom



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I wish to thank all the authors who have contributed to this collection for
their enthusiasm and willingness to give up their time to write and revise
their chapters. I also acknowledge all the people who have recently shared
their views on ipsative assessment and personal learning gain with me at
various events at Bedfordshire, Greenwich, Roehampton and York
Universities as well as my own institution UCL, Institute of Education.
Finally, I wish to thank Wendy Smith for helping with proof reading the
manuscript and for her tireless encouragement.

v



CONTENTS

1 Introducing Ipsative Assessment and Personal Learning
Gain: Voices from Practitioners and the Themes of the
Collection 1
Gwyneth Hughes

2 Exploring the Relationship Between Ipsative Assessment
and Institutional Learning Gain 25
Gwyneth Hughes

3 Using Ipsative Assessment to Enhance First-Year
Undergraduate Self-Regulation in Chinese College
English Classrooms 43
Jiming Zhou and Jie Zhang

4 Supporting Student Learning with Cumulative
Coversheets 65
Carrie Winstanley

5 Raising Self-Efficacy Through Ipsative Assessment
and Feuerstein’s Instrumental Enrichment Programme 85
Kit McIntyre

vii



6 Use of Digital Technology to Capture
and Support Student Progress Across a Taught
Postgraduate Programme 105
Gwyneth Hughes, Denise Hawkes and Tim Neumann

7 Ipsative Learning: A Personal Approach to a Student’s
PBL Experience Within an Integrated Engineering
Design Cornerstone Module 129
Emanuela Tilley and Kate Roach

8 Assessing Liminality: The Use of Ipsative Formative
Assessment During a Postgraduate Taught Induction
Programme to Support the Development of Criticality 149
Julie Rattray

9 Use of Learning Gain Measurements to Compare
Teacher-Centric and Student-Centric Feedback
in Higher Education 173
Hui-Teng Hoo and Gwyneth Hughes

10 The Effect of Video Feedback on the Self-Assessment
of a Music Performance by Pre-university Level
Classical Guitar Students 197
Mathieu Boucher, Francis Dubé and Andrea Creech

11 Compete With Yourself (CWY): Maximising Learning
Gain in Schools 221
Sunita Gandhi

12 New Directions for Ipsative Assessment and Personal
Learning Gain 243
Gwyneth Hughes

Index 261

viii CONTENTS



LIST OF FIGURES

Fig. 3.1 Developing synthesising ability in interlinked assessment
(adapted from Hughes 2014, p. 82) 55

Fig. 6.1 Feedback history tool 111
Fig. 6.2 Feedback response form for draft submission 119
Fig. 6.3 Feedback response form for final submission 120
Fig. 7.1 Schematic of the process of feedback and assessment

(adapted from Hughes 2014) 137
Fig. 8.1 Induction activities designed to develop critical thinking 160
Fig. 9.1 Theoretical models of feedback 181
Fig. 9.2 Comparative mean of student scores for the two cohorts 184
Fig. 9.3 Teacher-centric and student-centric assessment

and feedback outcomes (all 5 assessments) 187
Fig. 11.1 CWY report for a pupil, grade 7, Aslandsskoli, Iceland 227
Fig. 11.2 The CWY principal report, Ingunnarskóla, Iceland, 2004 234

ix



LIST OF TABLES

Table 1.1 Overview of case studies 19
Table 2.1 The purposes of measuring or capturing learning gain 36
Table 6.1 Frequency of feedback discussed in the EdD Portfolios 121
Table 7.1 Spread of students referring to progress in relation

to outputs versus progress in relation to skills 143
Table 9.1 Comparative means of teacher-centric and student-centric

formative feedback 183
Table 10.1 Characteristics of participants 205
Table 10.2 Coding scheme: Definition and examples for each category 208
Table 10.3 Between group comparison of the number of ipsative

comments in post-performance assessments 2, 3 and 4 209
Table 10.4 Between group comparison of the aspects mentioned

in all the ipsative comments in the post-performance
assessments 2 + 3 + 4 209

Table 10.5 Comparison of post-video and post-performance
assessments for the total number of ipsative comments 210

Table 10.6 Post-performance and post-video comparison
of the number of comments for each aspect of a performance
(Table 10.2) mentioned in the ipsative comments by the
experimental group (n = 8) 211

Table 10.7 Comparison of post-video and post-performance
assessments for the total number of ipsative comments
mentioned by the participants depending on their latest
attributed instrumental grade 211

Table 11.1 School’s self-analysis of CWY, Aggrasen Public School,
Haryana, 2014 235

xi



CHAPTER 1

Introducing Ipsative Assessment
and Personal Learning Gain: Voices
from Practitioners and the Themes

of the Collection

Gwyneth Hughes

INTRODUCTION TO THE COLLECTION

We expect educators all over the world to care about their students’
learning and most teachers aim to motivate all their students, not only
the highest achievers. But in a world of financial instability, dwindling
resources, meritocratic ideals and pressure on individuals to be the agents
of their own success, learners become motivated by externally appointed
grades and marks. They are highly tuned to their ranking in comparison to
others. ‘Winners’ and ‘losers’ are very visible in published results and, even
if marks are not made public, students know where they are in the marking
hierarchy and whether or not they are a ‘good’ student. Assessments are
high stakes and used for selection of students through qualifications and
entry into jobs and employment (Broadfoot 1996). But, such competitive
assessment can compromise self-esteem so that students who do not easily
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accumulate rewards or good grades can become demotivated, set their
sights low or give up (Dweck 1999). Others may take an instrumental
approach to learning and focus on what they perceive is required to pass
the tests. Teachers may collude in such narrowing of the curriculum
despite their best intentions to encourage learning.

But, there is a radically different approach: ipsative assessment (Hughes
2014). The difference here is that a learner’s work is compared to their own
previous work rather than to external criteria and standards. An ipsative
approach to assessment is captured in concepts such as personal learning
gain, personal best and progress reports. Like a ‘personal best’ in athletics an
ipsative assessment can be motivational for all learners, not only high achie-
vers, because all students can make progress and achieve a personal goal, at
least most of the time. Think of the delight of a novice swimmer who swims
from one end of the pool to the other unaided for the first time. In a truly
ipsative assessment scheme, those starting from a low base would not be at a
disadvantage because it is progression towards individual targets and possibly
self-directed goals that matters, not only reaching external standards.

This edited collection is aimed at educational practitioners who are
interested in new methods of assessment that motivate and empower a
diversity of learners – the strong and the weak, the privileged and the
disadvantaged, beginners and more advanced learners. It is a companion
text to the editor’s book published by Palgrave Macmillan Ipsative
Assessment: Motivation through marking progress. The collection is written
by teachers and lecturers from different parts of the world and from
different levels of education. Their practice is presented through exciting
and innovative case studies of ipsative assessment and its relationship with
measurement of learning gain, diagnostic assessment and self-directed
improvement. These bold visions of assessment attract critics and the
collection will address the challenges of implementing ipsative assessment
and personal learning gain as well as showcasing the benefits. But, first I
shall present some definitions of key terms.

Ipsative Assessment: A Name for Making and Marking Progress

Although the term ipsative assessment was first used by psychologists in the
1940s, it is not commonly used today. This may be because the practice is
uncommon so a name is not needed, but it may also be that a lack of
a familiar word inhibits recognition of practice and possibly the practice
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itself. I strongly believe that the naming of the concept needs to be better
established in educational circles so that ipsative assessment can be theorised
and evidence of ipsative practice and its benefits made visible. A name also
enables critics to voice their concerns about ipsative practices. A link between
ipsative assessment and diagnostic assessment also needs to be identified. For
example, an ipsative schememay begin with a diagnostic test or learning self-
evaluation so that personalised goals can be agreed and progress recorded.

Furthermore, ipsative assessment fits well with the idea of assessment
for learning (Hughes 2014) that is formative and developmental, but the
term can also refer to assessment of learning requiring a measurement or
judgement of learning gain at the end of a period of study – in other words
a summative assessment (Hughes 2014, 2011). The collection covers both
formative ipsative feedback and ipsative summative assessment which
includes personal learning gain.

For the objectives of this book ipsative assessment is an umbrella term
for a collection of practices that have in common the learner’s progression
from an earlier position as the key attribute of the assessment and these
practices have a purpose for directly enhancing learning from the learner
perspective. Ipsative assessment practice might include measuring personal
learning gains that are recorded for other purposes, but the data will be
available and comprehensible to the learner who can use the information
to set goals and plan learning with the guidance and support of teachers.

Learning Gain: A Definition and an Example

Learning gain or learning growth or value-added measurements are used
widely in the United States and in the UK as part of measuring both
teacher and school effectiveness (Sammons 2012). The gain may be in a
broad range of skills and a generic definition of learning gain is:

. . . the ‘distance travelled’ by students during their studies, demonstrable by
an improvement in knowledge, skills, work-readiness and personal develop-
ment between two points in time. (Higher Education Funding Council for
England 2015)

Learning gain is not the same as learning output. For example, a post-
compulsory education teacher described her class on ICT skills for a mixed
group of students with special educational needs. By the end of the session
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one student with autism had learnt how to use a publishing software package
to produce a newsletter, while another student with Down’s syndrome had
mastered double clicking of themouse to open programmes and documents.
Both demonstrated considerable learning gain, but it would be nonsensical
to compare the outputs of these students. Here is a somewhat extreme
example of the inappropriateness of comparing learning outcomes for dif-
ferent students and the importance of recognition of learning gain.

Measuring Learning Gain

Learning gain measurements are used in large scale evaluations of educa-
tional institutions and this topic forms the basis of Chap. 2. The rationale
behind such evaluation is a discourse of educational improvement that
aims to promote high standards. Student exit performance data such as
examination results are commonly used to judge and compare the effec-
tiveness of a college, school or university. But examination results alone do
not give a full picture of educational effectiveness or teaching excellence.
Including learning gain or value-added information alongside examination
results can help recognise the achievement of institutions which have a
disadvantaged student intake and cannot be judged fairly alongside institu-
tions with a privileged intake. But although we shall see in Chap. 2 that
there are some advantages of measuring learning gain rather than judging
institutional quality only on examination outputs or other proxies for
teaching effectiveness, there is something else missing. Data on learning
gain of individual students collated by governments, managers and policy
makers are aimed only indirectly at benefiting students through improving
teaching methods. I shall propose that because information about indivi-
duals is not accessible to students and their educators, there is a missed
opportunity for students to be motivated and guided by individual learn-
ing gains. It is the personal level of learning gain which can be used for
ipsative assessment but is largely hidden in conventional assessment sys-
tems that is the main concern of this book.

VOICES FROM PRACTITIONERS

While examples of research and experimentation in new assessment meth-
ods are well covered in the academic literature, authentic examples of
practitioners developing contemporary practice are always useful for
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wider education audiences – especially in a newly forming landscape of
ipsative assessment and learning gain. Now that the terms ‘ipsative assess-
ment’ and ‘personal best’ have been theorised in my previous book the
terrain is ready to be explored.

The aim of the collection is to provide real-world examples or case
studies of practice in using ipsative feedback and/or personal learning
gain information for assessment purposes. Case studies that bring alive
the practice of ipsative assessment and learning gain measurement will
provide a stimulus for others to either advance their own ipsative assess-
ment schemes or to begin to include ipsative assessment and measure-
ments of personal learning gain in their repertoire of assessment
practices.

Each case study will not only provide an example of practice, but
will also consider evidence for the benefits of ipsative assessment in
motivating students to learn. Some chapters are research-based and
include data collection, others are reflections on practice. Some chap-
ters are theoretically developed while others are less so. Nevertheless,
the accounts are both critical and self-reflective: critical in that innova-
tions in assessment will not be presented as unproblematic, and reflec-
tive in that the authors will openly and honestly discuss the challenges
that they have overcome in implementing or attempting to implement
their novel ideas.

The case studies can also be more conventionally categorised in terms
of the type of assessment, the sector or level and the characteristics of the
students. This chapter will finish with an overview of the case studies to
help readers select which case studies to read and in which order (the case
studies are presented in a random order in the book).

The authors of the case studies are all advocates of ipsative assessment in
some form and this may detract from the impartiality of the accounts. The
practitioner case studies inevitably vary in methodologies and degrees of
research rigour and it may be that a single case study is not very convincing
on its own. In addition, the case studies mostly present early work on
ipsative assessment and learning gain and do not yet constitute an estab-
lished body of knowledge. However, through multiple case studies that
generate some similar findings, the collection will contribute to a robust
set of evidence for the benefits of ipsative assessment and the challenges
that may arise in a variety of contexts so that the body of knowledge can
being to grow.
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This chapter will next present four themes that I have used for a meta-
analysis of the cases. As I take each theme in turn, I shall illustrate the
discussion with examples from the case studies to give a preview of each
one. These themes will raise many questions. Not all the questions will be
answered in depth in the cases studies as some will need further research to
be undertaken, but the final chapter of the book will revisit the themes
drawing on evidence so far to provide a vision for the future.

THEMES OF THE COLLECTION

I have previously claimed that ipsative assessment can be motivational,
particularly for learners who do not usually succeed (Hughes 2014).
But, for ipsative assessment to be taken seriously as an assessment method,
especially for high stakes assessment, it must offer reliability in the same
way that conventional standards, criteria and marking need to provide
reassurances to students that the assessment is fair. But, given the emphasis
on qualifications and exit performance in selective education, there may be
tensions between traditional assessment and ipsative assessment of pro-
gress leading to some practical challenges. I have previously identified that
ipsative assessments may not have the same status as externally referenced
assessment (Hughes 2014) and the relationship between ipsative and
more conventionally marked assessment that leads to credentials also
needs exploring. Building on these ideas here are four themes that I will
use to introduce the case studies:

1. Enhancing learning through ipsative feedback
2. Advantages of measuring personal learning gain
3. Practical challenges of implementing ipsative assessment and mea-

suring personal learning gain
4. Combining ipsative assessment with criteria-referenced summative

assessment or examinations

THEME 1: ENHANCING LEARNING THROUGH

IPSATIVE FEEDBACK

The question ‘How can ipsative assessment enhance student learning over
time?’ was addressed by many of the case studies and ipsative feedback
features largely in these accounts so enhancing learning is a major theme.
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There are many ways of developing learning and to appreciate these we
need to explore what enhancing learning through feedback might mean
and how ipsative feedback that is visible and explicit might encourage
students to engage enthusiastically in learning.

Feedback as Social Learning

There are different types of academic learning, which Bloom et al. (1956)
categorised as knowledge, understanding, application, synthesis and eva-
luation. Enhancing academic learning could mean an increase in rote
learning of a series of facts, but from a social constructivist perspective,
higher order learning moves from recall through application to evaluation
and requires a learner to build their own knowledge and skills from their
current position. Learning in this way requires social interaction with peers
or teachers and/or engagement with online or print resources (Laurillard
2012; Luckin 2010). But, social learning is not only about sharing knowl-
edge with others; it necessitates some form of developmental feedback
that has an important function in enabling learners to adjust their thinking
and advance.

There are many definitions of feedback, some which may view feedback
narrowly as something ‘given’ to learners, but a useful and comprehensive
definition that includes a notion of feedback as also ‘received’ by learners
to produce change is given by Molloy and Boud (2013):

Feedback is a process whereby learners obtain information about their work
in order to appreciate the similarities and differences between the appro-
priate standards for any given work, and the qualities of the work itself, in
order to generate improved work. (p. 6)

I gave evidence in Hughes (2014) that ipsative feedback is likely to be the
most common form of ipsative assessment. We might expect that qualita-
tive information about progress would be part of a teacher, peer or self-
commentary on learning with a view of feedback as generating improved
work as in the definition above. It might also be expected that feedback that
informs learners of areas of progress or lack of progress by comparing a
current piece of work with previous ones would be commonplace. Certainly
ipsative feedback might occur informally and verbally where students are
reassured by teachers that they are ‘getting the hang of it’ or have improved
their writing since the last piece of work. Written feedback may also contain
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ipsative content, but a feedback analysis that I undertook at a research-
intensive UK university suggested that such self-referential feedback is rare
and that feedback is more often in the form of critique or praise in relation to
external standards (Hughes et al. 2015). However, the research has also
demonstrated that ipsative feedback could be easily included on the feedback
menu and that doing so was motivational for students and helped them to
plan their learning (Hughes 2014; Hughes et al. 2014).

Feedback is a complex topic, but although there are many views on what
constitutes effective feedback, there are some points of growing consensus.
Firstly, feedback can focus on the strengths and weakness of the current
piece of work, for example, through correcting factual mistakes, but feed-
back can additionally guide a student towards the next developmental steps
through advice and questioning (Orsmond and Merry 2011). This is
sometimes termed feed forward. Praise or error correction without some
explanation and/or feed forward on next steps is not usually very helpful
for students.

We could also argue that developmental feedback or feed forward that
informs learners of next steps (Hattie and Timperley 2007) is ipsative in
that it anticipates future progress. However, I assert that feed forward is
ipsative only if a follow-up by students is recorded in a systematic manner
so that there can be a comparative process. We shall see some examples of
this in the case studies. I would not apply the term ipsative feedback to
feed forward that is transmitted to a student in advising them what to do
next, but has an unknown influence on the student. In such cases there is
no comparative judgement about any personal learning gain.

Secondly, once assessors have given students feedback theymaybelieve that
the job is done but feedback that is one directional from the assessor to the
student is not necessarily useful. The student may not understand or welcome
the feedback. Educators such asNicol (2010, 2013) andHattie andTimperley
(2007) have argued that for feedback to influence the learner there must be
some formof dialogue. Studentsmust find outwhy somethingwaswrong and
why a new course of action is recommended and this means asking questions
to assessors and of themselves. Effective education encourages students to
question themselves and so become self-critical and self-regulatory in their
work over time (Nicol and Macfarlane—Dick 2006). Only then can ‘giving
feedback’ become effective.

Thirdly, feedback can originate from peers as well as from oneself and
there are some very good reasons for encouraging this. Molloy and Boud
(2013) have explored how teacher-centred assessment where teachers are
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the main source of feedback does not necessarily enable learning and may
produce teacher dependency rather than student autonomy. Meanwhile,
students engage fully with feedback and assessment processes when they
become assessors themselves. Comparing many sources of feedback devel-
ops self-regulation in student-centred models of feedback and peer and
self-review come highly recommended as methods to help students
develop assessment skills for themselves (Nicol 2010). However, peer
and self-review do not slot comfortably into competitive and high stakes
assessment environments and can be greeted with scepticism from both
assessors and students. Meanwhile slower burning cumulative assessment
schemes are much more conducive (Hughes 2014).

The chapters in this collection support these theoretical views.
Gwyneth Hughes, Denise Hawkes and Tim Neumann in Chap. 6 explore
how the use of digital technology to capture feedback can support self-
reflection on feedback in higher education. Chapters by Jiming Zhou and
Jie Zang, Emanuela Tilley and Kate Roach, as well as Julie Rattray (Chaps.
3, 7 and 8) consider the benefits of reflection on feedback, including peer
feedback, during extended group activities. Kit McIntyre in Chap. 5 also
explores how self-reflection can be linked to self-efficacy in young children
when reflections are ipsative and made in a non-competitive environment.
These cases also illustrate how ipsative feedback differs from more con-
ventional feedback.

Differences Between Ipsative and Conventional Feedback

It is also generally agreed that feedback should be relevant in that it
addresses transparent assessment criteria and standards (Gibbs and
Simpson 2004; O’Donovan et al. 2004) and this is where a subtle differ-
ence between ipsative and conventional feedback occurs. Conventional
feedback addresses how well a student has met the published (or tacit)
criteria and to what standard or level. Feedback is conventionally used to
addresses a gap between where the learner is now and the externally set
goal (Sadler 1989). Such feedback is orientated towards possibly unrealis-
tic future learning gain. By contrast explicitly ipsative feedback focuses on
the student’s actual learning gain or progress which can be viewed in a
context of the external goal such as a pass/fail threshold, or a goal set by
the learner themselves. In other words any future learning gain projection
is built on past learning gain and should be achievable. For example, in
Chap. 4, Carrie Winstanley discusses the use of cumulative assignment
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coversheets which emphasise the student learning journey rather than a
performance gap. Staff and students can write comments about improve-
ments since the previous assessment on the cumulative coversheet, which
is then submitted with successive assessments. But, ipsative feedback could
also highlight inadequate or zero progress towards a threshold or agreed
standards, although we would hope that such stagnation of learning
would not occur without a good reason and there are no examples in
this book.

Another key element of explicitly ipsative feedback is that a starting
position of the learner must be known so that it can be compared to the
current level. This makes ipsative feedback quite challenging because it
is not only the learner’s current performance that is being judged but
also a previous performance. A purposeful diagnostic assessment may be
used to identify a learner’s needs and this can then be compared with a
later performance. However, the information for such comparative jud-
gements may not be readily available, or the previous performance may
have occurred a considerable time ago. Making comparisons is especially
problematic if past records are concealed in institutional assessment
systems or would be time consuming for the assessor to access. The
assessor could rely on recall of a previous performance, but although
appraising progress using memory alone may be fine for individual
supervision or small classes, it is not appropriate for large group of
undergraduates who may in any case be deliberately anonymised with
the aim of reducing marking bias.

Keeping Records of Progress

An obvious solution to the problem of comparative judgement is to keep
electronic records of previous goals and feedback that can be checked. In
Chap. 6, Hughes, Hawkes and Neumann explore record keeping in more
detail through adapting a virtual learning environment so that it captures
every student’s feedback history throughout their programme of study.
Asking students to identify their goals (perhaps drawing on previous
feedback that is stored electronically) and then giving feedback on how
well students have addressed the feedback (or not) is quite easy for
assessors to do as in Winstanlsy’s coversheets. Digital video recording is
another approach that can be used for performing arts, for example,
Mathieu Boucher, Francis Dubé and Andrea Creech give an example of
guitar students’ use of video recordings of their playing to compare
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present and past performances and for setting future goals in Chap. 10.
These examples support the premise that for ipsative feedback to be useful
it must be cumulative over time so that once one goal is met the next one
is agreed. Progress must also be visible.

Engaging Students in Feedback

We could ask a question about student motivation to engage in feedback.
Different forms of feedback may motivate – or de-motivate – learners in
different ways. There is a motivational problem with focusing on Sadler’s
gap between performance and a desired goal because the learning gain
required may be large and drawing attention to the gap is dispiriting. Is it
better for one’s self-esteem to focus on distance travelled and next achiev-
able steps for that learner in a personalised ipsative feedback approach than
to focus on distant and seemingly impossible goals? Chapter 7 by Tilley
and Roach provides evidence that self-reflection on progress motivated
group work in engineering and McIntyre’s school children in Chap. 5 also
found an ipsative rather than a competitive approach engaging.

The Problem of Qualitative Comparative Judgements

Ipsative feedback from a human assessor usually means judgements that
are qualitative and to be taken seriously such judgements must stand up to
scrutiny and be justified. For example, if a learner is informed that her or
his academic writing has improved this is only helpful if we know which
aspects of academic writing are under discussion: paragraph construction,
referencing, critical thinking, etc. and we would need some evidence of
improvement. In other words the same depth of evidence is needed to
judge progress as is required for evidence of meeting (or not meeting)
external standards. Even more detail may be needed because ipsative
feedback considers the situation ‘before’ and ‘now’ and not just ‘now’.
Rattray in Chap. 8 addresses the specificity of ipsative judgements through
examining a particular ‘threshold concept’ – in this case criticality in higher
education–that students must master by passing through a temporary
liminal or confused state.

Comparative decisions are dependent on human interpretation of
records of past and present performance and the problem of making a
reliable judgement of progress should not be easily dismissed. Sometimes
there will be demand for an objective measure of the learner’s distance
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travelled or learning gain. Marks derived from robust schemes, criteria and
standards can be turned into quantitative measures of learning gain at the
individual or personal level. This takes us to the second theme of the book
collection.

THEME 2: ADVANTAGES OF MEASURING PERSONAL

LEARNING GAIN

Ipsative assessment might never extend beyond the enthusiast’s local
application unless there is a systematic and robust method for measuring
personal learning gain that can be applied across disciplines and institu-
tions. So, what are the advantages of measuring personal learning gain?

The most obvious advantage of measuring personal learning gain rather
than personal achievement is that thosewho are not usually the top performers
can shine, and this could well be the largemajority of students. Inmy previous
book (Hughes 2014), I proposed that highly competitive assessment systems
make it very clear which students are successful, but for those who attain
mediocre or low marks, competitive assessment can be very dispiriting. Many
students equate low performance with low ability and such assessment
damages self-esteem and self-belief (Dweck 1999). However, the tables are
turned if the marks are for progress and it is learning gain rather than learning
outcome that is measured. Now the traditionally lower achievers can demon-
strate potential and developmastery or a growthmentality as well as those few
who are outstanding as summarised in the statement:

Most of the time, most people will not achieve perfection or excellence, but
most people can make improvements most of the time. (Hughes 2014, p. 1)

Ghandi in Chap. 11 supports this view inher studies of using a ‘Competewith
Yourself’ method for personalising the learning of primary school children.
The method motivates pupils to work on very specific topics that need atten-
tion with very visible signs of making progress. The method also produced
some impressive impacts on a cohort’s average performance in standard tests.

But, learners who are accustomed to excelling may find it more difficult
to demonstrate progress from an already high starting point and there is a
risk that highly competitive students may not agree with learning gain
measurements and may complain bitterly if they feel that their advantages
have been taken away. On the plus side, if learning gain measurement is
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taken seriously then this could stimulate high achievers to aim even higher
and may discourage complacency or over-confidence. But, mixing the very
different conventional and learning gain assessments implied here may be
problematic as I will explore in the final theme.

Cohort Learning Gain

Learning gainmeasurements at scale can provide indicators of enduring learn-
ing in key skills and attributes or act as awarning about temporary learning that
does not last beyond the test. We shall see in Chap. 2 how Arum and Roksa
(2011) used learning gain data in higher education to identify limited learning
in key graduate and employment skills such as critical thinking, problem-
solving and communication. Similarly information about a cohort’s progress
or lack of progress over time is very useful for teachers to estimate how much
learning is retained beyond formal assignments, tests and examinations. Just
because a student demonstrates a particular skill or attribute at one assessment
point does not guarantee a repeated performance. Indeed performance may
well decline after the formal testing has ended and this could have serious
consequences if knowledge or skill from one assessment needs to be re-applied
for future learning and assessment. Hui-Teng Hoo and Hughes in Chap. 9
illustrate how learning gain scores in cultural conflict resolution increased
during a formal testing period, but fell off a few weeks after the final test.

Cumulative curricula make the assumption that certain skills or knowl-
edge will accumulate rather than deteriorate after a formal assessment.
However, although teachers may be very aware that students have peaks in
performance and then forget some or all of what they appeared to have
learnt, such detailed information about what happens to learning in the
longer term is not often readily available because it would be difficult to
collect after the main event and is not a priority.

Hoo andHughes’s case studywas originally designed as pedagogic research
to compare teacher-led and student-led formative assessment and demon-
strates how learning gain data can be useful for research purposes – in this
case to show that both methods are equally effective in the short term. With
greater information about learning gain and learning decline, can teaching be
adapted to encourage retention of key skills and knowledge and to discourage
‘forgetting’? Learners armedwith learninggainor learningdecline information
can more readily keep their learning ‘finely tuned’, practised and up to date.
But, seeking out the ‘holy grail’ of measurement of enduring learning rather
than one-off event learning raises many questions as we shall see next.
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THEME 3: PRACTICAL CHALLENGES OF IMPLEMENTING IPSATIVE
ASSESSMENT AND MEASURING PERSONAL LEARNING GAIN

When two or more performances are compared at different points in time
to measure a personal learning gain, three pressing questions arise.

Are the Tests of Performance Equivalent?

Firstly, to measure learning gain the same skill or attribute must be
measured at different points. This presents a huge challenge. One solution
is to set the same test twice, but then there may be learning gains from
repetition and practising the test leading to a false positive. For example, a
student may remember a previous answer and this gives more time to
spend on other answers resulting in a better score. Such effects are hard to
predict and making allowances may not be possible.

If the tests are not identical then statistical methods can show whether
or not one test is easier than another, but this requires large numbers and a
comprehension of statistics that is not expected of students and many
teachers. Students may compare successive grades to see if they are
improving without knowing whether or not these comparisons are valid
or useful because the grades or marks may be for different skills or the level
of difficulty may have changed.

Assessor reliability is also a tricky issue and it is difficult to ensure that
two or more human assessors will provide the same verdicts. Computer
marking, carefully designed mark schemes and moderation of assessors can
provide some assurance that marking is consistent between tests. But, even
when there are formal assessment criteria, this is a huge challenge
(Bloxham et al. 2011). Assessors have their own idea of what they are
looking for and their judgements will depend on external factors such as
marker fatigue. In the Hoo and Hughes study the assessor re-graded a 10
% sample of the work to check for marking consistency: a time-consuming
practice which is necessary for research purposes, but not practical for
most teaching situations.

Having a greater number of comparisons may make the learning gain
measurement more meaningful. If there are only two measurements a
learner might have had an ‘off’ day and underperformed in one of the
tests. If there are a series of measurements then a learning trajectory can be
plotted and any anomalies can show up. This takes us to a second
question.

14 G. HUGHES



How Can Learning Gain Measurements be Presented Meaningfully
and Reliability to Learners?

One method of introducing students to the idea of learning gain is to
combine a robust learning gain measurement with ipsative self-review that
helps the learner to see where the gains have been made and what steps to
take next. This was the basis of a portfolio assessment for taught doctoral
students explored by Hughes, Neumann and Hawkins in Chap. 6. At the
end of a taught programme, students with low grades were interviewed by
the programme leader for suitability for progression to the thesis research
and writing stage using a combination of information on progress from a
self-review and learning gain (or lack of gain) in grades. But self-review
requires a good level of student investment in the learning process taking
us to a third question.

Which Strategies Encourage Investment in Ipsative Assessment
in Practice?

We have seen that recording a personal learning gain measurement
requires an input of time and effort on the part of the learner and/or
the teacher. Both will need to be convinced of the benefits of tracking a
learning journey if they are to invest in this process alongside other forms
of assessment. The case studies are early explorations of ipsative practice –
very much dipping a tentative toe in the water – but there is enough here
to illustrate with real-life examples that once ipsative assessment is intro-
duced, students of all ages begin to appreciate that this new approach can
be very worthwhile.

Nevertheless, I concede that competitive selection of students, whether
for further study, for employment or as a requirement for a professional
qualification, is likely to remain in place for the foreseeable future.
Therefore investing in an ipsative process is likely to be in addition to
high stakes outcomes-based assessments that, for example, determine
degree results. The balance between the two methods of assessment will
need careful attention otherwise ipsative assessment could be side-lined. In
my previous book I suggested that ipsative assessment phases should be
kept apart from competitive assessment phases as far as possible to avoid
such marginalisation (Hughes 2014). This leads us to the final theme that
will be explored in this collection.
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THEME 4: COMBINING IPSATIVE ASSESSMENT WITH CRITERIA-
REFERENCED SUMMATIVE ASSESSMENT OR EXAMINATIONS

Authors in this collection recognise that the relationship between ipsative
assessment methods and orthodox competitive assessment can be proble-
matic and that the key role of assessment for selection and for demonstra-
tion of professional qualification requirements is likely to continue. Zhou
and Zang in Chap. 3 agree that ipsative assessment will not replace
externally referenced assessments in the near future. However, ipsative
assessment could be combined with traditional methods to give richer
and more helpful information about learners and their potential in the
workplace or other contexts. From the case studies some tensions arising
from combining the very different assessment paradigms include the
following:

• maximising learning versus maximising outcomes
• balancing long-term and short-term learning gains for students
• distinguishing and then weighting ispative and externally referenced

assessments.

The tension between maximising learning processes and maximising
learning outcomes is not new. Freire challenged the ‘banking’ model
of learning which assumes that chunks of knowledge are laid down in
the brain in the same way that sums of money are deposited in a bank
(Freire 1973). Assuming there is no financial crisis, money will accumu-
late in a bank account and not deplete. No so with learning. Forgetting
or losing skills that are not practised is an accepted part of being human
and this is why many professions insist on continuing professional
development to maintain and update professional knowledge. But
much academic learning is demonstrated through a single, clearly
defined assessment event and learning trajectories before or after the
event are not important to those involved. This encourages students to
put effort into maximising their performance in the one-off event or
examination which at its most instrumental extreme results in teaching
to the test (Ecclestone 2007; Stobart 2008). Investment in learning gain
may not seem so attractive to students who are mainly judged by formal
assessment outcomes. While the case studies all represent attempts to
shift the balance away from learning outcomes to celebrate learning
processes, the scope is somewhat limited by formal educational contexts.
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For example, Winstanley describes in her chapter how ipsative grades
were eventually discontinued because of an incompatibility with the
university’s assessment regulations.

Closely related to the tension between learning process and outcome is
the balance between long-term and short-term learning gain. Investing in
a long-term learning gain trajectory is difficult to achieve when the next
high stakes assessment is on the horizon and demands immediate atten-
tion. Although, not all learners are extrinsically motivated and many are
interested in longer term intrinsic goals, in a culture of performativity and
measurement and where learning contexts are juxtaposed with many
competing demands from employers, families etc., it will not be unex-
pected if ipsative processes are hidden or undervalued in a context of high
stakes credentials.

However, when tests and formal assessments are not the main moti-
vator, longer term views of learning gain may be easier to promote at
all levels of education. McIntyre (Chap. 5) illustrates how culturally
diverse school pupils were motivated by an emphasis on their personal
learning gain rather than competition with others using Feuerstein’s
Instrumental Enrichment Programme. The engineering undergraduates
in Tilley and Roach’s Chap. 7 were able to document development of
non-assessed group working skills more easily than their development
of formally assessed outputs. Those studying at doctoral level are highly
skilled and motivated by their research topic and Hughes, Neumann
and Hawkes in Chap. 6 explore how these students were easily per-
suaded to monitor their own progress over a year through reflections
on feedback.

Ipsative assessment, therefore, works well when it is somehow kept
apart from high stakes summative assessment. I have proposed a dual
system of assessment as a method for enabling assessment of externally
set outcomes and ipsative assessment to coexist, but in separate phases
(Hughes 2014). In the ipsative phase progress is recognised and
learners set their own goals. Maximising performance in the short-
term is not attractive or necessary and the focus is on longer term
learning plans. An example of this phase is when students undertake
self-defined project work or research over a set period of time.
Reliability of assessments in this phase is not essential and so peer
and self-assessment can be employed without too much controversy.
Tilley and Roach give an example of what can be achieved in group
work through a series of peer and self-assessed review meetings with a
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tutor, followed by an external teacher-marked assessment that brings
this work together in the second phase.

Nevertheless, at some point a reliable summative measurement will be
required in most academic programmes. In an externally assessed phase,
students will prepare for an assignment or examination with pre-arranged
criteria and standards and will be marked or graded for the work in the
usual way. The PhD submission of a thesis and viva would be an example
of this phase. The stakes are high and so reliability needs to be demon-
strated as far as possible through some form of moderation – in this case an
external examiner.

Is it possible for summative assessment also to be ipsative? Winstanley
gave an example of ipsative criteria included in high stakes assessment
alongside externally set criteria, but the weighting of the ipsative contri-
bution was low to minimise any concerns over equity or reliability. The
alternative is an ipsative only summative assessment and Gandhi in Chap.
11 presents us with a vision for replacing all competitive assessment by
ipsative assessment or ‘Compete with Yourself’ at primary school level
before the onset of public examinations.

OVERVIEW OF THE CASE STUDIES

The case studies in this book are varied and emerge from different levels of
education and disciplinary perspectives. What they all have in common is
that they are voluntary and practitioner-led and not directed by institu-
tional or state educational monitoring processes. To aid the reader in
appreciating the range of case studies, I have categorised each case study
in Table 1.1 according to the type of ipsative assessment:

• ipsative feedback on progress (from self, peers or teachers)
• self-recording of personal learning gain information
• teacher or peer recording of personal learning gain information.

I distinguish self and teacher/peer assessment of learning gain because
although many of the case studies cover both, there are several in which
one or other is the main feature. The table also indicates the level and
sector and level of study and the student background such as ethnicity or
nationality, if known.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter has explored the rationale for the collection and defined
the key terms. It has introduced an innovative collection that explores
a range of practitioner applications of ipsative feedback and/or mea-
surement of personal learning gain. All levels of education are repre-
sented in the case studies from many different countries and the case
studies are far from identical in style and methods. To help make sense
of this variety, the chapter has introduced four themes that build on
theory from the editor’s previous work: the benefits of ipsative feed-
back; the advantages of measuring learning gain; the challenges of
both these approaches and the integration of these innovations in
assessment into mainstream practice. These themes and an overview
of each case study should enable readers to select the most relevant
case studies to pursue. Some requirements for ipsative assessment are
already emerging and to be successful the assessment must be:

• recorded and visible to learners
• consistent in the comparisons made with earlier work
• successfully combined with conventional assessment.

The themes and these conclusions will be revisited in the final chapter.
But, before the case studies the next chapter teases out the relationship
between the concepts of ipsative assessment and personal learning gain in
more depth and in a broader educational context.
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CHAPTER 2

Exploring the Relationship Between
Ipsative Assessment and Institutional

Learning Gain

Gwyneth Hughes

OVERVIEW

This chapter explores in more detail how the concepts of ipsative assessment
and personal learning gain are related to macro-level learning gain measure-
ment, yet are largely absent from current educational discourse. While
learning gain has currency as part of institutional monitoring, evaluation
and ranking, the action of an individual learner in capitalising on information
about their learning gain – for example through an ipsative assessment – is
neither encouraged nor visible in competitive and selective assessment sys-
tems and schemes. As we have seen in the opening chapter, a fully ipsative
approach, which rewards progress or learning gain as much as achievement
for all levels and backgrounds of learners, would require considerable assess-
ment reform. However, that is not to say that there are not countless small
steps towards this vision being undertaken in educational institutions across
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the globe. This chapter provides a conceptual and wider contextual basis for
the book to support the professional evidence base for encouraging ipsative
assessment in schools, colleges and universities.

The first section examines why learning gain measurements for schools
and universities are collated and how these provide a more just and
equitable indication of teaching effectiveness than exit performance data
alone. The limitations of learning gain measurement at scale will then be
explored to include the difficulty of standardising tests and questions
about data reliability alongside consideration of the desirability and value
of national and global institutional performance rankings that can perpe-
tuate elitism. Other related concepts that will be briefly covered include
the discourse and practice of continuous improvement and use of learning
gain data for research in learning and teaching.

The second section of the chapter considers how not only similar but also
different concerns confront the assessor of individual students. Using ipsa-
tive marking or measurements has an equalitarian purpose to motivate all
learners, but that means it is problematic for credential-based systems of
selection because it gives those with more to gain rather than top perfor-
mers an advantage. Employers might also need convincing to accept ipsative
credentials. The challenges of comparing two or more assessments will
persist for learning gain at the individual level. Nevertheless, ipsative assess-
ment might encourage high achievers to raise their game further so that the
resistance from an educational elite can be tempered.

The range of purposes for gathering learning gain data will then be
mapped out for the different learning gain audiences along a micro-level
to macro-level continuum. The chapter ends with an explanation of why,
despite increasing recognition of learning gain as a concept, ipsative
assessment is underused and largely invisible.

EXPLORING THE DISCOURSES AND PRACTICES OF LARGE-SCALE
LEARNING GAIN MEASUREMENT

Exit performances of students are measured, averaged and widely used for
comparing teaching effectiveness in schools and colleges. The data can also
be used to produce rankings or comparative league tables of institutions
and made publically available. In the UK, performance assessment arising
from government-led inspections and end of course examinations is freely
available online and influences school popularity and status. Meanwhile,
international rankings of universities are gathered and published by a range
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of bodies such as QS World University Rankings and the Times Higher
Education World University Rankings, which are also made public.

However, institutions which are selective or which have a greater
proportional of academically and socially advantaged students will predic-
tably outperform those which are less advantaged. Use of learning gain or
value-added data may enable a more equitable comparison.

Advantage of Using Learning Gain Rather Than Exit Performances
for Institutional Evaluation and Ranking

A teacher with engaged and capable, independently working students is
likely to obtain good outcomes unless the teaching is extremely inap-
propriate. Meanwhile, dedicated teachers are unlikely to get all-round
excellent results with more challenging students who struggle to spend
time and effort on learning for whatever social and psychological reasons.
Learning is complex business that cannot readily be captured by outcomes
alone given that there are so many influences from students’ broader social
learning contexts: family, previous education, leisure pursuits etc.
(Bloomer and Hodkinson 2000). Exit performances do not necessarily
give a good picture of teaching effectiveness.

Whether competition is global or local, institutional rankings tend to
favour the elite. For example, the prominence of knowledge production
and research in higher education rankings means that research-intensive
institutions invariably sit at the top of the tables, although the growing
range of ranking categories, such as breaking down data into disciplines,
means that many institutions can strategically highlight areas in which they
do well (Marginson 2009). The value of these rankings has been widely
critiqued, yet rankings continue to be supported by those institutions
which top the charts and less prestigious institutions aspire to improve
their national and global ranking and reputation. University rankings are
often given high national priorities (Hazelkorn 2015).

However, lower performing institutions can demonstrate effectiveness
through the value that they add for students. Recording learning gain has an
advantage over using one-off exit performances for evaluation of teaching and
learning because measuring a growth in performance can make allowances for
teachers in schools which have high numbers of students who start from a
lower base (Liu 2011; Steedle 2012). The baseline can be factored in so that a
school or college with a low achieving intake could demonstrate a higher than
expected improvement – indicative of successful teaching –without necessarily
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producing high outcomes. Such ‘value-added’ is a type of learning gain
measurementmade when predicted outcomes based on the first measurement
are compared with actual outcomes. Improvements added by different teach-
ing methods or schools are then comparable – although only schools at the
extremes of high and low performance tend to show meaningful effects
(Goldstein et al. 2000).

Although learning gain and value-added have been mainly applied to
schools, the idea of measuring learning gain or learning growth as part of
quality monitoring is taking root in higher education. There has been grow-
ing interest by governments, educational leaders and educators in improving
student engagement with learning at their institutions and in methods of
benchmarking effective institutional teaching practice (Coates and
McCormick 2014). At present, indirect and questionable proxies are used
as measures of teaching quality such as staff – student ratios, contact hours,
completion rates or student evaluations of teaching, while learning gain
might provide a more direct and meaningful measure of teaching quality
(Higher Education Funding Council for England [HEFCE] 2015).
Nevertheless, the UK andmany other countries do not yet use measurement
of learning gain to compare different departments or institutions as part of an
accountability system. Perhaps research-led elite institutions oppose more
robust measurements of teaching quality which might shift rankings in
favour of ‘teaching’ institutions. Such resistance could be exacerbated by a
lack of standardisation of qualifications. In the UK, for example, there are
many ways of making decisions about boundaries between first-, second- or
third-class achievements, and so degree performances are difficult to com-
pare across the higher education sector,whereas at the secondary level, where
there are national examination systems, comparisons can be more robust.

Measuring Learning Gain in Higher Education – A Need
for Standardised Tests

Two systems from the United States that could be used to overcome the
lack of standardisation in higher education are the grade point average
(GPA) system and the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA).

A grade point average (GPA) system might provide more reliable
comparison of learning gain between institutions. GPA is exactly what it
sounds like – an average of all grades a student obtained on a programme
of study. GPA is the method of classification of degrees in the United
States and is widely recognised internationally and is being explored as an
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eventual replacement for the degree classification system in the UK
(Higher Education Academy 2015). However, a GPA is not equivalent
for different disciplines where different skills are being assessed and so
would not be a valid measure for comparing institutions with a range of
disciplines – this would require a generic standardised test.

There are standardised tests for undergraduates available which stu-
dents can sit on entry and on exit of their course so that their learning gain
can be measured. These tests are not discipline specific and instead mea-
sure a more general range of graduate attributes. Although exactly which
skills a graduate should have can be readily disputed, there is broad
agreement that all higher education aims to develop critical thinking as
well as communication skills (speaking, reading and writing). The CLA
was developed in the United States and differs from other general ability
tests like the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) as it measures broad disci-
pline-independent competencies such as critical thinking and problem
solving in real-world contexts.

What Learning Gain Data Can Potentially Reveal
about Student Learning

Use of learning gain data for quality assurance can backfire if there is the
possibility of revealing large-scale inadequacies in an educational system.
For example, Arum and Roksa (2011) analysed large amounts of data
from the CLA and, after making allowance for prior experience, used the
data to claim that the majority of US students do not show significant
learning gains in key graduate skills in the first two years of college, and are
unlikely to gain much in the following two years. Students are, they say,
‘academically adrift’:

Many students come to college not only poorly prepared by prior schooling
for highly demanding academic tasks that ideally lie in front of them, but –
more troubling still they enter college with attitudes, values, norms and
behaviours that are at odds with academic commitment. (p. 3)

After taking account of school and social backgrounds, Arum and Roksa
(2011) used learning gain CLA data to suggest that time spent on study,
for example, reading for more than 40 hours per week, predicts a high
learning gain especially while working alone. They argue that many stu-
dents are distracted by the social and networking aspects of college life,
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which may well have benefits and instil confidence, but which also take
away time from study. Even group work, which has become a popular way
of engaging learners in study, may give students social opportunities rather
than provide academically demanding work. Nevertheless, the significance
of these results may be overplayed. Being side-tracked from study is
nothing new; meeting friends and partners has long been an important
aspect of university life for full-time students; and balancing family and
work commitments has long posed challenges for part-time and profes-
sional learners.

Arum and Roska concede that there are wide variations in learning gain
even within institutions, demonstrating that the factors which enhance
learning are highly complex. They argue that because a minority of stu-
dents do develop the expected higher order skills this indicates that the
CLA provides some useful comparative measurement. But ‘before and
after’ standard tests have limitations: because of the many variables and
possible unknown factors, all learning gain and value-added measurements
are subject to unreliability.

Reliability and Validity of Learning Gain Measurements

Learning gain measurement for high stakes purposes such as evaluating
and comparing institutional performance needs sophisticated statistical
methods and models because there are many variables that might influence
the results. For example, the growth rate of those starting from a low base
is not necessarily equivalent to the growth rate of those starting from
higher up: it could be that starting low means that there is more to gain.
Alternatively, those who are already advantaged from the start may pro-
gress more than those who are disadvantaged. Previous teaching and
learning experience may influence measured learning growth as might
class size, the selectivity of the institution or the resources available to
learners. Although statistical methods can compensate to some extent for
these variables using covariate and multivariate statistical models
(Anderman et al. 2015; Liu 2011), the uncertainty over reliability suggests
that learning gain measurement should be used with caution as different
statistical methods of measuring learning gain can produce very different
results. To improve reliability, it is generally better to have many cycles of
gain rather than one wave. Combining statistical models with other qua-
litative methods such as self-assessment against planned learning out-
comes, standardised tests, skill audits, personal development portfolios,
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student evaluations and graduation or persistence rates also helps
(Anderman et al. 2015; McGrath et al. 2015; Steedle 2012).

Others question the validity of CLA measurements and other generic
systems and argue that the range of skills that are being tested is limited
and not necessarily helpful. Critics have argued that the CLA test is not
related enough to the specific knowledge taught in degree courses, is too
generic and in any case measures prior learning rather than learning gains
at university (Lodge and Bonsanquet 2014). The generic higher order
skills may be discipline dependent and so the CLA is not necessarily a good
proxy for overall learning. For example, those taking a philosophy course
might develop critical thinking more readily than applied sciences students
irrespective of teaching quality. As Hazelkorn (2015) has identified, there
is a trade-off between measuring what is easy and measuring what is
meaningful.

It could be that learning gain is more valuable as an aspirational rather
than a reliable measure of teaching quality. Such an aim to enhance or
improve performance is also captured in discourses of continuous
improvement and quality enhancement in which institutions self-monitor
their performance. There are some useful points to be made next by
locating learning gain within the concept of continuous improvement as
well as some more caveats.

Learning Gain as Continuous Improvement – Raising
the Bar Too Quickly?

Learning gain measurement is part of a wider discourse of continuous
improvement. Continuous improvement started in the 1930s and uses
data on outputs, originally mainly statistical, to identify how a system is
functioning and how the performance of the system can be improved
(Dew and Nearing 2004). Continuous improvement can apply to a
range of organisations from manufacturing to health and education. For
example in education, performances of departments from student evalua-
tions can be recorded over time with the aim of demonstrating year on
year improvement in performance. Such continuous quality improvement
or quality enhancement can take place at the micro-level as small changes,
or these changes can have a multiplication effect so that large-scale institu-
tional shifts occur.

One example of continuous improvement from a micro-level practi-
tioner perspective is action research. It consists of a cycle of planning for
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change, taking action, observation and reflection leading to another cycle
of improvement (McNiff and Whitehead 2006). Historically it has been
practitioners who led action research with a dual aim to improve practice
and contribute to knowledge (Norton 2008). Educational action research
is also manifest in terms and approaches such as ‘teacher-as-researcher’ and
‘reflective practitioner’ (Schön 1991).

However, we might argue that maintaining the status quo is enough of
an ambition for an educational organisation and that continuous improve-
ment whether through quality outcomes measures or action research may
be unachievable especially if external conditions are unfavourable. For
example, my institution has recently undergone a merger with a larger
university and a reversal or halt in continuous improvement trends is
expected during a period of instability. Inflexible continuous improvement
for teachers or even individual students could be equally problematic and
for me produces a certain amount of unease.

Learning and improvement for an individual seem on the surface to be
tautologous. If there is no improvement how has learning taken place?
Nevertheless, applying the concept of continuous improvement to an
individual may not always be desirable or possible. Always aiming for a
new personal best in a particular skill or learning outcome may be unrea-
listic and learning may sometimes be better viewed as keeping up a level of
achievement as circumstances shift or even deteriorate. For example, an
elderly person may experience reduced physical or mental capacity and
maintaining independence may require considerable effort and learning. A
student may encounter a limit to time and resources available for learning
as a consequence of illness or increased demands from the workplace or
family. For such a student, temporarily preserving the status quo may be a
challenging enough goal (Hughes 2014). But, it is implied in commonly
used terms such as ‘continuing professional development’ and ‘teaching
excellence’ that teachers should strive to develop their teaching through-
out their careers in response to external changes. For example, emergence
of new technologies alongside a continual pressure for greater efficiency
has fuelled the mantra ‘do more with less’. Continuous improvement as an
aspiration may motivate both staff and students, but at times simply
standing still may be enough, and institutional leaders need to apply
brakes to unrealistic upward trajectories of achievement.

Yet at the same time students or teachers who are underperforming for
whatever reason do need to be identified and supported. Thus, there is a
distinction between recording an absence of continuous improvement that
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is to be expected because of shifts in external circumstances, and recording
lack of improvement which is not expected and warrants intervention or
further action. Viewing learning gain as an aspiration for individual or
collective continuous improvement illustrates further that the interpreta-
tion of learning gain measurements is highly context dependent and this
point is well illustrated next by the use of learning gain data in pedagogic
research.

Educational Research and Learning Gain

A final and rather different use of learning gain data is for educational
research. Some educational practitioners and researchers use learning gain
measurements to compare the effectiveness of teaching methods. For
example, learning gain measurements in medical education in Australia
were used to compare a small group who completed a task together as a
unit and a group where the task was divided into sub-tasks with peer
teaching of each sub-task to the remainder of the group. Results indicated
that the latter produced a greater and more lasting learning gain (Kooloos
et al. 2011).

Another study in Hong Kong used self-reported learning gain measure-
ments to demonstrate that higher education students showed learning
gain not only in subject knowledge, cognitive and intellectual skills, but
also in personal, social and cultural matters (Tam 2004). Results indicated
that those who engaged most with peers and teachers demonstrated most
learning gain, which is not surprising for developing social and personal
skills. But, these findings do not complement those of Arum and Roksa
(2011) mentioned earlier who argued that social contact alone is not
sufficient for development of high-level intellectual skills and that inde-
pendent study and time spent on task are the key factors. However, given
that the contexts of these studies are different we might expect different
findings. There is also a question here about the reliability of self-
reporting.

Because pedagogic studies like this are often localised, small-scale and
highly context dependent, they may have a limited effect on enhancing
teaching and learning more generally. Furthermore, many busy teachers
may not have time to gather and scrutinise their own learning gain data
and adjust their teaching accordingly. Learners have even less access than
their teachers to quality personal learning gain data as part of assessment
processes as we shall see next.
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IPSATIVE ASSESSMENT AS PERSONAL LEARNING GAIN

So far the discussion has been mainly of learning gain measurements in the
hands of governments, accountability bodies and managers who monitor
school and university and teacher performances to identify underachieve-
ment so that it can be rectified, or to showcase and benchmark excellence.
While learning gain data may have some advantages over learning out-
come measurements in helping governments monitor education to assure
that it delivers value for money and is fit for purpose, there is no guarantee
that any data gathering exercise will improve teacher performance and/or
school effectiveness. Critics have questioned how far quality control over
education is desirable and empowering for teachers who are caught up in
the machinery of accountability and performativity which at times may
seem divorced from educational goals and the professionalism of teachers
(Ball 2013). But could learning gain be of more use at the individual level?

Learning Gain Monitoring for Teachers and Students:
From Large-Scale Data Sets to Personal Learning Gain

Measurement of learning gain for comparative and quality monitoring
purposes synthesises and averages out data from often very large numbers
of learners. Such methodologies using data analysed by statistical model-
ling are not accessible to learners and may not provide sufficient granular-
ity to help individual teachers or students. That the large-scale methods of
measuring learning gain do not usually provide personal data for learners
that can motivate and help them plan their learning is I suggest a missed
opportunity.

But, learning gain information does not have to be linked to the
management of education if teachers and students themselves can
identify what I term ‘personal learning gain’ through comparing indi-
vidual marks or achievement of learning outcomes over time as part of
an assessment process. There are other forms of qualitative personal
learning gain information such as ipsative feedback on progress for self-
improvement that individuals could also use. However, this kind of
grass roots personal learning gain or ipsative activity is not usually
recorded in educational reports or institutional data. We shall explore
later why personal learning gain is hidden. First, we need some discus-
sion about the acceptability of ipsative summative assessment using
personal learning gain information.
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Ipsative Marking – Is It Feasible?

Ipsative summative assessment occurs when a high stakes measurement of
personal learning gain is recorded. It is more controversial than measuring
learning outcomes and is at present unlikely to be used at any level of
education where the main purpose is to measure attainment for a qualifi-
cation. This is because professional and government agencies who manage
qualifications require standards and criteria that are absolute; in this way
assessment can be selective and competitive (Broadfoot 1996). If the
learner’s journey or progress were to be the basis of a qualification there
would likely be concern that those who progress from a lower base have
the advantage over high fliers because they have ‘more to prove’ and this
could upset selection based on the ideal of meritocracy. Professions such as
medicine also have non-negotiable requirements, for example, that patient
safety standards are met. In addition the problems of standardisation of
learning gain measurements identified earlier will apply to any assessments
made at two or more points in time.

Employers are also unlikely to be convinced that ipsative assessment will
help them identify suitable candidates for jobs and they tend to seek out
those who have already attained qualifications rather than those with learn-
ing potential. I have argued that this attitude perpetuates inequality because
the disadvantaged can rarely catch up even if they make huge strides in the
right direction. Giving at least some recognition for distance travelled could
go some way towards equitable forms of assessment and might provide
useful information for educators and employers alike. For example, profes-
sional knowledge needs to be regularly updated and what matters is an
employee’s ability and willingness to do this alongside realistic goal setting.

In the opening chapter I hinted that it might be possible to satisfy both
the personal learning and measurement goals of assessment. I have pre-
viously suggested that a dual system that combines an ipsative regime with
a standards and outcomes-based regime might be feasible (Hughes 2014).
This already happens when students undertake supervision such as for a
doctorate. Here there is a developmental phase where progress is mon-
itored and recorded that is separate from a final submission phase – the
viva voce – where a conventional summative grade or thesis pass is given.

From the above discussion we can see that there is a real possibility of
including assessment of an individual’s progress as part of an assessment
regime. Learning gain information at the personal level – both qualitative
and quantitative – could be made available to learners to form the basis of
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ipsative assessment and feedback. But such a view of learning gain has
different methods and audiences from learning gain conducted at scale
and a summary will be presented next.

Mapping the Relationship Between Ipsative Assessment
and Learning Gain Measurement

Table 2.1 summarises the different purposes of ipsative assessments and
learning gain measurements with examples, the different methodologies
and the different audiences.

EXPLAINING THE INVISIBILITY OF IPSATIVE ASSESSMENT

AND PERSONAL LEARNING GAIN

Table 2.1 might imply that all things are equal along the micro-level to
macro-level learning gain continuum, but that is far from the current reality.
There are a number of reasons why ipsative assessment is underused and
personal learning gain measurements are largely invisible to learners and

Table 2.1 The purposes of measuring or capturing learning gain

Personal learning gain ↔ Learning gain at scale

Ipsative
feedback
about progress
to enhance
learning

Ipsative
assessment as a
measure of
personal
learning gain

Learning gain
measurement used in
practitioner research or
for continuous
improvement

Measurement of
learning gain for
comparison or
benchmarking between
classes, cohorts,
programmes or
institutions

E.g. teacher,
peer or self-
assessment of
progress

E.g. individual
progress scores

E.g. comparing the
effectiveness of different
methods of group work

E.g. measures of school
or university
effectiveness

Qualitative Qualitative or
quantitative

Quantitative sometimes
combined with
qualitative data

Quantitative but could
be combined with
qualitative data

Student
audience

Student and
teacher
audiences

Researchers and teachers
as main audiences

Audience is educational
managers, policy makers
and accountability
monitors
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teachers alike with only a few exceptions. First, ipsative assessment based on
learning gain is not usually part of the formal assessment of students, although
there are some possible options. Second, although formative assessment is
widely practised, it tends to be carried out on a short-term basis and a longer
term ipsative approach is not easy to establish. Third, ipsative assessment may
be undertaken verbally in informal tutorial and classroom settings and is
therefore unrecorded. Invisibility means missed opportunities for assessors
and learners alike and it is worth exploring each of these points in a little
more detail.

Formal assessments and examinations usually measure achievement of
pre-defined criteria with standards judged using a marking scheme or
rubric. The assessment stands alone and is considered independently of
previous work and credit is not given for progress. Any deterioration in
standards is likewise not visible. As maximising the objectivity of marking
is the aim, information on the learner’s past history may be viewed as
creating preconceptions of learners and consequently a bias to the assess-
ment process. But in an attempt to minimise marking bias, the opportu-
nities are lost for using progress to motivate and assist planning, or for
using lack of progress as a warning.

One well-established exception to this is the recording progress in port-
folio assessments. In a portfolio, a learner collects evidence of their practice
and provides a narrative to demonstrate learning that has taken place.
Sometimes a learner may be asked to showcase their ‘best’ work such as in
creative disciplines while at other times a learner may be asked to capture a
developmental journey, for example, in teaching or other professional prac-
tice. There may be ipsative processes going on in portfolio construction, but
that does not necessarily mean that the overall assessment recognises process
and the final mark may only be for the quality of the content. In such cases,
ipsative assessment may be sidelined in comparison to criteria and standards-
based assessment and largely invisible unless there are clear assessment
criteria that refer to development work and a learner’s progress.

Second, we have already encountered the idea in the opening chapter
that developmental or formative assessment is potentially ipsative because
it helps learners establish goals and next steps based on current levels of
work. However, such goals are often short-term – addressing the next
piece of work – and thus do not address longer term goals or review the
distance travelled as part of a learning trajectory. Short-term goal setting
processes for monitoring achievement may stunt growth. For example,
learners may respond to feedback with an action plan for improvements or
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correct their errors, but be unaware of whether or not they have imple-
mented recommendations. Given that students have choice over when and
how to respond to feedback, it is difficult to isolate and measure student
responses to feedback (Price et al. 2010). Learners may repeat the same
errors or ignore the more challenging aspects of intended feedback, espe-
cially if this is peer feedback (Walker 2015). But over time, judgements of
progress in response to feedback, whether from self or others, could be
very helpful in revealing when feedback has had negligible impact and for
beginning to ask why.

Students need time and support to become self-regulating and learn how to
manage feedback (Nicol andMacfarlane–Dick 2006). Butwhile a longitudinal
or programme level approach to assessment could enable students to identify
repeated unhelpful behaviour, this is not easy with modularised curricula that
are not very coherent (Hughes et al. 2015). Without a visible and systematic
approach, formative assessment which is potentially developmental in the
longer termmay go unnoticed by students and teachers. Formative assessment
might, therefore, benefit from defining and establishing ipsative approaches to
tracking the longitudinal development – or personal learning gain – of learners
and we shall see some good examples later in the book.

A third reason for the invisibility of ipsative assessment is its association
with verbal feedback, perhaps used as a motivational device. Progress may
be discussed informally in the classroom or in a tutorial, but when such
feedback is spoken there is usually no permanent record and agreed learning
goals may be easily forgotten. Even when discussion of progress is captured
for a formal progress review, the outcome is likely to be very general – for
example, in the ipsative phase of doctoral supervision a tutorial or review
might record overall progress on a thesis as either satisfactory or unsatisfac-
tory. A more nuanced perspective in which personal learning gain can be
compared for a range of skills and attributes is then missed. This begs the
question of how the clarity and precision with which standards are articu-
lated in supposed ‘good assessment practice’ can be replicated for measure-
ment of personal learning gain. But for reliability to even be an issue,
ipsative assessment must first be given more status and recognition.

CONCLUSION AND SUMMARY

Learning gain defined is simply the difference between two (or possibly
more) measurements of achievement, and is usually collated for large
numbers of students; ipsative assessment occurs when a student’s present
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and past (and possibly future) performances are compared over time as a
personal learning gain. The chapter has briefly reviewed the burgeoning
use of learning gain data at the macro-level to monitor and compare
institutional and teacher performance and introduced some of the debates
that are relevant to the collection. Commentators on the use of large-scale
data sets for comparing institutional performances tend to view such data
gathering as valuable if only the data analysis quality could be improved.
Yet performance monitoring, however thorough, is not necessarily a desir-
able or helpful activity for teachers and learners.

This book is not directly concerned with the wider politics of educational
evaluation and government control; it explores instead examples of teachers
and students using ipsative assessment and personal learning gain informa-
tion voluntarily as part of their practice with educational and emancipatory
aims. But, despite the growing worldwide practice of measuring learning
gain or value-added for quality monitoring at scale, ipsative qualitative
judgement and measurement of personal learning gain are not routinely
used as part of the assessment strategy for individual students to guide and
assist their learning. If such practices exist then they lack visibility. Giving
weight to personal learning gain is very likely to be controversial because it
may mean unsettling the status of top performers – a theme that will reoccur
in this book.

To begin to rectify this situation, the collection offers case studies of
practice which explore the benefits and challenges of different methods of
ipsative assessment and individual learning gain measurement in a variety
of educational contexts.
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CHAPTER 3

Using Ipsative Assessment to Enhance
First-Year Undergraduate Self-Regulation
in Chinese College English Classrooms

Jiming Zhou and Jie Zhang

INTRODUCTION

Educational assessment is on the innovative agenda in many countries.
In China, the move towards formative assessment has been launched to
enhance English language education in universities. In the assessment
change discussed in this chapter, classroom assessment evaluating
higher level learning skills was embedded in an English curriculum in-
novation at several universities in Shanghai, China. Tutors were recom-
mended to implement peer assessment and give more learning-facilitating
feedback.

Assessment is arguably the most resistant aspect in educational change
(Gibbs 2006); changing assessment practices in the dominant testing
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culture is particularly difficult (Medland 2012). Among many factors in-
fluencing the effectiveness of assessment innovation, student self-regulation
is a crucial aspect. Assessment is likely to facilitate learning when students
understand the learning goal, compare their current work against this goal
and take action to improve (Sadler 1989). While learning goals are usually
set by change initiators or teachers, it is students themselves who take the
initiative in terms of whether they aspire to the learning goals and how to
work towards them (Brookhart 2012). Competition and misalignment
between different stakeholders’ perceptions can lead to ineffectiveness of
an educational change (Timperley and Parr 2005).

Hughes (2014) proposes an ipsative approach to assessment and feedback
which compares students’ current performance with their previous perfor-
mance. The idea that students learn at their own pace and do not need to be
compared with external criteria is theoretically appealing. The feasibility of
ipsative assessment, however, warrants further examination. Previous studies
indicate a collectivist feature in Chinese students’ learning goals: they work
hard not only to achieve their own goals but also to meet the external goals
set by the group to which they belong (Salili 1996). Littlewood (1999)makes
a distinction between two levels of self-regulation: proactive autonomy,
whereby learners establish a personal learning agenda, and reactive autonomy,
whereby students take action to attain external-set goals. Chinese learners are
perceived to demonstrate a tendency towards reactive autonomy.

On the other hand, epistemological beliefs aligned with ipsative assess-
ment can be found in some studies in Chinese contexts. One of the Chinese
national award-winning English tutors in Zhou and Deneen’s (2015) study
said that he helped students work out their own progress plans. This tutor
believed ‘student self-assessment should be combined with this progress
plan, rather than being used in isolation in some fragmented language ability
exercises’ (p. 8). In the curriculum innovation examined in this chapter, the
faculty leader believed that ‘the degree of student progress should also be
counted in their final grades’. These perceptions resonate with the principles
of ipsative assessment, although the interviewees were not aware of this term.
There were some tensions between tutors’ aspiration to evaluate students
based on their progress and students’ collectivist-oriented learning goals and
reactive self-regulation. The aims of this chapter are, therefore, to look for
evidence of ipsative assessment in English language classrooms, to explore in
what way ipsative assessment relates to student self-regulation and to criti-
cally discuss the benefits and challenges of its implementation in contexts
where exam-oriented education dominates.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Ipsative Assessment

Ipsative assessment shares some similarities with concepts like formative
assessment (Wiliam 2010), assessment for learning (Assessment Reform
Group 2002) and learning-oriented assessment (Carless 2007), that is, the
purpose of assessment is to enhance student progress, and students are
encouraged to self-assess their progress or lack of progress. Ipsative assess-
ment, however, differs from these forms of assessment in that students’
current performance is compared with a previous performance, rather than
with the required or desired standards (Hughes 2011). In other words,
self-referenced criteria differentiate ipsative assessment as a radical approach
to assessment. Hughes (2014) argues that self-referenced criteria direct
students’ attention to their own progress and the next move forward,
and that self-adjusted goals enhance students’ self-regulation.

While the feature of self-referenced criteria makes ipsative assessment
special and appealing, it impairs its feasibility in this era of accountability.
With competitive assessment and its effects lingering in the background
(Hughes 2014), ipsative assessment sounds more like a utopia. Hughes
(2014) provides two examples to illustrate how ipsative assessment can be
implemented in small steps within the established assessment regime.
First, in her study, written ipsative feedback was given to students in online
modules, and in a second example students’ progress was considered as
one criterion when final grades were given. The two examples suggest that
students are more motivated to take further action after their progress has
been confirmed. Challenges in implementing ipsative assessment include:
maintaining the coherence between different assessment tasks so that
students have opportunities to take action in response to ipsative feedback;
the online mode reduces opportunities for tutor – student dialogue over
feedback; and the extent to which criteria are allowed to be set as self-
referenced in an institution’s assessment policy.

Assessment and Student Self-Regulation

The current perspective of student self-regulation conceptualises it as a
dynamic and developmental process during which student identity unfolds
and emerges through classroom interactions (Kaplan and Flum 2009).
The present study adopts such a developmental conceptualisation and
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draws upon Zimmerman’s (2002) model of student self-regulation con-
sisting of three phases: forethought, performance, and self-reflection.

Zimmerman’s model is adopted mainly because its sub-processes relate
to the three fundamental dimensions of assessment: where the learners are,
where they need to go and how best to get there (Assessment Reform
Group 2002). In the forethought phase, students set goals and plan their
strategies. The mastery or performance orientation of learning goals affects
student motivation. Self-efficacy, that is, students’ personal beliefs about
their capability to reach their outcome expectations, is an important con-
struct in this phase. In the performance phase, students employ certain
strategies and observe their own performance. In the self-reflection phase,
students self-evaluate their performance, analyse the attributing factors in
their success or failure and take defensive or adaptive reactions. The three
phases in this model are not linear, rather, constructs in which different
phases interact with each other dynamically.

There are substantial connections between assessment activities and
student self-regulation, especially in terms of learners’ goal setting, strate-
gic planning and self-efficacy. With respect to learning goals, Sadler
(1989) points out that the external standard or reference level becomes
the learner’s goal only ‘when it is desired, aimed for, or aspired to’
(p. 129). A learner’s decision to ignore or reject an external goal may
undermine self-regulation. Students do not necessarily share with tutors
the same degree of commitment to external academic goals (Hattie and
Timperley 2007). Instead, their learning goals are to a large extent framed
by assessment (Gibbs 2006). The content, means, weight and feedback
of assessment influence student perceptions of what is important in the
discipline.

Assessment also affects student learning strategies. Gibbs (2006)
describes the phenomenon of ‘faking good’ in many universities: students
present themselves and their work for the purpose of maximising grades.
Such a performance-oriented learning goal tends to lead students to
employing a superficial approach (e.g. memorising) to learning (Gibbs
1992). Although research shows that memorisation can occur in conjunc-
tion with the intentions and practices of deep learning (Kember 2000),
the learning goal of applying knowledge in tertiary education requires
students to adopt other strategies.

Gan, Humphreys and Hamp-Lyons (2004) compare the learning atti-
tudes, strategies and motivation of nine successful and nine unsuccessful
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second-year EFL students in two Chinese universities. Unsuccessful
students demonstrated an incremental/quantitative approach, that is,
viewing English as a collection of linguistic bricks. In addition to the
strategy of learning English words by rote, successful learners reported a
greater variety of strategies, and they were able to sustain their work
towards a learning goal at their own pace. Classroom interaction was
found to stimulate progressive development among successful students,
but regressive coping efforts among unsuccessful students because the
latter believed their teachers’ feedback was not supportive. Hattie
and Timperley (2007) argue that teacher feedback targeting student self-
regulation helps students to self-evaluate, to analyse the attributions for
success or failure and to take next steps. Students are found to be more
open to small-scale assessment innovation if the rationale for change is
clear, and they can feel cognitive gains and affective satisfaction or motiva-
tion (Carless and Zhou 2015).

Self-Regulation of First-Year University Students

Existing literature has documented perceptual gaps between first-year
university students and their tutors with respect to expectations for aca-
demic study (Yorke 2005), assessment tasks (Williams 2005) and assess-
ment criteria (Nulty 2011). Perceptual gaps may result in students’ lack of
self-regulation and failure to assimilate themselves into the university
academic culture.

Such gaps partly derive from the unsophisticated reflective skills of first-
year students. Learners’ capacity for self-reflection and self-evaluation is
essential to their self-regulated learning, but first-year students are found
to demonstrate fewer well-developed skills than students in later university
years (Cassidy 2007; Van Hattum-Janssen and Lourenço 2006). It is
unfair, however, to interpret students’ lack of skills as a justification for
excluding them from relevant tasks (Nulty 2011; Williams 2005). Tutors
need to develop strategies to foster student self-regulation and nurture
students’ willingness to participate (Nicol 2009). Previous studies provide
evidence of the role of formative assessment tasks in clarifying expectations
and building up student self-confidence and self-control over learning
(Asghar 2010; Yorke 2005).

The transitional period of the first year of university is crucial and
difficult for Chinese learners, too. The high-stake university entrance
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examination functions as a watershed between school and university
education in the Chinese education system (Zhou and Deneen 2015).
Tutor and student perceptions of education compete with each other,
evolve during the change process and mutually shape the practices of
classroom assessment. How assessment fosters and sustains student regu-
lated-related beliefs and actions in this process warrants a better
understanding.

CONTEXT OF ASSESSMENT CHANGE

This chapter is part of a larger project that examined Chinese tutors’ and
students’ perceptions and practices of assessment in a college English
language curriculum change. The curriculum innovation was top-
down initiated by a municipal steering committee in Shanghai. A fra-
mework document was issued to guide the innovation implementation, but
individual institutions need to work out their own institutional changing
plans. The change initiators hoped that the aim of improving undergradu-
ates’ academic English language capacities would serve as a nucleus to
promote a more coherent connection between curriculum, instruction
and assessment.

In response to the change initiative, tutors organised an innovation
team to collectively plan classroom assessment and select reading materials.
Individual interviews with tutors indicated that before the current change,
explaining vocabulary and the text was a major component of classroom
English teaching. After the change was initiated, students were required to
read authentic English materials and search for relevant information before
class. In class, students first shared their synthesised information within
groups and then collaboratively discussed comprehensive questions given
by their tutors. The results of group discussion and synthesis were orally
presented to the whole class or written into reports. Tutors believed that
classroom assessment provided opportunities for developing and evaluating
higher level learning abilities, such as information-searching, synthesising,
applying and collaborating, and students needed to learn vocabulary by
themselves before class. This chapter reports findings related to the
information-rich case of a teacher given a pseudonym Mei. Mei was the
only tutor who had received systematic training in language assessment
research and extensive experience in test-development practices. The ipsative
assessment and feedback detected in her classes had practical and theoretical
implications.
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METHOD

Data Collection

This chapter draws upon four sets of data in the larger research project.
The first set of data related to students’ perceptions of the current assess-
ment change, their learning goals and their learning strategies. Six
groups of students (four to five students in each group) were interviewed
at two different times over one academic year. Each interview lasted
approximately one hour and was transcribed verbatim. The second data
set was composed of field notes and audio records of Mei’s English
classes. Four units of Mei’s English teaching (24 sessions with a total
length of 1080 minutes) were observed, audio-recorded and selectively
transcribed. To triangulate the interview and observation data, students
were invited to write learning journals reflecting on their learning experi-
ence at the end of the academic year. The fourth data set consisted of
Mei’s perceptions elicited from interviews and her own reflexive essay.
Mei was individually interviewed twice during the academic year. She
also provided her critique of the feasibility and challenges of ipsative
assessment in the process of writing this chapter.

Data Analysis

Content analysis procedures (Merriam 2009; Miles and Huberman 1994)
and constant comparative analysis (Strauss and Corbin 1990) were applied
to interview transcriptions. Along with intensive coding, students’ and
tutor’s perceptions were constantly compared in order to identify concep-
tual patterns and generate abstract categories. After several rounds of open
coding, the core categories that emerged from the open and axial coding
processes were: students’ ‘learning goals orientation’, ‘learning strategy’,
and ‘self-efficacy of evaluating abilities’. The relationship between codes
was further validated against the data.

With regards to classroom observation data, a selective transcription
strategy (Strauss and Corbin 1990) was adopted in this study. Classroom
extracts were selected because the classroom observation scheme and field
notes indicated that they could be put at different points along the formal-
informal classroom assessment spectrum (Rea-Dickins 2001). These class-
room assessment activities were assigned numerical identification codes;
teacher and student discourse was transcribed; and a database of classroom
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assessment was constructed. Involving the case teacher’s reflections helped
provide reflexivity in this study.

FINDINGS

Findings are organised around three major themes: student perceptions at
the starting point, Mei’s classroom assessment and feedback and student
perceptions in the second semester.

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS AT THE STARTING POINT

This section reports findings related to student self-regulation emerging
from the focus group interviews at the beginning of the innovation. These
findings constituted a baseline against which changes in student percep-
tions could be traced and links between student self-regulation and class-
room assessment could be established.

Nearly all the students agreed that if they could fulfil all the tasks as
required by the tutors, they would improve a lot. However, they men-
tioned ‘laziness’ and ‘lack of motivation’ as the reasons for their failure to
fulfil assessment tasks in and outside the English classroom. One student
elaborated:

In the changed assessment framework, we are not faced with high-stakes
exams, nor are we controlled by some regulations. We find our current
English proficiency is sufficient to do in-class discussion.

Underlying the reason of ‘laziness’ was students’ disagreement with tutors
on learning objectives. Two quotations illustrate students’ viewpoints:

What do we learn English for? Mainly for passing the CET tests. Do we need
to summarize the content and take notes when we answer the reading
comprehension items in these tests? Obviously not. That’s why I think
these skills are utterly useless.

Those skills and standards stressed by teachers are not congruent with the
standards of good English in my opinion. I think we learn English in order
to communicate with foreigners fluently.

Taking into account all the interview data collected at the first time point,
we concluded that the innovative classroom assessments were not in line
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with the external high-stakes test. For those students with performance-
oriented learning goals, assessment activities unaligned with test items
were ‘useless’. Second, there were perceptional gaps between tutors and
students with regard to the indicators of ‘good English’. One student
drew an analogy between evaluating advanced skills and building castles in
the air, and pointed out that he believed vocabulary was the foundation of
the castle. A large repertoire of vocabulary and fluent communication in
daily scenarios were two indicators mentioned most frequently by stu-
dents, in contrast to those generic skills valued by tutors, such as skills of
evaluating, reflecting, information searching and synthesising.

In line with the perceived importance of vocabulary, students men-
tioned that they were accustomed to English learning strategies such as
looking up the meanings of words in a dictionary, memorising word
meanings and doing grammar and word exercises. They also reported
their unwillingness to use learning strategies recommended by university
tutors, such as searching for information and synthesising it before class.
The following quotation is representative:

I miss the experience of doing English exercises in my secondary school. It
gave me a concrete feeling that I was learning English.

Peer assessment was implemented in order to develop students’ evaluative
ability. Students generally distrusted their own or their peers’ evaluating
competence and expressed doubts about the legitimacy of students being
assessors:

I don’t think I have the ability to stand on a higher platform and to evaluate
others.

Classmates’ English ability was roughly at the same level. We are not
in the stance to criticize others’ problems. However, teachers are differ-
ent. They have higher proficiency, and could kindly remind us of our
problems.

To sum up, there were perceptional gaps between tutors and students
regarding English language learning goals. Students’ learning strategies
were influenced by their understandings of good English language stan-
dards and their perceptions of learning English as accumulating vocabu-
lary. They harboured doubts over their personal competence and legitimacy
to conduct peer and self-assessment.
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CLASSROOM ASSESSMENT AND FEEDBACK

It’s not because students are lazy. It’s not knowing how to learn that leads to
student low engagement. (Mei)

Once they know how to do the task and how to do it well, they will be
more engaged. (Mei)

Tutor Mei believed that students’ low engagement resulted from their
insufficient knowledge about how to learn. She believed tutors should
create opportunities for students to attempt to learn on their own, and
give students targeted and timely feedback.

Although the basic content and forms of classroom assessment activities
were collectively designed by the innovation team, two patterns distin-
guished Mei’s assessment implementation from that of other tutors. The
first difference was that Mei designed several assessment tasks for students
to reflect on their former learning strategies, which were absent in other
tutors’ classrooms. Through these reflective activities, Mei had access to
students’ former learning conditions and, therefore, was able to deliver
ipsative feedback focusing on student progress. The second pattern was a
degree of internal consistency in Mei’s classroom assessment, and students
had the opportunities to act on tutor feedback in the assessment that
followed. Although Mei had not heard of the term ‘ipsative assessment’,
the two patterns suggested there was evidence of ipsative assessment in her
class. The following part gives two examples of how ipsative assessment
and feedback was used to enhance student learning and student self-
regulatory capacity.

Example 1: Changing Student Text-Reviewing Strategies

In the second week of the first semester, Mei asked students to discuss
within their groups (four to five students per group) how they reviewed
English texts outside class, and to reflect on the pros and cons of their
learning strategies (assessment Task 5). In her feedback, Mei confirmed
the effectiveness of the strategies mentioned by students (e.g. consulting a
dictionary and memorising word meanings) but said that these should be
combined with new strategies:

These traditional methods are helpful but not enough for college study. What
I recommend is you use the traditional way to memorize those words. Besides
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this, you need to paraphrase the long sentences in your own words . . . .You
also need to search on the internet for background knowledge . . . .I think you
should combine traditional learning strategies with these new ways.

The learning strategies recommended by Mei included learning vocabu-
lary before class and sharing vocabulary knowledge within groups in class;
searching for background knowledge related to the themes of the reading
materials; noting down keywords or drawing graphs of the essay struc-
tures; using one sentence to synthesise the main idea and so on. A variety
of classroom assessments were designed to evaluate the effectiveness of
student preparation. Mei explained in her feedback that she had noticed
students’ success or failure in making progress in changing their strategies.
For example, in assessment Task 6, a reading comprehension task, she
reminded students that they should search for information and collect
solid evidence for their in-class discussion. In assessment Task 13, she
confirmed students’ progress and suggested how they could improve:

As I looked around, I found most of you have done an after-class research
thoroughly. Very good research on the background information of this
article in The Economist. You should also synthesize these pieces of informa-
tion and figure out what factors lead to this company’s success.

In each unit, one group of students would orally present information
about the new English words on the podium. In the peer teaching session
in Unit 1, students picked out almost all the new words and quickly
briefed their peers on the Chinese meanings. Mei suggested that they
‘focus on fewer words but learn in depth’. Students used this feedback
in their peer teaching in Unit 5. Mei gave the following feedback:

I think this group has done very well by choosing appropriate words to
present. If I were them, I’d chose exactly the same words and expressions.
This group covered fewer words than the group in Unit 1, but they dee-
pened and widened their vocabulary learning by mentioning the derived
words and usage. There are lots of things you can learn from their group
presentation. When delivering the presentation, you should consider what
kind of explanation will help most of your peers to understand the words,
rather than reading what you have copied from dictionary. It would be
better if this group had compared the usage of some synonyms.
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Example 2: Developing Student Synthesising Ability
in Interlinked Assessment

This curriculum innovation aimed to develop students’ skills of higher
order thinking and their capacity to use English in an academic context.
Mei reflected that she ‘broke down the overall goals to smaller and
attainable objectives’. Take, for example, the capacity to synthesise infor-
mation. Mei highlighted the internal connection between the assessment
activities:

It is with a clear sense of the targeted abilities of each assessment task that
I was able to link different tasks that have seemingly different foci and
objectives. By referring back to the related tasks, which share a target ability,
I could reinforce the strategies and, at the same time, help students under-
stand the integrated nature of language use.

The internal linkage between some classroom assessment activities is illu-
strated in Fig. 3.1. In assessment Task 7, Mei gave students four versions
of a synthesis of an English article and asked them to decide within groups
the best version and give the reasons. The good attributes of a synthesised
version listed by students included: clear internal logic, a topic sentence at
the beginning, evidence to support the argument and a clear conclusion.
Mei summarised these features and related them to the students’ oral
presentation performance:

I observed that in the previous presentations, most of you just began your
presentation by reading your notes without a clear introduction and con-
clusion. The point is you should not only enumerate the main ideas, but also
present them logically in a coherent paragraph. This is what you need to
learn in your own writing and presentation.

The above advice given in assessment Task 7 was adopted by students in
their oral presentation in Task 10. The student group started their pre-
sentation with a clear introduction and ended it with a conclusion and Mei
praised them, saying that ‘by doing so, the audiences may feel it easier to
follow your presentation’. She further suggested students’ use of linking
expressions to connect their argument to the supporting examples.
Assessment Task 20 was a listening task. Mei led students in listening to
the beginning part and in guessing what content would follow. She
reinforced the benefits of beginning writing or oral products with a proper
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synthesis, and explained that the next step for students was to ‘use your
introduction better, so that your audiences will know what you will talk
about in the following speech’. Mei broke down the broader goal of
developing students’ synthesising skills into a series of small goals.
Students not only gradually developed synthesising skills but also built
up a self-belief in their evaluative ability and learned the discourse neces-
sary to comment on the learning products. In Task 21, Mei invited
students to give peer feedback on an oral presentation. The merits men-
tioned by student assessors included: the existence of an introduction and
a conclusion, and the use of transitive expressions to connect the argument
and the supporting details. The disadvantage mentioned by students was
that the introduction did not summarise the presentation topic very well.

Mei’s feedback, as shown in Fig. 3.1, could be considered ipsative in
that it confirmed students’ remedial action and suggested how they could
improve. Similar internal linkage between different assessment tasks was
not observed in the other tutors’ classrooms. Mei’s own reflection sug-
gested that in her 7 years’ study in the field of language testing, she had
developed an awareness of the need to build abilities to meet assessment
criteria over several assessments.

Student Perspectives Revisited

The same students were interviewed in focus groups in the middle of the
second semester and were invited to write reflexive essays about their
English learning experience over the whole academic year. Students’ learn-
ing goals had gradually changed, as illustrated in the following excerpts:

I feel ‘knowledge’ is not as important as it was for me in the first semester.
The confidence in communicating with others and expressing myself is more
important.

I think we are accepting the change from transmitting knowledge to
developing our learning strategies and academic skills.

Before entering university, we had learned English for nearly twelve
years. Most students’ passion for English has been extinguished in all
kinds of exams. Variations in assessment are likely to rekindle our passion
for English learning.

Students related their changes in learning strategies to classroom assess-
ment. With regard to their previous learning strategies, one student said:
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We know too well how to deal with the traditional way of assessment.Wewould
recite some words and paragraphs, and recited those ‘knowledge points’ before
the final exam. This preparation would normally reward us with high scores.

With reference to the current classroom assessment, students said that Mei
‘did not play her cards in the traditional way.’

You need to rely on your real English abilities, such as your daily accumula-
tion and your efforts in reading those extended reading materials. It’s not
very easy to get a high grade. We make more effort.

I learned a lot through preparing and discussing the reading materials
outside and in class. I really want to understand the essays, and I’m willing
to search for relevant information for our group discussion.

In Mei’s class, students were more willing to comment on their peers’
performance than in others. The following excerpt was selected from one
student’s comment on their peers’ oral presentation in Task 21:

I think their presentation is well-organized. First, they defined what
e-commerce is. Second, they explained the reasons for the quick development
of e-commerce in China. I think I learned a lot. I think the only weakness is
that the presenter is not passionate enough.

Several features of this feedback illustrate students’ improvement. First,
the feedback was referenced to the criteria which had been reflected on by
students in Task 7 and reinforced by teachers in Task 10 and Task 20 (see
Fig. 3.1). Second, although Mei said ‘again I give you the opportunity to
be the “good guy”. You only need to point out some good points’, this
student also mentioned a weakness. A greater degree of student engage-
ment in assessment activities and willingness to give critical feedback was
observed in this class compared to other classes that did not adopt this
pedagogy. Last but not least, the feedback itself was a coherent text,
conforming to the criteria agreed among tutor and students.

DISCUSSION

In the assessment change examined in this chapter, the case teacher, Mei,
engaged her students in self-reflection on their accustomed learning strate-
gies. She also gave feedback targeted at student progress and implemented
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interlinked assessment tasks for students to take action on feedback. The
following sections analyse why these strategies can be perceived as ipsative
assessment, trace how ipsative assessment enhances student self-regulation
and discuss the practical implications for its implementation.

Interpreting Mei’s Assessment from the Perspective of Ipsative Assessment

Mei’s assessment and feedback are different from the examples given by
Hughes (2014) in several ways. First, she was unaware of the term ipsative
assessment, whereas in Hughes’ study, tutors were trained to give ipsative
feedback, and students were asked to reflect on the criteria of personal
progress. Second, this case study examined the oral feedback delivered in
classroom settings, while written ipsative feedback in Hughes’ study was
delivered through an online module. Third, in the first example of this
chapter, Mei targeted students’ learning strategy rather than their perfor-
mance in specific assessment tasks.

We interpret the examples discussed in this chapter as ipsative assess-
ment spontaneously emerging from an assessment change. In the top-
down initiated assessment, the teaching and learning objectives were to
improve student academic English abilities. Mei realised the huge gap
between student learning conditions and the external goals and believed
that students’ lack of knowledge about how to achieve the goals dam-
pened their engagement. She, therefore, tried to translate the broad goals
into more concrete and achievable goals. The departing point was student
self-reflection (e.g. students reflecting on their text reviewing strategy in
Example 1) or the tutor’s observation of students’ previous performance
(e.g. Mei observing the lack of coherence in student presentation in
Example 2). The small steps forward taken by students were confirmed
by the tutor (e.g. Mei confirming students’ usage of a clear presentation
outline in Example 2). More importantly, how to progress further was
described very clearly (e.g. in Example 1, Mei suggesting that students
focus on fewer words but explain them in depth in the peer teaching of
vocabulary; and in Example 2, Mei suggesting that more linking expres-
sions and an informative introduction would make the presentation more
coherent). Face-to-face feedback increased the likelihood of dialogue
between tutor and students. However, the verbal ipsative feedback deliv-
ered in informal classroom settings might be difficult to record, and
consequently, it might be hard for students to keep track of their progress.
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Links Between Ipsative Assessment and Self-Regulation

The findings provided some evidence of students’ improved self-regulation
in terms of learning goals, strategies, and self-efficacy. How do these find-
ings inform us about the interplay between teacher classroom assessment
and student self-regulation? The emerging linking constructs included
‘motivation for change’, ‘strategies for change’, ‘abilities to change’ and
‘outcomes of change’.

Ipsative assessment fosters students’ intrinsic motivation for change.
Transitional difficulties observed among first-year undergraduates in pre-
vious studies (e.g. Yorke 2005) were also found from the first round of
focus group interviews in the present study. As Gibbs (2006) has argued, a
test informs students what to value. Students either described classroom
assessment inconsistent with external tests as ‘useless’ or believed that their
current English proficiency was ‘sufficient’ for the low-stakes classroom
assessment. Resonating with Sadler’s (1989) and Hattie and Timperley
(2007) aspiration to nurture student commitment to learning goals, self-
reflection activities were implemented in class. Reflection on the pros and
cons of the traditional English learning strategy allowed students to realise
the inadequacy of their English proficiency. The need to change was not
imposed on them by external requirements but was the intrinsic motiva-
tion emerging from a self-awareness process.

Ipsative feedback scaffolds students with the necessary strategies for
change. The Chinese undergraduates’ obsession with vocabulary learning
resonates with the findings of Gan et al. (2004) study in that students’
perceived learning English as building up a castle with word bricks, and
they subsequently selected memorising as the primary learning strategy. In
contrast to students’ attributing their lack of self-regulation to ‘laziness’,
Mei believed the real reason lay in the lack of knowledge about how to
change. Information about how to change was important, especially after
students realised that the tutor was ‘playing her cards in a different way’,
and that the traditional ‘faking good’ strategy did not work well. As the
findings suggested, Mei’s feedback boosted student confidence, directed
their efforts and attention to particular learning strategies and helped them
to analyse the reasons for success or failure.

Ipsative feedback confirmed student’s changes over time, and boosted their
self-efficacy in their learning abilities. Visible outcomes enabled students to
feel cognitive gains and emotional satisfaction (cf. Carless and Zhou 2015).
The unsuccessful Chinese undergraduates in Gan et al.’s study (2004)
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tended to adopt regressive coping efforts after they had received ‘unsup-
portive’ tutor feedback. The tutor’s confirmation of the learning progress is
valuable, especially for first-year undergraduates in a changing context. In
line with Hughes (2014), ipsative feedback in this chapter developed into
continued dialogues due to the internal connection between assessment
tasks. Students gradually acquired the confidence and discourse to evaluate
their peers’ work.

In summary, a socio-cognitive perspective is helpful in understanding
the interplay between ipsative assessment and learner self-regulation. The
self-regulatory processes discussed in Zimmerman’s research (2002) do
not take place in a social vacuum. As indicated in Salili’s (1996) and
Littlewood’s (1999) studies, Chinese university students’ learning goals
and strategies are hardly a purely personal agenda but are greatly shaped by
the broader educational contexts. When educational innovation is pro-
moted, and learning goals and strategies are expected to change, the self-
referenced criteria and feedback centralised in the notion of ipsative assess-
ment are able to bridge the gap between students’ current learning con-
dition and the expected outcomes.

Implementing Ipsative Assessment in China: Benefits and Challenges

The core concepts encapsulated in the framework of ipsative assessment
are to some extent familiar in the discourse of assessment for learning.
Setting individualised learning goals, confirming students’ progress and
delivering self-referenced feedback have been discussed in the worldwide
move towards using assessment to facilitate learning. Ipsative assessment
goes a step further by framing these concepts within a coherent theoretical
framework. This relatively radical approach is useful in raising tutors’ and
students’ awareness of the prioritised status of learner and learning. Such
an awareness is of great value in this era of accountability, when tutors are
expected to use assessment to meet multiple requirements. In this sense,
ipsative assessment is not only beneficial to student learning but also very
useful for tutors reflecting on their classroom assessment and for change
initiators planning the themes of professional development.

The findings described in this chapter are evidence that implementing
low-stakes ipsative assessment in Chinese classroom settings is feasible and
valuable. Through translating the broad and abstract curriculum goals
into concrete and individual-tailored goals, ipsative assessment is likely
to maintain a balance between meeting external requirements and catering
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for individuals’ current learning levels. In this study, Mei was found to
deliver ipsative feedback without her realisation. This fact has some prac-
tical implications for implementing assessment changes. As Allwright and
Bailey (1991) argue:

Classroom research is all about gaining a better understanding of what good
teachers (and learners) do instinctively as a matter of course so that ulti-
mately all can benefit. (pp. xv–xvi)

Other tutors without sufficient assessment literacy might feel it too chal-
lenging to set the self-referenced criteria and goals, and to deliver self-
referenced feedback to students. In disseminating and scaling up ipsative
assessment and feedback, it might be worthwhile recording the concrete
and smaller goals and criteria in a systematic way (e.g. using portfolio) so
that the majority of tutors can be equipped with the discourse of ipsative
assessment and use it flexibly.

However, there are perceptional and administrative barriers to imple-
menting high stakes summative ipsative assessment. In the Chinese context,
the results of summative assessment are often used to serve some non-
academic functions like selecting, competing or rewarding. The extent to
which self-referenced criteria could be incorporated is questionable. The
introduction of this chapter describes the faculty leader’s aim to take into
account student individual progress when giving their final grades. This
aspiration was not fulfilled in reality. Tutors were worried that the presence
of ‘self’ in summative assessment might be perceived as unfair by students
and university administrators. Exploration of this challenge is beyond the
scope of this chapter, but it would be a robust topic for future studies.
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CHAPTER 4

Supporting Student Learning with
Cumulative Coversheets

Carrie Winstanley

INTRODUCTION

Ipsative assessment is practised in this case study through cumulative
coversheets. These are used to track student progression; record dia-
logue with the tutor; track improvement and development over the
course of a module; and help students reflect on their responses to
tutor commentary. In this chapter, the use of cumulative coversheets is
discussed, explaining the ‘why, what and how’, and sharing the chal-
lenges, benefits and general outcomes of ipsative assessment used in
this manner.1

Cumulative coversheets using ipsative measures have been used on a
stand-alone module for more than a decade. They have gone through
various iterations, and a number of developments have arisen, including
dialogue via the cumulative coversheets; ipsative feedback on the cover-
sheets; verbal ipsative feedback in open tutorials; a change in the spread of
assessment across the module; and the deliberate adoption of a friendlier
and more personal style of interaction with students.
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These measures were introduced in order to help students become more
conscious of their progress and of how effectively they were understanding
and applying tutors’ suggestions for improvement. To an extent this aim was
realised successfully with many of the students. In some cases, students still
appreciated the support and even if they did not see immediate grade
improvements, they noted a change in how they made use of feedback across
their degree and reported a greater sense of understanding and appreciation
of tutor comments. A further unexpected outcome of the ipsative assessment
techniques was a shift in tone on themodule in general. As the conversations
with students deepened, a more frank and friendly style of communication
emerged which seemed to be an additional significant factor in helping the
students improve their work.

WHY USE IPSATIVE ASSESSMENT? MEETING STUDENTS’ NEEDS

The story in this chapter is of assessment undertaken with Year Two
undergraduates on an elective module, taught over one twelve-week
semester to one or two groups of twenty five students enrolled on a
three-year BA Education degree.2 It has been running for fifteen years
to date, with around 530 students having participated in total. The
module includes four off-campus visits to museums, galleries and places
of outdoor education, so students may critically review the learning
opportunities these offer through four short (1000 word) assessed written
papers. In some years the assessment has made use of ipsative measures in a
bid to improve student engagement and achievement. Ipsative assessment
has been combined with other criterion referenced summative assessment
in order to comply with university regulations around summative assess-
ment and feedback, so this can be defined as a ‘dual regime’ (Hughes
2011, p. 3).

In terms of their journey through a degree programme, second-year
undergraduates on three year programmes are often vulnerable, entering a
period known as ‘the second year slump’ (Thompson et al. 2013). The
honeymoon period of the first year is over and the final graduation
ceremony seems too far away to be realistic. This ‘slump’ is amplified for
students from complex backgrounds who may struggle to remain moti-
vated, and applies to the students in this case study who originate from a
range of diverse backgrounds. Most are female and many are mature
students with multiple caring responsibilities, which often impact nega-
tively on available time and ability to focus on studies. A large percentage
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of students are from minority ethnic backgrounds and most are first-
generation Higher Education students, many whose dominant lan-
guage is not English. A significant minority have additional learning
needs and whilst only some are part-time, many have employment to
manage alongside their university life. As widely acknowledged (Higher
Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) 2013; Tinto 1993),
these cohorts constitute students within the widening participation
agenda and such that they are at a higher risk of failing to complete
their degree. They tend to come to university with a reluctance to share
their concerns for fear of being judged by tutors and peers. Discussions
around such students and their needs have become increasingly nuanced
and recent studies have criticised the tendency to presume that all stu-
dents under the umbrella term of ‘non-traditional’ have similar concerns
(Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP) 2009, p. 20).
The term:

. . . inadequately describes the rich diversity of students that we teach.
Furthermore, teaching based on this deficit view of students tends to
overlook the different knowledge, skills and experiences that students
now bring. (TLRP 2009, p. 20)

As a Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) report
recognises, fostering engagement is vital for retention and success and ‘the
prime location for nurturing participation and a sense of belonging is the
academic domain’ (Higher Education Funding Council for England
(HEFCE) 2013, p. 57). It is therefore the responsibility of the tutor to
adjust assessment and teaching to cater to their students. In this case
study, the use of both cumulative coversheets and ipsative assessment
was not sudden; it came about via a few different attempts to address
various problems on taught modules that are relatively common with the
cohorts described. These concerns were addressed as follows:

1. Engagement and attendance – having cumulative components that
build upon one another helped students appreciate the coherence of
the module, seeing how reading, assessment and experiences
connect.

2. Reading feedback – when students know they will get credit and/or
comments for responding to suggested changes highlighted in their
feedback, they aremore likely to read and engage with tutor comments.
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3. Understanding feedback and deciphering what is said – this is done
by setting direct goals for improving writing, and reinforced via face-
to-face tutorials with the tutor.3

As well as the cumulative approach, ipsative elements in the assessment
process are helpful, since they help maintain motivation and engagement
through recognising individual positive qualities in the student’s work and
building on these for general improvement. A wide range of factors
influence learning and academic engagement, including ‘race, gender
and class’ as well as ‘differences in age, family background and situation,
prior education, work and life experiences’ (TLRP 2009). The ipsative
approach helpfully presupposes that students already have something
worthwhile as a starting point, as well as a genuine capacity to improve
and to hone their skills and ideas.4 The use of cumulative coversheets aims
to help students and tutors to maintain and record a dialogue about these
developments and also to encourage reflection.

WHAT WAS DONE USING CUMULATIVE COVERSHEETS AND WHY?
In the module, four papers are submitted, and each one is assessed with:

1. a numerical grade
2. written marks on the text
3. an overall comment on the coversheet

Each submission is graded to ensure that all students submit something,
but the first component is lightly weighted at only five or ten per cent of
the final mark and treated as a trial paper to help students find their feet on
the module. When submitting the next paper – on a related, but different
theme – students are invited to respond to the written comments for the
previous paper, logging the aspects they have specifically worked on
perfecting. Feedback on this second, subsequent paper consists of com-
ments on this new work, but also includes remarks about the improve-
ments. Comments are made about the extent to which the improvements
the students claim to have made are actually evident in this new submis-
sion. Some years, they also received a numerical grade for this ipsative
element. This ipsative grading and the ipsative comments are discussed in
more detail below, but they need to be understood in the context of other
more general supportive and constructive explanatory feedback.
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Additional General Group Feedback for Information

After the first submission, in addition to the personalised comments on the
coversheets, generic feedback is provided to the entire group via an oral
presentation from the tutor accompanied by a written sheet with all the
relevant information listed, such as examples of common grammatical
errors and reminders about accurate referencing. This also includes short
sample passages demonstrating the difference between descriptive and
analytical writing, to show students how to be more critical, for example.
This supplementary feedback supports the more bespoke comments and
frees the tutor and student from only focusing on the more generic
elements, allowing instead a more directed approach where individualised
increments of progress are more easily managed.

Tutorials and Feedback to Improve Assessment Literacy

Following the presentation of generic information to the group, individual
feedback on this first submission is provided face-to-face with the tutor and an
Academic Learning Advisor (support tutor) also present, providing useful
groundwork for any subsequent support meetings.5 In this discussion, the
written ipsative aspects are used to help the student identify goals for improve-
ment and the tutors use the discussion to evaluate how well the students
understand feedback and how ‘usable’ they are finding the written comments.
This helps prepare the students to make the most of future written feedback.

Through talking with the students, a series of questions was used to
establish their levels of understanding and confidence and since these were
posed to all in an open environment, students were able to see that many peers
faced the same concerns and they felt less isolated. Comments and responses
can then be tailored to each individual, making each person more likely to
engage with future written comments. The questions asked were as follows:

1. How do you think you did on this paper?
2. With which parts of your work were you happiest?
3. Which comments on the text make the most sense to you?
4. Have you had these kinds of comments on previous work? What

have you done to address them?
5. Which comments don’t really make sense, or are surprising to you?
6. Let’s look at the first section – see what is said here . . . how could

you avoid getting that comment on your next paper?
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Following this detailed discussion, the students were able to identify
concrete areas for improvement. They started to develop the short-
hand habit of asking themselves to reflect by considering: ‘What was
good, tricky and useful about x or y today?’ These strategies were
introduced once it became clear through the ipsative assessment that
students were not always acting on the written feedback, even when
such information was very detailed. Having had a face-to-face meeting,
subsequent written communication seems easier. Student comments
include:

I felt better about emailing and asking questions after we had the talk.
I wasn’t so embarrassed at asking things – it was like a conversation on

the coversheet so I looked forward to the comments and not just getting the
grade.

I have kept my coversheet as a record of how I have improved. It’s got
your comments and mine like sort of messages back and forth and I prefer
that to an online trail; it’s got more personality and meaning.

Through the dialogue, students are developing ‘assessment literacy’
(Hughes 2011, p. 136) making use of feedback ‘ . . . in different ways includ-
ing enhancing motivation, enhancing learning, encouraging reflection and
clarifying their progress’ (Crisp 2007, p. 573). This dialogic approach is the
key. ‘While the quality of the comments is important, the quality of the
students’ interaction with those comments is equally, and perhaps more,
important’ (Nicol 2010, p. 503).6 Similarly, Higgins et al. observe that ‘for
formative assessment to work in practice, feedback must ‘connect’ with
students’ (2002, p. 54) and this is easier to achieve if the students have
opportunities to discuss the feedback with tutors and peers.

Tutor comments on work are only helpful if they are understood by the
students. Students can be unfamiliar with the ‘disciplinary discourse’ on
their programme.

Every act of assessment gives a message to students about what they should
be learning and how they should go about it. Assessment messages are
coded, not easily understood and are often read differently and with differ-
ent emphases by staff and by students. (Boud 1995, p. 39)

It has long been known that if the comments are too deeply coded they
cannot be deciphered (Sadler 1989, p. 121) and students ‘may fail to
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understand the taken-for-granted academic discourses which underpin
assessment criteria and the language of feedback’ (Higgins et al. 2002,
p. 56). For example:

. . . feedback comments may be ambiguous (e.g. ‘poor effort, could do bet-
ter’), too general or vague (e.g. ‘you’ve got the important stuff’), too abstract
(e.g. ‘this essay is not sufficiently analytical’), too cryptic (e.g. ‘why?’). (Nicol
2010, p. 507)

Markers need to be aware of students misinterpreting academic discourse
(Weaver 2006) and Chanock has also focused on this problem, clearly
demonstrating the disparity between tutor meaning and student under-
standing (2000). Furthermore, as Walker identifies, feedback is only
useful if it helps students to address the disparity between what they
are presenting and what they could be achieving if they were to improve
their work:

It can be argued that, to be usable by the student, a tutor’s comment must
do more than simply point a gap out; it must be designed to help the student
to reduce or close the gap. (Walker 2009, p. 3)

On the module discussed in this chapter, because the students were being
graded and evaluated on their efforts to incorporate developmental feed-
back into their subsequent papers, they were more determined (and
perhaps courageous) when it came to finding out precisely what the
tutor meant by any particular comment. Together with the open tutorial
session, an atmosphere developed in which asking for clarification and
detail was expected and encouraged. This helped to break down the
(vestigial) habit of normative assessment, in which students compare
themselves with one another, rather than focusing on their own improve-
ments. Tutors, of course, make use of different types of comments, with
varied purposes, not all directly usable to make improvements, but perhaps
to serve as praise or positive reinforcement (see Brown and Glover 2006,
for an interesting inventory of comments). Walker identifies the most
readily usable category as concerning:

. . . skills development – that is, comments about the structure of the answer
(whether text, diagram or mathematical argument), about whether the
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question has been properly addressed, about the student’s communication
skills, etc. (Walker 2009, p. 76)

Tutor comments need to be carefully explained however or they can
become a kind of checklist used for a kind of cosmetic redrafting that
can be done relatively simply without taking the developments fully on
board. To avoid such an instrumental approach on this module, students
were required to apply the comments to subsequent papers and not
allowed the option of resubmitting existing work. The focus was firmly
on applying what is learnt to a new paper, rather than revising an existing
one. This worked well for this module and is consistent with constructivist
learning, encouraging deep rather than surface or strategic learning
(Marton and Säljö 1976; Biggs 1993; Lublin 2003). It is important that
the application of change and improvement is done in a thoughtful
manner and this can be encouraged through:

. . . comments which include an element of explanation of why the student’s
answer is incorrect, incomplete or inappropriate and of why what the tutor is
suggesting is more acceptable. This is bringing a constructivist perspective
to bear on commenting. (Walker 2009, p. 68)

Ipsative feedback practice using coversheets and tutorials allows tutors to
see the extent to which students are understanding and applying the
feedback and helps teachers in getting to know their students. This
encourages tutors to reflect more fully on the quality of their feedback
and to understand better the impact of their approach to assessment and
make improvements.

IPSATIVE FEEDBACK ON CUMULATIVE COVERSHEETS

Cumulative coversheets with ipsative elements can be presented in various
ways, but always require students to ‘review the developmental aspects of
past feedback and state how they [had] addressed each of the points raised
in the current piece of work’ (Hughes et al. 2014, p. 37). The focus on
this module has been mostly on qualitative commentary since grading for
improvement has not been able to sit easily with university regulations and
has had to be abandoned for now.

The coversheets in this module were divided into different-sized sec-
tions to allow dialogue on each submission, incorporating space for both
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tutor and student comments to be recorded. The first and final assess-
ments had the most space for commentary. As the module progressed,
comments and grades for each submission were written in turn by the
tutor and student. The sheet, therefore, serves as a record of student
progress and development, as they also note how they have responded
to the tutor suggestions for improvement. Generally, the first comment
links directly to the published module criteria. Subsequent submissions are
then marked in relation both to these criteria, with the addition of one
more requirement – to demonstrate explicitly where the previous feedback
has been acted upon. The dialogue tends to focus around the first three
submissions with a view to improving writing style and content. The
comments for the final paper are usually more summative, except for the
years when there has been a grade for the ipsative elements. Here follow
some illustrative examples of dialogues from the coversheets:

Tutor [Paper 1]: Try and back up your personal view of the museum with a
theorist who has said something similar. Student [Paper 2]: I have used
Hein to back up my view that the ‘fire’ exhibit encourages discovery
learning.

Tutor [Paper 1]: Analyse, don’t just describe – why is it effective? (Don’t
just describe what you see) Student [Paper 2]: I explained why the gallery is
good for creative writing (the way the pictures are hung not like you would
expect). Tutor [Paper 2]: Ok – can you find a quotation to support the point
you are making? Try the Falk article. Student [Paper 3]: This time I backed
up the view and remembered to explain why and not just describe. Tutor
[Paper 3]: Great! Can you do these things again for the final paper?

Students are required to craft their own essay titles and even with a great deal
of support, this task often proves very challenging. Feedback on student
work has therefore been focused on refining the task itself, as well as the
content, style and tone of the critical review. On progressing from first-year
modules, students tend to be adept at responding to tutor-led assessment,
but less well-equipped to delineate the parameters of their own work by
framing their own enquiries. Such a skill is essential in shaping more sub-
stantial research questions, such as those they needed for final-year disserta-
tions, for example. It is a worthwhile exercise to spend time and effort on
thinking about writing clear, answerable questions and so the ipsative assess-
ment has sometimes included feedback on the development of the titles as
well as the content.
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IPSATIVE GRADING

As Hughes et al point out, ‘ipsative feedback is less controversial than
ipsative grading’ (Hughes et al. 2014, p. 24) and Orr declares that
‘ipsative assessment is deemed unacceptable in the academy because its
focus on individual student learning journeys challenges the concept of
national standards’ (2007, p. 653). On this module, students were gen-
erally less keen on numerical grades for ipsative aspects of their work than
on the qualitative comments.

During the life of the module, when ipsative grading was used, criteria
were published for how effectively the student had applied the recommenda-
tions for ameliorating their writing. Scores were given on a scale of zero to
five from ‘no discernible improvements’, through ‘some clear improvements’
up to ‘significant improvements demonstrated’. In some instances, this was
relatively simple to assess, such as suggestions to ‘include more references to
literature from peer-reviewed journals’ or ‘make better use of paragraphs;
one clear point discussed fully in each’. However, looser comments such as
‘adopting a more scholarly tone’ were trickier to evaluate ‘cleanly’.

The percentage of the final grade for each component and for the
ipsative element has changed over the years. This is in response to various
factors including: programme regulations; requirements to align practice
with other programme tutors; the adoption of electronic submissions with
pre-designed formats; and also due to students with specific additional
needs. At its height, the ipsative grading element was worth twenty per
cent of the final mark, but this has dropped to zero in the last two years
due to university requirements to streamline assessment styles and reduce
the number of components on grade sheets. Ipsative assessment is now
used for formative feedback and feed forward.

In some years the ipsative grade was a percentage added to the submis-
sion grades in the final total and in other instances points were added to
each submission grade depending on the ipsative score for each paper.
One year, students were invited to resubmit the paper that had the lowest
grade together with a reflective summary of how they had enhanced their
original. Unfortunately, these methods have proved unwieldy when pitted
against university procedures, and difficult to harmonise with some rather
rigid quality assurance measures. It is hoped to reintroduce a weighting for
the ipsative element at some point, but even if this cannot be achieved, the
impact of the process has been helpful in making feedback more mean-
ingful to students.
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EVALUATING THE PROCESS: BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES

OF CUMULATIVE COVERSHEETS

Better Assessment Experiences All Round

Student grades and satisfaction with module both improved following the
changes in assessment. With the most recent modules (for the last four
years), the only fail grades have been from non-submission; all students who
engaged with the process of reflecting on their progress have passed the
module, even those who failed the first essay (worth only five of ten per cent
of the final mark). Following the first and second submissions, students
were more likely to attend sessions with Academic Learning Advisors as they
had specific questions to ask and particular targets to attain. Students who
reported long essays as an overwhelming experience appreciated having the
shorter papers with more focused feedback, stating that this made things
more manageable because they had directed advice on what to improve.

The structure of the cumulative worksheet also made the discussion
with tutors simple to manage. It was possible to have a key meeting after
the submission of the first component and then follow this up with very
brief meetings as the course progressed, since the main work had already
been undertaken.

Focused Individual Comments

Personalised ipsative feedback was seen as a benefit by all students who
expressed an opinion. Students are provided with a series of subheadings
for writing the first few papers, in order to help them focus on content
rather than structure. The headings also guide students to separate analysis
from description and facts from personal experience, which is commonly
difficult for students, yet important (as highlighted by Chanock 2000).
Comments can, therefore, be very tightly directed, which is appropriate
for this cohort. For example, students may be good at presenting facts and
information but less good at tying the theory in with their observations, or
using references to support an argument. Concentrating on this, with
constructive and direct feedback can helpfully direct a student’s attention,
making change more manageable.

Other students struggle with presenting information concisely for exam-
ple, and the ipsative comments in this instance might be targeted at help-
ing them write succinctly and clearly within the word limit. The comments
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could also encourage the use of appendices, or recommend specific texts.
Grammar and spelling are highlighted but remain the focus of the group
generic feedback and were less used for the individual ipsative grades to
avoid the feedback being used merely as a kind of checklist.

A Concern: Students Failing to Progress

The main limitation surfaced with students who did not improve grades or
those who were unable to usefully address the concerns raised. In some
instances, the areas they aimed to improve were too nebulous or too
ambitious and became impossible to fulfil. Help with identifying clear,
realistic enhancements was appreciated in these cases. In some instances,
they felt demoralised by the sheer number of comments and by the
amount of work they felt was needed.

Spreading the Workload

By breaking assessment into smaller components, each with dedicated feed-
back, students were able to see that the tutor was responding to their needs
for spreading out their workload and making coursework as manageable as
possible. Students had been complaining of bunching of assessments at key
points in the academic year, saying that they would prefer to complete
several lower stakes pieces of work as they went along, rather than one
high-stakes essay at the end of a module. Students tended to undertake the
substantial writing of their longer pieces of work in the vacation period at a
time when fewer academics were readily available to discuss work. Spreading
the work through the module and focusing on steady improvement illu-
strated to the students that the tutor was genuinely interested in helping
them progress, further enhancing the experience of the module.

For tutors, marking as the module progressed had some implications
around time management and could prove complex and feel rushed, but
there was also the benefit of a smaller pile of papers at the end of the
module and improved quality and more focused comments.

A Less Equivocal Result: Perceived Inequity of Ipsative
Comments and Grades

Overall, students generally responded well to the grades used for the
ipsative element of the assessment process as it helped them chart progress:
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It’s been a real help – I can see my work improving and it’s not just on this
module.7

I still really want to know my grade but I can also see that the comments
can be helpful too; I actually read them more carefully now.

It’s a bit like when people actually learn your names; with this grade for
improvement it feels like my effort has been noticed and that makes it more
worthwhile. It’s like someone has actually noticed me.

Ipsative assessment seems to encourage students to aim for deep learning,
be intrinsically motivated and focus less on the extrinsic reward, taking
pride in their learning and not focusing on the grade alone (Higgins et al.
2002). The conversational style of this also helps develop formative assess-
ment as something done for and with students, rather than something
‘done to’ students (Brown and Knight 1994, p. 38).

Some students, however, found the process unfair. Previous researchers
have found that students are disappointed when they have made enhance-
ments to their work, but their overall grade is still lower than they hoped
(Hughes et al. 2014), which tends to be a problem with a dual system.
This was not a major concern on this module because ipsative grading has
been eroded over the years. More of an issue was that some students felt
they were required to make more complex improvements than their peers;
they perceived the personalised nature of the comments as unfairly
weighted in favour of students with weaker work in the first instance:

Grades for improving isn’t really fair on those who are already doing quite
well. What would happen if I made some deliberate silly mistakes like
messing up a few references and then I get marked down like three per
cent for the mistake and then get five per cent more for correcting it – do
you get me?

Yeah, the better your work, the more sort of fluffy the comments are:
‘write more fluently’ or ‘be more scholarly’. I mean, how do I know if I have
got it right?

Some people just have to like, correct their grammar or something
simple, and then they get a better grade. I had to include more references
which is a much harder thing to do.

Whilst ipsative assessment must also be about comparison with one’s
previous performance, it can also include maintaining standards that are
already high. To the students above it was possible to reassure them that
they are graded on their own learning gain. Ipsative assessment can ensure
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that present performance is compared to past performance, but sometimes
‘simply maintaining some levels of activity is a goal worth having’ (Brown
and Knight 1994, p. 19).

Students also worried about improving one aspect of their writing and
then failing to maintain a different aspect that might suffer if they shifted
their attention. Ultimately as a tutor, one is aiming to inculcate effective
self-regulated learning (Bjork et al. 2013) and so students need to learn to
manage multiple aspects simultaneously. Focusing on each element
through directed ipsative assessment can help in this regard. With the
feedback sheets, a focus on issues beyond the mechanics of writing men-
tioned earlier was partly in response to this and the more basic issues of
English were relegated to the generic feedback sheet.

A Challenge for Tutors

The responsibility for usable ipsative feedback lies with the tutor, who
must make each word really count. As Crisp points out:

For academics, a less comfortable option than blaming students for their
apparent ignoring of feedback is to critically reflect on their own practices.
Providing information prior to an assignment regarding the criteria for
assessment, followed up by written feedback on completed assignments,
frequently represents a series of unilateral pronouncements by assessors
rather than a dialogue with students. (Crisp 2007, p. 578)

Taking extra care to make comments usable has implications for tutor
workload. Over time, the cumulative coversheets seem to ‘pay off’ as later
comments are brief and easy to target, but the initial investment in written
and oral comments can be exhausting.

I appreciate that the face-to-face sessions are helpful, but they are physically and
emotionally draining. After that class I need a lie down in a darkened room!’

The more I use the cumulative coversheets the less inclined I am to use
the phrase bank on the electronic system as it seems impoverished. Marking
takes longer though; it’s not sustainable.

The class sizes in this case study are relatively small, fifty students max-
imum in some years and so the methods were (mostly) manageable. How
scalable such approaches might be is not immediately apparent, but with a
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restructuring of module delivery, perhaps including peer support and
paired work, it could be feasible to preserve the most useful features for
a larger group as recommended by Nicol (2010). Training and support for
those wanting to try a more ipsative approach will also be time-consuming
initially but could pay off in the longer term. Tutors have limited hours
allocated for each module and finding sufficient time to concentrate fully
on new initiatives is a challenge, so the benefits need to be highlighted to
encourage people to engage with the methods.

Increasing Emphasis on Adopting a Positive Tone

Through this experience of adjusting the assessment, it was noted that
adopting a compassionate tone in general helped to assure a more positive
experience for students. Research has demonstrated that the manner in
which the assessment task is expressed also has an impact on how students
approach the course from the outset (Harnish and Bridges 2011; Harnish
et al. 2011). In producing the module materials, care was taken to use
supportive language that assures students that they will progress if they
participate fully with an emphasis on helping them to reach their own
(progressively complex) targets.

For example, in the course materials the assessment was described as
follows (abridged):

These first three papers are an exciting challenge in which you are invited to
choose your own focus to match your personal interests. You will be
provided with a useful structure to guide you – follow it closely. For the
fourth and final submission, you can choose from a range of set titles and
within those, you can pick a specific focal point that capitalises on reading
you have already completed for the earlier papers (a bargain!).

We’ll discuss the assessment tasks in each session and you are encouraged
to ask questions about what you are working on as we go along. You will
receive a variety of written, audio and face-to-face feedback on each sub-
mission as you progress along the module in order for you to improve your
work as you go along.

In earlier iterations module instructions words and phrases were less
friendly and more formal, using phrases such as ‘the course requirement
is . . . ’ and ‘you will need to . . . .’ Following focus groups and evalua-
tions, adjustments were made. Students noted that there was a mismatch
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between the tone of the formally written module guide and the teaching
sessions, evaluated as ‘friendly’. Being approachable ‘on paper’ as well as
‘in the real’ has been shown to be positively correlated with higher levels
of engagement as explored by Harnish and Bridges (2011, p. 322). They
identify characteristics such as ‘using positive or friendly language’; ‘using
humour’; and ‘conveying compassion’ as helpful tactics (op cit: 321) and
suggest:

Indeed, care should be taken in developing the syllabus with particular
attention to its tone, because impressions are made that may facilitate faculty
engagement with students. Such impressions, in turn, may set the stage for a
more rewarding educational experience for those on both sides of the
lectern. (Harnish and Bridges 2011, p. 328)

It is not only the syllabus but also the written feedback itself where tone
should be carefully considered (Crisp 2007). This is even more important
as the nature of higher education shifts to include larger classes and more
blended learning methods.

The workload of tutors is growing alongside an expansion in the number of
students. At the same time, the use of distance learning and new technolo-
gies is becoming more extensive. As a result, face-to-face student–tutor
contact time is diminishing, leading to a greater reliance on written corre-
spondence (whether paper-based or electronic). (Higgins et al. 2002, p. 54)

Nicol addresses both staff workload and feedback language practically
through the use of peer review in order to facilitate ‘moving away from a
model based on teacher delivery of feedback to one based on the co-
construction of feedback’ (Nicol 2010, p. 515).8

CONCLUSION

Ipsative assessment has helped focus the attention of both students and
tutors on ways of making clear and specific improvements to submitted
work and the quality of feedback respectively. It afforded students deep
learning about the subject matter and about their own learning, studying
and understanding. Cumulative coversheets have provided a structure for
recording and developing students’metacognition and self-regulation and
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documenting their progress. Students self-reported positive impact on
tutorials and evaluated the module very highly.

Whilst it required adjustments to working practices and an investment
of time and effort in feedback and building relationships, this was put to
good effect. The experience of using ipsative assessment had an additional
benefit of reminding tutors that getting to know individual learners and
responding to their needs pays off handsomely in terms of student engage-
ment and commitment. ‘Ipsative marking emphasizes the lecturers’ invol-
vement with, and commitment to, the students’ development over time’
(Orr 2007, p. 653). Finally, in this case study, the adoption of a friendlier
and more personal tone over the years seems to have gone hand in hand
with better student achievement and resulted in a good atmosphere in
class with high levels of participation and engagement.

NOTES

1. Qualitative data in the chapter are drawn from formal university-administered
student evaluations and informal, in-class mid-module evaluations. Extracts
from seven different focus groups are also included, from discussions held
over the life of the module for various formal and informal purposes
including: module review; on-going reflective evaluation of teaching methods
and curriculum content; trips to museums and galleries; and efficacy of the
assessment-feedback loop.

2. The module content and assessment has adapted and changed over time but
has always included reviews of the places visited, plus a more general paper
about broader issues in museum and gallery education. More typically,
assessment for Year Two modules consists of one long essay (4000 words)
and so the short-paper format offers variety. Writing multiple short papers
brings with it possible benefits as well as potential additional challenges such
as developing the flexibility to cope with different assessment styles.

3. An Academic Learning Advisor (ALA) helped to deliver the feedback where
possible. This served to maximise the students’ understanding of the feed-
back since having two experienced staff members present allows for more
than one explanation of the points being raised. Through extensive one-to-
one work with students the ALA has practical strategies to suggest and
useful metaphors and analogies to help explain how to make improvements,
study more ‘smartly’, write more clearly, manage time more efficiently and
answer the question more fully, yet succinctly, etc.

4. Ipsative assessment chimes with the work of Dweck around the value of
cultivating flexible mindsets (Dweck 2012).
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5. For the last three years, the face-to-face meetings have also been digitally
recorded and emailed to the students following feedback from students that
they do not always remember everything that has been said. This has been
described as ‘the most useful type of feedback that I can replay when it suits me
and when I need a blast of motivation’.

6. For more detail on this, see Nicol who explores this in depth, citing Laurillard’s
work on dialogue and the ‘goal-action-feedback cycle’ (2010, p. 503).

7. Being able to transfer what has been understood to other modules is helpful.
This can be evaluated through synoptic assessment which enables students
to show their ability to integrate their learning and apply it across their
programme (QAA 2006, Section 7). For ipsative assessment to be fully of
value, it would be worth seeing how well the improvements transfer across
all spheres of study.

8. Some peer review has been used on the module, with varying degrees of
success, but the material does not lend itself to this style of working as much
as other modules. See Nicol (2010) for some useful discussions of pros and
cons of peer review particularly in large group teaching.
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CHAPTER 5

Raising Self-Efficacy Through Ipsative
Assessment and Feuerstein’s Instrumental

Enrichment Programme

Kit McIntyre

INTRODUCTION AND RATIONALE FOR THE ROYAL

OAK PROJECT

Throughout my teaching career I have always been aware of the effects of
standardised tests on the self-efficacy of my students. There were always
winners or losers in the standardised methods of assessment. The extra-
ordinary and diverse abilities of my students were often hidden in an
assessment system that had quite specific criteria and a timed gateway.
Searching for more effective methods of assessment, I first encountered
the concept of Ipsative Assessment in Gwyneth Hughes’ 2014 publication
‘Ipsative Assessment: Motivation through Marking Progress’ and developed
a new mindset.

Ipsative assessment is the measurement of an individual’s own pro-
gress against his or her personal best. It fosters a ‘strengths-based’
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perspective when defining the learning ability of the individual. Ipsative
assessment was selected as the best assessment approach for the Royal
Oak Project in New Zealand (NZ) because it measured present perfor-
mance against prior performance for the student. This form of assess-
ment is not concerned with the student’s assessment related to his or
her peers. I was particularly drawn to the potential for developing a
strong self-belief in the students by using ipsative assessment. Albert
Bandura, Department of Psychology, Stanford University, has defined
self-efficacy as a motivational force. He has found that the more capable
people believe themselves to be the higher the goals they set for
themselves (Bandura 1991).

At the same time I also encountered the theories of Professor
Reuven Feuerstein and began to question how the assessment prac-
tices in my classroom should alter. I know that one of the greatest
challenges in teaching is the need to recognise the learning barriers
our students face if we are to assist progress. This challenge can be
even more difficult when assessment is only focused on correct and
speedy answers. The learning struggle is necessary for progress and can
be seen in the differing cultural perspectives of the East and West.
James Stigler, Professor of Psychology at the University of California,
Los Angeles, describes the learning struggle as a predictable part of
the learning process. This struggle is often viewed by the West as the
indicator of a low intelligence whereas in the East the struggle can be
perceived as an opportunity to show your prowess in emotional resolve
and persistence.

Ahead of his own time, Feuerstein also described this struggle in the
1950s. He viewed the struggle as the most important part of learning
because it involved the student’s journey of metacognition and his or her
perception of success. When self-efficacy is not in place the motivation to
learn is missing, students will often withdraw from tasks, avoiding chal-
lenges and group participation. A fixed mindset of what they can and
cannot do is very entrenched.

These influences led me to the research project at Royal Oak Intermediate
School. The overall goal of the project was to develop students who could
problem solve before acting and could analyse their tasks and stimuli con-
fidently. This chapter explores the results, the methods and learning journey
of the students through their tasks and through their self-assessments and
written reflections.
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THE PARTICIPANTS OF THE ROYAL OAK PROJECT

The class consisted of academically able students from diverse cultures
ranging from Samoan, Tongan, Fijian and Cook Island Maori to a min-
ority group of three Asian and two Russian students. The setting for the
project was a classroom in a centrally urban area of Auckland. With the
support of the School’s Board, Senior Management Team, parents and the
students themselves, we embarked on a three month learning journey
together. The project was designed to determine if:

1. Explicit teaching of Metacognition through Feuerstein’s Mediated
Learning Experience (MLE) would increase the academic perfor-
mance and strategies of the students.

2. Self-efficacy could be enhanced through ipsative assessment.
3. Feuerstein’s Instrumental Enrichment (FIE) would transcend cul-

tural barriers to positively impact the academic learning of the
Pasifika students in the class.

Feuerstein’s Instrumental Enrichment programme provides fourteen instru-
ments; four of these were selected for this project. They were Organisation
of Dots, Comparisons, Orientation in Space and Analytic Perception. They
provided the students the opportunity to develop self-efficacy, achieve the
internalisation of a sophisticated vocabulary and to develop metacognitive
awareness.

In this project the students were clear from the outset that they
were measuring their own performance and that no one was judging
their level of competence. Instead they were encouraged to self-assess
their on-going metacognition and measure their increasing confidence in
the tasks set. Throughout the three months of the project the students
were never given teacher feedback regarding their individual perfor-
mance, the focus was on developing their self-assessment skills.
Interestingly, although the students were only 11–12 years of age, their
written reflections provided articulate and insightful comments regarding
their own progress and that of their peers. As the project progressed
the students corrected errors in their own thinking, either by hearing the
concepts explained in another way, experiencing accuracy when working
on the instruments, or watching peers explain and demonstrate their
alternative strategies at the whiteboard.
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BACKGROUND TO THE THEORY AND THE TOOLS USED

IN THE PROJECT

To best understand the purpose of the project it is necessary here to
present some background regarding the inspiration for it, the legacy and
theories of Reuven Feuerstein.

Reuven Feuerstein was a Cognitive Psychologist, Nobel Prize Nominee,
genius, and for the many children he encountered in his life a beneficent
‘Pied Piper’. Undeniably a humanitarian, Feuerstein transformed lives. He
believed in the achievement of Special Needs children, even when no one
else thought their progress was possible. Feuerstein was mentored by Jean
Piaget at the University of Geneva. He would later part from Piaget’s work
and develop his own theories in the 1950s. Feuerstein’s altruism was evident
when he first encountered the surviving child victims of the Holocaust.
These traumatised children were suffering from unimaginable human loss.
He was faced with the question: ‘How could they now learn and reintegrate
into a meaningful life?’

It was very obvious that conventional forms of assessment would not be
effective in determining the learning level or emotional needs of these
displaced and damaged children. He could see that the traditional meth-
ods of assessment were inadequate indicators for the learning propensity
and Intelligence Quotient (IQ) of these children. At this time ‘Static
Testing’, which is testing with no intervention from the assessor and a
focus on standardised results, was the predominant practice.

In response Feuerstein began to formulate his theory and design a
method of assessment which was culturally universal. The Holocaust chil-
dren had received no mediation of their own culture. The natural transfer-
ence of family culture from parent to child had been disrupted and as a
result their history and family values were now disjointed. Feuerstein knew
cultural development can be interrupted or worse not transmitted due to
many causes such as poverty, social discrimination and the bias of the
dominant educational system. He believed that there was a collision of
past, present and future when the parent was not the one to initiate their
child into the structure of society. He knew assessment would be more
successful if the content was not linked to a specific culture or linguistic
system. A focus for the Royal Oak Project was to explore the ‘handing
down’ of culture, or loss of it, with this predominantly Pasifika group.

This class were of particular interest because they were high achieving,
motivated Pasifika students, defying a stereotype. Pasifika students are
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classified as those who have moved to New Zealand (NZ) from Polynesia
or identify with a Pacific Island heritage. Statistics record that Pasifika
students have been under-performing in the NZ education system
(Ministry of Education, NZ (a)).

The students in the Royal Oak Project were clearly able to articulate
their progress and identify their learning. It is generally acknowledged
that there is a bias in NZ’s assessment systems favouring English as the
first language and the promotion of a culture historically connected to
Britain. Throughout this project, however, the Pasifika students in the
class were highly engaged and reflective in the course. This group were
already a high achieving cohort of students so their progress was to be
expected.

Further time and focus would be needed to ascertain the breadth of
impact that Feuerstein’s Instrumental Enrichment training could have on
long-term academic and cultural goals for this group. I could not gather
meaningful evidence in the cultural ‘handing down’ of cultural practice in
this project due to the short timeframe.

I knew from previous experience that Pasifika students are very aware of
the needs of the community over self and that this would probably
manifest itself in the classroom. In Polynesian culture status has a high
priority. For Pasifika students, interrupting an adult or elder when speak-
ing is highly disrespectful. Rules around showing humility in the
Polynesian and Maori culture can be enigmatic and misunderstood in
the classroom. This misunderstanding can alter a teacher’s perception.
For example, the lack of shared oral participation in the classroom can
be misinterpreted as disinterest. In general the girls’ lack of responses in
class discussions was apparent, but their written reflections revealed that
they were actually fully engaged in their learning. I came to understand
that for most of the girls their cultural heritage was manifesting itself in
their respectful silence. It is not unusual for Pasifika students to sit silently
and listen in class.

Aware of the importance of heritage, Feuerstein believed in adding
value to the existing cultural context and not erasing it. I believed that
plural identity could possibly cause disequilibrium for the Pasifika students
in the group and made reference to Polynesian history whenever possible.
As a result the class studied the wayfaring skills and ancient knowledge of
the Polynesian Navigators, highly acclaimed for their skills. They ‘bridged’
their new knowledge to ancient Polynesian themes. This included specific
knowledge such as the use of Mattangs, which are ancient Polynesian
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structures for measuring wave movement around an island, how constella-
tions were used as markers in open ocean and the use of compass notches
on a canoe. A new pride in the knowledge once held by their ancestors was
referred to by some of the students in their summative appraisals.

THE USE OF FEUERSTEIN’S TOOLS AND THEORIES IN THE PROJECT

To remove the cultural bias in assessment, Feuerstein devised a set of tools
that provided a platform for teachers to use (Feuerstein et al. 1980). The
tools increase in complexity with carefully gradated levels of challenge, this
set of instruments was collectively called Feuerstein’s Instrumental
Enrichment (FIE). Alongside these teaching tools he also developed a
method of interactive and mediated learning called the Mediated Learning
Experience (MLE). Both tools MLE and FIE were always delivered with
the transference of the new knowledge to the curriculum in class. An
example of transferring prior knowledge and making a comparison is
recorded here by James, an 11-year-old Chinese boy:

I learnt that the 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13 . . . sequence is called the Fibonacci
sequence. I notice it is also like the Pascal Triangle.

Another crucial aspect of the project was the decision not to provide
individual feedback or critique in the project, instead mediator assessments
were class wide and were used to inform the next steps only. This allowed
the students an opportunity to focus on their own progress and develop
their confidence at their own pace. Self-efficacy increased with the success-
ful completion of each task for the students, evident in their excited
responses and requests for more tasks.

MEDIATED LEARNING EXPERIENCE

MLE is an interactive experience for both the Mediator (teacher) and the
student. Feuerstein refers to mediation as an intervention that allows the
student to access and engage with external stimuli. In this method the
Mediator enters into a learning and assessment process with the student
that can best be described as a dance.

During the mediation process, the Mediator and student are altered by
each other. The Mediator joins into the process of learning and makes
simultaneous assessments by inviting the student to explore the environment
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with prompting, guiding and questioning. The student is asked to do an
analysis of the situation and the stimuli using inductive and deductive reason-
ing and by seeking the logical evidence in his or her responses.

The Principles of MLE

Feuerstein’s theories in mediation also include a focus on targeting our
Cognitive Functions in three phases, Input (Data gathering), Elaboration
(i.e. mental manipulation of the data) and Output (communication of the
final product to others). The Royal Oak Intermediate Project focused on
how these three phases in the learning process could be enhanced. It quickly
emerged that the key mediation foci for this particular class would be
around impulsivity, precision and articulation at the output level.

The project had at its core Feuerstein’s three principles of mediation:

1. Intentionality and reciprocity: This refers to the intent of the med-
iator and the receptiveness of the student to the mediated stimuli. As
time passed the students began to enjoy the tasks for their intrinsic
challenges.

2. Meaning: This refers to mediating the significance and meaning of
the stimuli for the student. It was necessary to give the students the
terminology first and then connect that terminology to the concept
through a matching task. The tasks in the Instruments lead to the
conversations that become the most exciting part of the mediation.

3. Transcendence: This refers to the transference of a concept to a new
context. The ability of the students to transfer their knowledge to
another principle or concept was evident in the majority of their
written reflections.

Key mediation goals for developing the student’s self-assessment skills were
focused on the reinforcement of flexibility in thinking, the ability to recog-
nise and change strategies that don’t work, and behavioural self-regulation.
The students would voluntarily choose to work in silence during the
individual thinking tasks; they concentrated intensely without prompting.
After the tasks they were encouraged to discuss and compare discoveries
with their peers. They developed the need to give logical evidence in their
descriptions and in their answers, reasoning became an important factor in
their ability to successfully communicate with each other.
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The Need for Labelling

The explicit use of sophisticated vocabulary to inform new concepts was an
important part of the dialogic teaching process of the project. As they
gained the vocabulary it was easier for the students to assess their own
errors and their own progress. It became very apparent that the focus on
the ‘labelling’ of the terms was crucial. Terminology was taught quite
explicitly at that start of every session. One or two words were introduced
daily and reinforced until the students grasped their meanings. The
words were written on the whiteboard, discussed and explained, students
would then do a correlating page in their Instrument followed by a
debrief session. In time we had gathered a large enough repertoire in
Feuerstein’s language to effectively converse together.

Our minds generate understanding based on the level of abstraction in
words. The need for ‘labelling’ concepts and terminology in the mediation
process was brought home to me when strolling one day hand in hand
with my grandson Lucas on a local beach. I had asked him to tell me what
colour the shells were on a beach, he immediately looked down and said
‘white.’

I asked him to look again and we crouched down to pick some up. ‘Oh!’
he exclaimed excitedly, ‘They are orange, black and green too.’

Feuerstein referred to this as Spontaneous Comparative Behaviour. He
believed that the development of thinking skills in children was greatly
enhanced by teaching the skills of comparison.

Later I discussed this incident with a Master Trainer from the
Feuerstein Institute, Keith Prowell. He asked me if I had told Lucas at
the time that we were ‘differentiating’.

I replied: ‘But he’s only three, surely that word is too complex for him to
learn?’

Keith’s reply became an embedded focus in my future teaching. He
asked ‘Did your grandson have the concept of the comparison?’ I replied he
had. His response was: ‘Then why did you withhold the label that would
enhance his understanding?’

I reflected that I had often over-simplified many concepts for students
assuming that was the best approach. With further training in Feuerstein’s
theories I discovered the importance of labelling. I came to realise that
without labels the brain cannot use or manipulate the concepts at a higher
level. I no longer withhold the abstract labels, instead I mediate their
meaning.
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During the project the students became particularly aware of the
abstract quality of words and this was evident in Diana’s reflection.
Diana, a 12-year-old Cook Island Maori girl, understood and demon-
strated that the meaning of words can be misinterpreted by an individual
due to their own level of perception; she became mindful of this whenever
she was communicating with others:

Today I learnt that people can have many images in the mind when a
simple word is written. Although some ideas were similar no one’s image
was the same.

IPSATIVE ASSESSMENT

In keeping with the philosophy of ipsative assessment I removed all aspects
of peer competition from the project. The students measured their pro-
gress from task to task against their own increasing awareness and new
knowledge. Competition as a motivator was simply not needed in this
context, the intrinsic desire to achieve created by the Instruments was
enough. The desire to improve in tasks, and thus to feel an increasing
sense of competence, was motivational in itself.

In the past I have seen the way competitive learning has the poten-
tial to undermine the efforts of the less confident students, they would
inevitably lose heart and withdraw interest. They tended not to try
again. The continual bombardment of failure in academic results is
demoralising. When students are measured against peers it can also
have a life-long and crippling impact. It is not that unusual to hear
an intelligent and creative adult declare that they are no good at maths
regardless of the fact they inevitably employ some form of mathematics
on a daily basis and have not experienced mathematics lessons in
decades.

Although I acknowledge the value of competition when a student can
productively pace themselves against a peer, I found that even the students
who saw themselves as the most able had never learned how to fail. This
impeded their ability to recognise the value in analysing their mistakes and
developing perseverance. Seeking the praise of their teacher was overly
important so even impartial critiques were crushing. In my experience
well-meaning parental expectations could also hinder the student’s pro-
gress. Competitiveness in the classroom resulted in a ‘fear of failure’
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mentality and a lack of risk taking by many students. Hughes (2014)
reminds us that competitive assessment has a price to pay when many
learners are not personally and academically fulfilled.

During the project the students were not aware of their peers’ levels of
achievement because any individual results were issued privately. This
approach allowed them to gauge their own development in tasks and to
undertake the Ravens (1936) and e-asTTle Reading Test without perfor-
mance anxiety. The lack of a competitive focus provided the students with
a far greater opportunity to work collaboratively, sharing ideas and strate-
gies for mutual benefit.

DATA GATHERING ACTIVITIES DURING THE PROJECT

During the total period of three months, the students received three 45
minute sessions per week. Assessment data was gathered through the
following:

1. Written student reflections and appraisals. Students recorded their
feelings of competency and reflected on major learning for 5–10
minutes after each session. Mid-way through the course the students
were asked to appraise their satisfaction with the programme and
then mark that on a continuum line. They consistently rated them-
selves between 80 % and 100 % satisfied in their responses.

2. The Ravens IQ Test

This IQ test was selected due to its figural, rather than verbal, content.
Accepting ‘the limitations of psychometric testing’ as outlined by Caroline
Gipps (1994), the Ravens Test was selected specifically to assess if FIE
mediation could impact student performance and was not implemented to
achieve a standardised score. No assistance was provided during the test-
ing, the students worked silently for approximately 30 minutes.

The Ravens Test was administered again eight weeks later after brief
exposure to Feuerstein’s extension work (Variations 2). These results
displayed an increase in performance for 75 % of the students. The results
showed an overall 10.6 % increase in the scores of the class as a whole over
a 3-month period.

3. E-asTTle Reading Test. The students received Feuerstein lessons in
lieu of two thirds of their reading sessions for eight weeks. E-asTTle
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Reading tests (Ministry of Education, NZ (b)), administered in
many NZ schools, were used as pre and post-test and administered
by the school. The results showed significant changes in approach
and despite the short time frame an increase in 1–2 sublevels was
noted for 67 % of the students tested.

4. A standardised FIE task to determine speed and accuracy. The stu-
dents were given Page 7 of the ‘Organisation of Dots’ Instrument as a
timed pre – and post-test. The tasks in the Organisation of Dots
requires the students to identify and outline within an amorphous
cloud of dots, a series of overlapping geometric shapes such as squares,
triangles, diamonds and stars (Feuerstein, Falik & Rand 2006, p. 215)

5. Anecdotal information regarding student participation. Impartial
observers were requested to view the class in action and record
empirical data. Observers remarked on the engagement and the
sophistication of the language used by the students.

6. Mediator reflections were gathered in the form of a daily journal and
lesson planning.

WHAT THE STUDENTS REPORTED

Recognising Progress Through Comparisons

The students were clear that they were measuring their own performance
and their written reflections were astute. For example Helen, a Chinese
girl aged 12 years, describes how willing she was to take risks:

Today I was very impulsive because I was nervous and wanted to get a head
start. I managed to finish page 7. I realised that it was a lot easier than the
first time I did it. I stuck with my plan and it worked throughout the whole
page.

I was exceptionally proud of our class test results as we made huge
improvement. I can’t wait to try a new instrument next week. When I
took the first glance at the C-10 question I was clueless. In the end it was
a hard choice between 2 answers. Luckily I had a strong confident friend
who persuaded me with her logical evidence, and I agreed with it a hundred
per cent. We looked at how to compare and contrast. I was a bit afraid to put
my hand up, because I have to be really precise. Hopefully I’ll be able to take
risks more often.
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Helen realised that sometimes it can be a challenging choice when there
are two answers closely aligned and she needed to compare and differenti-
ate between her choices carefully. She will be able to recognise this again
in another context if her self-efficacy remains intact. She was open to the
persuasion of a peer based on his logic. She showed that she was percep-
tually aware of others. Her written reflection allowed me to view rich
information about the way she processed external information.
Knowledge of MLE enabled me to assess the clues in her responses.

The students were not only self-reflective, but peer mediation also
became a natural and productive aspect of learning for these students.
Group work changed from the issuing of traditional roles such as leader,
scribe, organiser, etc. to an arena where the group actively listened to the
person with the ‘best’ logical evidence.

Slowing Down and Attention to Detail

Planning, finding reference points, the use of comparison and defining a
problem were all thinking processes explicitly taught in the FIE pro-
gramme. Lessons were based on ‘bridging’ specific concepts to new con-
texts. In Feuerstein’s Instrumental Enrichment Programme the levels of
abstraction, complexity and novelty in tasks are planned for. It became
apparent there was a need for these students to slow down and search
systematically for reference points. They needed to determine the ‘novelty’
by scanning the differences and similarities to previous work or pages and
then analyse exactly what the task was asking of them. For example Rose, a
European girl aged 11 years, consistently used the FIE language accurately
and formed strategies for her tasks. Rose recognised that by focusing too
hard in one area she had missed the big picture.

Today’s focus was all about precision. I realised that I was focusing on just
one area and was blocking out all of the other possibilities of the shapes. I
then applied ‘conservation of constancy’ to my strategy and I was able to
come up with more shapes. Although I didn’t do much, I still feel proud
because of my strategy and reflecting during the task.

Mediating an attention to detail for these students meant a focus on
accuracy because even when students have success they may not recognise
why. Asking the students to explain further, even when they were already
correct, helped their metacognition. The students noted that they had
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improved their e-asTTle Reading Test performance due to their focus on
minimising impulsive behaviours; they slowed down when reading instruc-
tions and used structural analysis to break down comprehension questions.

Many of the students reflected that the mediation had an effect on how
they now approached their summative academic tests in class and their
subsequent classwork. Any incorrect answers offered exciting opportu-
nities to back-track and discover which of the cognitive functions was
involved. Feuerstein proposed that we do not have to assume that failures
are due to a low IQ or lack of understanding around the content, but
instead to consider that there was in play a cognitive function which
needed to be developed or modified.

As the Mediator I also kept a reflection journal. I appreciated the
opportunity to witness the self-efficacy developing in each student so
quickly. I was particularly impressed by the way the students were so
receptive to the ideas of others. Greta, Samoan girl aged 12 years, demon-
strates the confidence to speak up:

Today I learnt the definitions of new vocabulary such as Gestalt, logical
evidence, transcendence, and word association. During the ‘Variations’
pages I could see that James had a different answer to mine so I persuaded
him and my group to change using logical evidence and with words like
elimination and infer, in the end everyone in my group agreed with me.

Greta developed thinking skills that began with an elimination process first
and then developed more effective strategies. She was a quiet girl who
became increasingly confident in her ability. Greta found the voice to
persuade others and consequentially her self-efficacy and presence in the
classroom grew.

I found that teaching metacognition was a very uplifting process
because the Instruments generated valuable insights. By the end of the
project, I noticed there was an intrinsic desire to ‘beat’ the challenge of the
pages so the student motivation to do the tasks was consistently high. The
phrase ‘Stop and Think’ became a classroom mantra.

In the beginning, some of the students articulated that they were
hesitant to raise their hand to give an answer because they knew there
would be further, probing questions such as: ‘Why is that so?’ or: ‘Are you
able to give some logical evidence to show that?’. In time they had confidence
in their answers and practised presenting their oral answers in a defined
and succinct manner.
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For example, Antony, a Samoan boy aged 12 years, displayed quick
visual perception. I knew that at a more challenging level this was not
always going to work for him and noticed he struggled to give detailed
answers in class. To mediate this he was set the task of mindfully reviewing
the strategies he was using and then articulating his process to the class.
He enjoyed the challenge and over time improved the detail of his replies,
altering his language to use more specific terms and vocabulary. He moved
from saying ‘That thing down there’ when pointing to the whiteboard, to
saying: ‘I am referring to the black, vertical line which is situated on the far
left of the whiteboard, and is south of the equilateral triangle which you have
just drawn.’

Developing Self-Assessment

The goal was always to encourage the students to assess themselves and to
acknowledge surpassing their personal best. A developing confidence in
his ability is evident in Isaac’s reflection below. Isaac, a Russian boy aged
11 years, emerged early in the project as an alternative thinker and a highly
intelligent student.

It was very interesting doing the Analytical Perception page because I like to
synthesise the columns together. It was fun talking about Feuerstein in our
real life use. I am training my brain to think in a smarter, more systematic
way to help me in life. It allows me to think in a higher order way and a lot of
the things we learn can help us in tests and other things. I feel as though my
IQ has risen just by being here! I know it has helped because I am able to use
the language in normal speech and I am able to complete puzzles I couldn’t
do before.

Isaac’s feelings of competence grew visibly in class interactions, he had
temporal concepts in place and could visualise using new strategies in the
future. Isaac was able to justify how and why he was improving. This is an
example of ipsative self-assessment; Isaac is successfully and mindfully
assessing his own progress.

Awareness of Others

Continued mediation for Isaac included a deeper awareness of his class-
mates. He could be quite esoteric in his answers. He answered in great
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depth and with insight but at such a higher order level that he left his
peers confused. He had an excellent bank of general and science based
knowledge to draw on for his age. He transcended concepts with ease
and could confidently demonstrate his thinking strategies. With regard
to his self-efficacy I noticed he was reluctant to write, previous failures
and a lack of ability in articulating specific detail in his responses had
taken their toll. I mediated by asking him to specifically focus on how
he was answering and consciously focus on the likely perspective of
those the others who were listening. With practice and the resulting
awareness of his peers he became more articulate and less egocentric in
his perspective.

Through his mediation the others in the class also gained an awareness
of how they were communicating. A highlight in the project included an
unexpected demonstration by Isaac and a fellow student who confidently
collaborated and explained the Liar and the Grandfather paradox to the
delight of their class.

Assessment during class time was targeted at the class wide impulsivity
in answers. We focused on any inability to define the problem or poor
verbal tools in articulating a detailed and precise answer. Curiously, the
lack of precision in verbal responses was prevalent in the most academically
able boys. Further discussions with their teacher confirmed the same lack
of detail in their written work.

The development of self-efficacy in the group was particularly notice-
able in the comments and results recorded by Thomas, an 11-year-old
European student. He struggled at the start of the programme and con-
sidered himself to be the lowest achiever in the class. His self-esteem was
low. Interestingly by the end of the project his test and task results were
radically improved. He achieved a score of 35 % in the initial Ravens Test
and 74 % in his retest.

Today I learnt how our brain sees things and it was very interesting, also the
test was very interesting. My thinking was so fast and I found relationships
and used a systematic search.

Thomas understood the need to link relationships visually and use a
system in his tasks. His growing confidence was clearly evident. His self-
image noticeably changed with the undeniable evidence of his increased
successes and results.
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Being Logical and Systematic with the Instruments

Pursuing logical evidence was a large part of group work. These students
clearly enjoyed learning about their own thinking processes. As part of
the ‘bridging’ process from the Instruments into the NZ Curriculum for
the group, their reading teacher introduced a class novel which was
themed around ancient Polynesian wayfaring. As a qualified Educational
Psychologist she was particularly skilled in the use of Socratic questioning,
this was evident during follow up sessions with the class. Impressively
the students could connect their answers regarding the novel to the
Organisation of Dots Instrument.

Another popular Instrument with this class was the Comparisons
Instrument. When using this instrument I particularly enjoyed teaching
superordinates: the students were encouraged to think about categorisa-
tion and classification at the highest level. They were getting used to
comparison as a thinking process and successfully compared two images,
Paul Gauguin’s ‘When Will You Wed?’ and Kandinsky’s ‘Composition
IV’. They used their new knowledge of structural analysis to compare both
paintings, particularly in terms of the superordinates of colour, shape, line
and direction only. This increased their ability to think in the abstract. The
task also led to a discussion about the difference between representation
and reality.

Mediating Mathematics was easier using the Instruments. We devel-
oped terminology in mathematical discussions or when recognising pat-
terns, completing sequences, defining the characteristics of geometric
shapes. They improved their ability to describe the direction and labelling
of a line accurately. Mediating the Spatial Orientation instrument involved
hands on experiences with the use of compasses and maps, etc.

Interestingly throughout the project the class continually asked to do
more pages from the Organisation of Dots Instrument. The growth of
their self-efficacy through this Instrument was easy to view and as a result
they confidently tackled the other tasks. They often commented that they
were beginning to enjoy the process of reflecting on their thinking. They
were motivated to write. I noted the change in volume and sophistication
in each of the students’ journals over the time of the project.

Through their written statements for each session I could assess if the
students were developing their metacognitive language. For example in
the following self-reflection it was evident that Zoe, a 12-year-old Fijian
girl, could describe the transference of concepts. She demonstrated that
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she had a developing understanding of inductive and deductive reasoning.
She recognised that she could break something down to its smallest
components to build a concept again and could articulate that:

Today we learnt about Analytic Perception, I think this means when you
break a picture apart to bring out the answer. We used jigsaw pieces as an
example. Our mediator has taught us the possibilities when you see
things, I think those possibilities can be used anywhere, especially in my
learning.

I did not share my responses with the students at the time because I did
not want to interfere with their growing skills in self-assessment. The
students could highlight for themselves most of the areas that needed
further mediation. Errors became a source of information and not a source
of shame for the students so their dignity remained intact. Organising
students into streamed academic ‘ability’ groups seemed now to be a less
effective method of doing assessment in a classroom.

IN CONCLUSION: THE BENEFITS OF FEUERSTEIN’S

STRENGTH-BASED AND INTERACTIVE ASSESSMENT METHODS

Feuerstein’s theories offered a new way of looking at student output in the
project and for assessing their propensity. I gained invaluable insight into
the students’ abilities as a partner rather than as an authority figure in the
classroom. Within every interaction the Mediator is simultaneously asses-
sing Feuerstein’s Cognitive Functions. These are observed through the
students’ statements or actions. As a Mediator you are in a state of high
interest throughout the process which improves task satisfaction for both
parties.

This form of interactive mediation and contextual assessment is echoed
in Feuerstein’s assessment method, which he termed the Learning
Propensity Assessment Device (LPAD) (Feuerstein, Feuerstein, Falik &
Rand, 2002). Propensity is defined here as proclivity or inclination
towards learning. I was personally fortunate enough to be trained in this
form of Dynamic Assessment by Dr. Louis Falik, Senior Scholar at the
Feuerstein Institute, distinguished psychologist, confidante and collea-
gue to Reuven Feuerstein. The theory of Dynamic Assessment had a
strong influence on my co-constructivist philosophy and approach to this
project.
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Matthew Poehner, Assistant Professor of World Languages Education
and Applied Linguistics at The Pennsylvania State University, has researched
the role of Dynamic Assessment in second language development. He
explains that Dynamic Assessment is based in the Vygotskian notion of the
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and that it offers a framework for co-
construction with learners, simultaneously revealing the full range of their
abilities and promoting development (Poehner 2008).

Ipsative and Dynamic Assessment are both designed to promote a
productive ‘strengths-based’ approach to learning. During the interactive
process of Dynamic Assessment the assessor can see if the student can
internalise a strategy and gain the required language to continue the test.
The increasing confidence of the student throughout this type of inter-
active assessment offers a further growth in self-efficacy. As with ipsative
assessment, Dynamic Assessment ensures that dignity and insight are at
the core of any assessment process.

During the project it became apparent that Feuerstein’s MLE pro-
gramme created such ‘feelings of competency’ and self-efficacy in the
students that they were eventually taking risks by answering confidently
in class. The evidence of student self-efficacy was apparent in their remarks
in class and their copious written reflections. The classroom teacher
reported that they had a willingness to adopt new thinking strategies in
mathematics and writing and this was also described by the students. The
students reported a confidence in their improved performance and an
emerging sense of control across their curriculum work. In debriefing
sessions the students generally concurred that they had a new control
over their learning behaviours, especially in tests.

The class dynamic during the tasks was very cohesive and supportive
because the focus was not on competitive behaviours or extrinsic reward. As
a result the students successfully collaborated, shared their strategies and
supported the growth of skills and ideas in each other. From the written
reflections it was clear that every student in the class, regardless of level, was
aware that he or she was achieving and surpassing their personal best in
every session. There is evidence here that ipsative assessment is motivational
for all learners and not only for high achievers (Hughes 2014).

Despite varying levels of competence all of the students were engaged
in the Instruments and responded immediately to the intrinsic chal-
lenges. There was an instant gratification and a desire to increase the
level of challenge. They were consistently keen to prove their skills
indicating that their self-efficacy had in fact increased. The class confidently
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used a sophisticated vocabulary well above their expected age level in other
areas of their learning.

The project at Royal Oak Intermediate School became a vehicle for
improving my skills as a teacher because the process was so interactive. The
project confirmed for me that a ‘one size fits all’ method of assessment is
out of step with a modern teaching pedagogy, a pedagogy which promotes
individualisation (personalised learning) and differentiation in teaching. I am
grateful to the students and the school for their willingness to take a risk and
trial something new. It is hoped the students will continue to use the
metacognition they have gained as they progress through their school life,
and that they will always retain the feelings of self-efficacy they have developed
at this young age. I am indebted to them for the lessons they have taught me.
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CHAPTER 6

Use of Digital Technology to Capture
and Support Student Progress Across
a Taught Postgraduate Programme

Gwyneth Hughes, Denise Hawkes, and Tim Neumann

INTRODUCTION

The process of learning is just as important as the measure of outcome of
learning. Such a view is widely endorsed in an ‘assessment for learning’
movement that promotes formative assessment (Black and Wiliam 2009),
and has been the cornerstone of educational development philosophy for
many decades. Chapter 2 explored such interest in a learning journey or
‘distance travelled’ by a student. In higher education in the UK, there is
growing interest in the idea of ‘learning gain’ as giving much more
information about both learner progress and the quality of teaching than
single grades and marks alone (Higher Education Funding Council for
England 2015).

The chapter also explored different ways of judging learning gain.
Measures of learning gain using examinations and other quantitative
assessments are fraught with difficulty and much effort goes into convin-
cing stakeholders of the reliability of marks and grades (Hughes 2014).
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Feedback on assessments can also provide rich information on individual
learning gain instead of, or in addition to, quantitative measures.
However, a modular course design tends to discourage feedback that
looks to the future (Hughes et al. 2015) and might make it difficult to
track learning gain.

One potential solution to capturing the process as well as out-
comes of learning is use of digital technology. Recording of marks
in digital format is now commonplace, but this chapter focuses
on recording feedback. The chapter begins with a discussion of how
technology might support an ipsative approach to formative assess-
ment through making feedback more accessible to both assessors and
students.

The chapter will then explore a case study of the use of digital
technology to review student progress in a taught postgraduate
research programme using a tool to generate a feedback history record
for each student. Taught postgraduate students at the UCL, Institute
of Education, University College, London, submit their coursework
online to a Virtual Learning Environment VLE. The current system
enables students and staff to view the marks and feedback for each
module of a programme, but they do not get a sense of the complete
learning journey of the student. The VLE was modified so that an
assessment report could be generated which made a student’s marks
and feedback for all assignments on all modules easy to view in one
place. A feedback response form was also provided to help students
reflect on what they learnt from feedback. Thus, the programme leader,
the teaching team and supervisors would have an overview of the
progress of each student during the taught phase of the programme.
The intentions were that progress, or lack of progress, would be more
visible so that students could make use of past feedback and demon-
strate progress in the next assignment and that border line pass/fail
cases could be reviewed in detail by a programme leader.

Introduction of a new technology may produce a combination of
intended or unintended positive or negative effects that require local
monitoring. The feedback recording processes were piloted with a
group of staff and students who were interviewed about using the feed-
back history report and the feedback response process. While some users
of the system – including students – could see the potential for feedback
and performance monitoring, others raised further technical and peda-
gogic questions.
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Although the issues raised are specific to this case study, there are
some more general points that emerge. The chapter will conclude
that simply making a new technology available does not cause change:
use of technology is a social activity and influenced by values, custom
and practice and beliefs about learning (Oliver 2013). A key lesson
learnt is that it is easy to underestimate the complexity of responses
from different stakeholders when introducing a simple but radical
idea.

USE OF DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY TO ENHANCE IPSATIVE
FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

Ipsative Formative Assessment

It is widely recognised that at all levels, learning depends on appro-
priate formative assessment activity. This means that learners have
opportunities to engage with feedback on their work whether from
a teacher or from peers or from a self-evaluation (Black and Wiliam
2009; Molloy and Boud 2013). Feedback may be written or verbal or
experienced from the learning environment (Laurillard 2012) such as
a child touching something that is hot and quickly withdrawing.
Irrespective of the source of feedback, there are many forms that
feedback can take: it can be corrective, critiquing, praising, interro-
gating or developmental (Orsmond and Merry 2011; Hughes et al.
2015).

We saw in Chap. 2 that there is wide agreement that feedback should
have immediate application and as a consequence feedback is often pro-
duced with a short-term developmental and often corrective aim in mind.
But such a quick fix may not give learners a sense of a learning journey over
time. Hughes (2014) has proposed that feedback can help a learner with
an overview of not only where they are now, but also how far they have
travelled and what are the appropriate next steps and goals. Focusing on
progress rather than outcomes can be motivational for all learners, espe-
cially weaker learners, and even those who achieve high marks can be
encouraged to raise their game.

It could be argued that grades or marks provide learners and teachers
with a measure of learning gain over time and a visible means of marking
progress. But to measure learning only as an increase in grades or marks is
broad brush approach that omits detail of the obstacles that learners have
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overcome and the areas in which their skills and knowledge have blos-
somed. Furthermore, an increase in formally recorded grades or marks
may be an unachievable goal for many learners; it may be that standards
and expectations rise at the same rate as the learner becomes more profi-
cient in the discipline. Thus, in outcomes-driven assessment any learning
gain may be obscured. In schools learning gain may sometimes be explict
through identified levels of literacy or mathematics, but in other forms of
education a student might continue for long periods with a succession of
demoralising or mediocre marks that give little indication of the develop-
ment and learning that is taking place.

One way to give learners and assessors a much richer picture of the
progress they are making is to ensure that feedback includes explicit
references to progress – or if necessary lack of progress. This is ipsative
feedback – feedback that refers to the learner’s previous work or learn-
ing gain. Ipsative feedback might, for example, inform a learner about
their responses and actions in relation to previous feedback. But, for
feedback to be ipsative in this way it is not sufficient to consider a piece
of work in isolation, an ipsative approach to formative assessment
requires consideration of progress over time and several iterations of
learning a particular skill or disciplinary requirement (Hughes 2014). It
does not make sense to equate a short-term improvement with what
might be a temporary ‘blip’ in progress: information on progress needs
to be repeatedly gathered.

There is a big problem here. While grades and marks are recorded
formally and can be made visible to students and assessors, feedback is
usually hidden and if it is recorded that is done locally. Students may keep
records of past feedback but, unless they are encouraged to assemble a
picture of their development over time in for example a portfolio or log
book, past feedback is easily ‘lost’ and if it is looked at once, it may never
be referred to again. Teachers may keep personal records of feedback that
they have provided for individual learners, but again records are easily
displaced or not easily accessed or stored in one place. Teachers and
students alike may rely on memory about verbal feedback with all the
associated difficulties of accurate recall. Teachers also rarely have access to
feedback from other sources such as peers or other colleagues so synthe-
sising evidence of a learner’s progress over time would require effort
beyond what is normally expected.

The obvious solution to the invisibility and inaccessibility of feedback in this
longer term view of learning is to capture and store feedback in a centralised
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place. The question then becomes one of which technologies might enable a
feedback ‘history’ of each learner to be recorded and accessed.

Use of Digital Technology to Capture Feedback and Make It Accessible

In an age of digital learning, it is not surprising that feedback is becoming
digitised. In higher education feedback no longer consists of a few
scribbled and often illegible comments on a piece of writing or examina-
tion script: it is electronically produced using word-processing software
and feedback pro-formas. Peer feedback and self-evaluation can occur in
online discussion fora and feedback dialogue may occur in wikis, com-
ments on blog postings, digital portfolios and other media (Rennie and
Morrison 2013). Even verbal feedback can be audio-recorded and pre-
sented digitally.

But the digitisation of feedback does not necessarily mean that digital
feedback is accessible and easily trackable over time to enable ipsative
feedback. There remains the problem that feedback may reside in different
locations which may or may not be accessible to assessors and learners.
Ipsative feedback may still be a challenge in the digital world. What is
needed is a technology that pulls together feedback for individual learners
from many sources and presents it in an easy to access format. The obvious
candidate is the widely used virtual learning environment, but these are
not usually set up to capture feedback over time and if they are we know
little about how feedback histories are being used, if at all. There are many
questions a researcher might ask including:

1. What technologies can support the capture of feedback from differ-
ent sources over time?

2. Does the capture of feedback from possibly different sources over
time provide a useful ‘feedback history’ of a learner? If so useful for
whom?

3. Does the accessibility of ‘feedback histories’ of individual learners
facilitate an ipsative learning and assessment process?

It is worth noting here that capturing and storing feedback does not tell us
anything about the quality of feedback and its relevance to overarching
learning outcomes and the development of learner attributes. However,
we could argue that making feedback by others – peers, teachers and self –
more visible for comparative purposes is a vital step in improving feedback
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practice (Boud and Molloy 2013) and in developing learner understand-
ing of the expectations of assessment (Nicol 2010).

A FEEDBACK HISTORY TOOL – HOW IT WORKS

AND ITS POTENTIAL USE

Our feedback history tool was developed rapidly as a proof of concept with
minimal changes to our VLE, which is based on the Moodle platform, and
taking advantage of existing functionality as much as possible. Moodle is
one of the most widely used VLEs in higher education in the UK (Walker
et al. 2013) and the world (Dahlstrom et al. 2014), and new third-party
functionality can be added by developing a plugin, which is additional
code that communicates with the VLE through standardised mechanisms.
This way, the code can be transferred easily to other Moodle installations
elsewhere, even though they might be configured differently.

The feedback history tool was developed in collaboration with the
University of London Computing Centre (ULCC), who at the time of
the pilot were hosting and maintaining our VLE. ULCC had already
developed a flexible reporting plugin, to which we added our feedback
history report, enabling a rapid release of the report to nominated pilot
phase users, which were participating module tutors, programme leaders,
and thesis supervisors. Therefore, our report only works with the ULCC
reporting plugin, but the report code was later used for the development
of the standalone student-facing MyFeedback Moodle plugin (Gramp and
Neumann 2015).

Feedback History Report Components

The feedback history report lists the complete submission, grade and
feedback history for a single student, as long as the details are stored in
the VLE. Figure 6.1 represents a typical feedback history report, with
multiple submission items per course, awarded grades according to the
assessment item’s grading scale, the assessment type, as well as submission
and due dates. Submission dates in italics would normally appear red to
indicate a missed due date. Underlined text in the figure represents
hyperlinks to the containing course, to the assessment item, to the stu-
dent’s original submission file and to the teacher’s feedback for the rele-
vant assessment item. Depending on the type of assessment, that is how
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submissions were uploaded technically, the behaviour of the submission
and feedback links might differ.

The report can be ordered by each of the columns by clicking on the
column title. It therefore provides an immediate overview of the student’s
overall assessment performance, and teachers can quickly select the relevant
items to review colleagues’ feedback on previous items, thus enabling them
to detect trajectories or to comment on learning gain across submissions.

User Groups

The projected user groups for the report were:

• personal tutors,
• thesis and dissertation supervisors,
• module teachers,
• programme leaders,
• academic administrators,
• external examiners,
• students.

In our pilot, we did not work with personal tutors and students, because
the pilot courses did not have personal tutor arrangements and our tool
could not be used by students for technical reasons.

The case for personal tutors and thesis/dissertation supervisors was
clear: independent access to a review of the overall performance, or specific
items, can save time in preparations for student meetings and enable these
user groups to pick up on issues that the student might not report or
identify, which in turn can improve the quality of the tutoring and the
supervision feedback.

Module teachers are a group that needs due consideration. Access to
the full assessment and feedback history would enable module teachers to
implement a proper ipsative assessment strategy, as the tool would allow
them to look back on, refer to and integrate previous feedback given to a
student. This, however, assumes a non-anonymous marking policy,
because the report would make it easy for module teachers to identify
students, which might be problematic in some cases.

Academic administrators highlighted the usefulness of the compiled
assessment overview as a comparator to check that data is consistent
between the main registry database and the VLE. In the absence of an
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automatic synchronisation mechanism between these databases, still lack-
ing in UK universities, the report simplifies manual checks.

Proposed Uses of the Tool

The tool enabled programme leaders to keep an overview of the status of
submissions across multiple modules, and of the overall performance
across their programme, even when a student’s module choice included
elective modules from other programmes. Without the tool, a programme
leader would need to ask relevant programme or module leaders in person
for data, and might then receive paper-based information. The feedback
history report streamlined this process and thus saved time.

Student use of the feedback history tool was repeatedly requested by
module teachers; however, our pilot design was incompatible with this use.
However, in a survey, students indicated that access to the report might be
useful from a pragmatic perspective, although they seemed to be comfortable
with the existing way of accessing their results and feedback. Staff, however,
hoped that students would access feedback more or more often if it was
compiled on a single feedback history page. Module teachers in particular
highlighted that the report would complement a new feedback response form
nicely as an additional pedagogical tool, allowing students to easily go back to
previous feedback in order to respond more effectively to the feedback reflec-
tion form questions. Personal tutors and supervisors might prefer students to
use the report in preparation of a tutorial meeting, as they would know better
which items were relevant and which were not – thus taking work away from
staff. Detail about these potential affordances of the feedback history tool and
the related feedback response form is explored in the case study below.

THE CASE STUDY: APPLYING A FEEDBACK HISTORY TOOL

AND A FEEDBACK RESPONSE FORM TO A PROFESSIONAL

DOCTORATE PROGRAMME

The Programme

The Doctor in Education programme (EdD) is a professional doctorate
which has been running at UCL Institute of Education since 1996. The
structure of the content on the programme can be separated into two stages:
a taught stage, which consists of three courses with an assignment to
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complete for each that build into a portfolio of practitioner research, and a
research phase which consists of two pieces of independent research – the
shorter Institution Focused Study (IFS) and then the Thesis. This pilot study
was applied only to the taught phase.

The EdD programme recruits around 35 students a year, each of whom
have a Master’s degree and at least four years professional experience in
education. Many of those entering the programme each year are very
experienced professionals; most have been out of formal education for
some time. The taught phase of the programme is designed to help these
experienced professionals to develop an academic research proposal for the
research phase which will answer a problem of practice they have identified
in their workplace. All EdD students are part-time and their research is
usually embedded within the workplace.

The taught phase of the EdD consists of three courses. The first,
Foundations of Professionalism (FoP), is designed to introduce the stu-
dents to doctoral level study and provide insights to professionalism and
associated theories in education. In the assignment, the students are asked
to reflect on professionalism within their own area of education in light of
the theories discussed. Feedback on this assignment is provided at two
points. The initial draft submission provides the opportunity for the
students to receive formative feedback in relation to the grade criteria
and this is followed by feedback on the final piece of work. Possible
transferable information in this feedback, with regard to the future
courses, is largely about academic styles of writing and how to construct
an academic argument.

The second course is Methods of Enquiry One (MoE1). In this
course, the students are supported in developing their research focus
and research questions. They are introduced to research design and
strategy while thinking through the possible ethical implications of
their proposed plan. In the assignment the students are asked to develop
a proposal for their first piece of research, IFS. Once again they receive
formative feedback on their draft and summative feedback on their final
piece of work.

The final course is Methods of Enquiry Two (MoE2). In this course,
the students are introduced to a wide range of research methods in
education and social science. In the assignment the students are asked to
undertake a pilot study for their IFS building on their proposal developed
for the MoE1 assignment. The students again receive formative and
summative feedback. The result of this design for the taught phase is
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that each assignment should ideally build on the previous one to support
the students in their design for their IFS. The formative and summative
feedback can be ipsative for each course and the feedback history tool
should make it easier for the programme team to make feedback across the
taught phase ipsative. A student feedback response form also aimed to
encourage ipsative self-assessment.

Once the taught courses are completed, the students finish the taught
phase of the programme by pulling together what they have learnt from
the taught courses into a portfolio of practitioner research. This process
involves looking back at the feedback received from all the formative and
summative feedback, as well as the content of the course and assignments,
to consider that they have learnt and how this will feed into their work at
the research phase.

Historically, the building of the EdD portfolio was a paper based
activity, with the student printing off copies of their three assignments
and all feedback and adding this to a 2000 word statement. They would
then give this to the supervisor to read. The supervisor would then
complete the supervisor sign off form and this would be added to the
other papers to be bound and submitted. This was then approved by the
programme leader and passing the portfolio meant the student was ready
for the research phase.

Introducing the Feedback History Tool

The feedback history tool was first introduced to the EdD programme
team at a team meeting of seven academic staff, including the programme
leader, as a potentially useful way of viewing student assessment data in the
VLE. After a short demonstration they were asked how they might find
the tool useful. The discussion was recorded with permission. Although
the core team members are also supervisors, a further five of the super-
visors who were not at the meeting were also introduced to the feedback
history report and invited to comment on how they might use it. After
being instructed by the programme leader on how to use the feedback
history report, supervisors were also invited to further interviews but
responses indicated that they had not used the tool so the interviews
were not appropriate. Two student focus groups of a total of 18 students
were also shown the tool and asked to comment on its value for them and
any concerns about their assessors and supervisors using the tool. Students
were also asked to comment on the feedback response form.
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Programme Leader Experience

The EdDprogramme leader is taskedwith the signing off of all the portfolios
of practitioner research. In order to progress to the research stage the student
needs to pass the portfolio with at least three C grades, although those
obtaining three C grades or BCC at the taught courses (two students in
this case study) are interviewed by the programme leader to see if they are
suitable for the research phase. The EdD has an exit award (PG Diploma in
Practitioner Research) for those who leave at the end of the taught phase and
students with lower grade profiles are encouraged to consider this option.

There were two benefits of the feedback history tool for the Programme
Leader. Firstly, signing off all the portfolios passes online made the process
easier. The task could be completed anywhere where internet access was
possible, as the physical portfolios did not need to be carried, and the tool
provided a quick way to view the original feedback on the assignments.

The second benefit related to the identification of struggling students
in preparation for the interviews. Two students were identified as BCC
passes, no CCC passes were in this cohort. For the first case using the
feedback history tool it was possible to see that they applied the formative
feedback received to turn very weak drafts into passes. In the interview the
programme leader was able to ask the student about their experiences in
the taught phase and they said they had learnt a lot from the feedback,
largely struggling with writing rather than a lack of understanding of the
area. In light of the fact the student was able to react to feedback and was
allocated to a supervisor who was able to support writing, the student was
allowed to continue.

The second student clearly showed progression over the courses. Their
first assignment just scraped a pass (C) but the second course was a good C
and the third just scraped into the B band. It was clear from the grade
profile and the feedback given that the student was improving; this was
confirmed by the student in the interview that confidence had grown over
the year as the student worked out the level of doctoral study. In light of
the fact that the student was on a clear improving track, the student was
also allowed to continue.

Overall, experience of using the feedback history tool as a programme
leader was positive; it enabled the programme to make a big step towards
being paperless and made tracking of student progress through the feedback
significantly easier, which provided additional evidence to the student’s own
view on their progress over the taught phase.
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Supervisor and Teaching Team Experience of the Feedback History Tool

The feedback history tool looked to be a useful device for EdD super-
visors. All EdD students have a supervisor appointed at the start of their
studies, who they are encouraged to meet termly to discuss their evolving
research ideas in light of the taught courses. Although the EdD supervisor
would have been at the recruitment interview, most have very little contact
beyond the termly meetings with their EdD students until the second year
when they sign off the portfolio of practice. At this point the supervisor is
required to read the 2,000 word reflective statement and look through the
existing assignments with feedback in order to write their own short
statement on their review of their student’s progress.

The supervisors who were shown the feedback history report agreed that it
would be useful to have all the feedback in one place.One supervisor explained
that it would help to get an overview of a recently transferred student:

Well for example I have recently taken on an EdD student, I don’t know if
this would work. . . . I have taken her on quite late in the day and she is doing
her thesis now but in the case that that feedback was available to me that
would be inordinately helpful for me because I am new to her and her work
and her style of writing.

The feedback history tool provided the team with the opportunity to
remove the paper from the process and go paperless. Although there are
many e-Portfolio programmes which can be used, the feedback history
tool provided supervisors with a single place to access all of the submitted
work and feedback, making it unnecessary for the student to print it. This
was especially helpful for the third of our cohort based outside of the UK.
The portfolio could then be completed with the student submitting online
a 2000 word reflective statement and their supervisor statement. This
substantially reduced the administration costs and time associated with
the portfolio and of course reduced costs for the students in terms of the
need to print and post the portfolio.

Supervisors were contacted to explain the new process, where the tool
could be found and how it would be used to replace the paper-based
portfolio. However interviews with supervisors after the portfolio was
submitted suggested that many had not noticed the difference and
found other ways, including e-mail, to get the portfolio materials they
needed to assess.
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In the teammeetingwhere the feedback history report was presented to the
team a senior staff member suggested that the feedback history report would
be useful to enable them to review each other’s feedback but the emphasis here
was on consistency rather than building on the feedback of others:

It would be very useful for making our feedback more uniform . . . the
amount you write and the degree of detail because there is always the
problem that some students say look I’ve only got half a side and he’s got
two and a half. Consistency is better for students.

Such a statement hints at a management use for the tool in monitoring the
quality and quantity of staff feedback – a point which re-emerges in the
next section on student views.

Student Views of the Feedback History Tool

Students were generally in favour of the feedback history report as it might
encourage them to look at past feedback:

Good idea to revisit old work so you don’t make the same mistakes and
build on positive feedback.

At doctoral level, students not surprisingly suggested that they already
review past feedback and the tool might only make this easier rather than
prompt new behaviour.

There was some concern about the feedback of all students being visible
to all members of the teaching team:

Staff may be anxious about putting feedback in writing if is more public.

This again demonstrates awareness of the potential use of feedback his-
tories for quality monitoring of feedback.

Another student was concerned that a marker who could see past
grades might be influenced but did not say whether or not this might
also apply to past feedback:

As with juror’s not knowing a defendant’s past, markers seeing previous
grades may be influenced.
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While any parallels between trial by jury and educational assessment could
be extensively debated, removing the marker’s access to past grades might
easily dissipate this concern. For feedback history use the benefits of
building on past feedback will need to be weighed against the possible
influence of past feedback on grading impartiality.

Feedback Response Forms: Encouraging Cumulative Learning
from Feedback for a Portfolio Assessment

While during the pilot the students did not have access to the feedback
history report, the EdD programme team changed their assignment sub-
mission forms in time for the pilot. The purpose of the changes to the
assignment forms was to introduce a reflection on the feedback process
and support the students in building this into their end of first-year
portfolio.

At the draft/initial submission stage the following was added to the
assignment submission forms (Fig. 6.2).

At final submission stage the following addition was made (Fig. 6.3).
The aim of the changes was to engage students in a feedback journey:

to change a view that feedback was given to justify a grade into a view of
feedback as an interactive process in which they had a stake. The final
assignment of the year one students was a portfolio of practice which asked
them to draw in their learning across the programme and provide a 2000
word reflective statement. The assessment feedback response forms were
worded to acknowledge this portfolio to prompt engagement and subse-
quent use in the reflective statement of the portfolio.

PREPARING FOR THE PORTFOLIO—a key part of the portfolio is to reflect on the feedback 
you have received on the assignments

Thinking of any feedback on a past essay (or essays), please indicate any feedback that helped

you prepare for and write this draft essay: 

If you would like feedback on any particular aspects of your draft essay, please make a note of

what you would like the feedback to address:   

Fig. 6.2 Feedback response form for draft submission
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Table 6.1 considers the number of times the student referred to their
feedback in the 2013 portfolios, paper-based and before the use of the
revised assignment form, and in 2014, with the electronic submission of
the portfolio and the use of the feedback response form.

On average the students in 2014 were more than twice as likely to
mention their feedback as those in 2013 (on average, 2.06 mentions in
2013 compared to 4.80 in 2014). This increase in the average rate
of discussion of their feedback is statistically significant at 1 % (t = 4.0053,
p = 0.0001). Much of this difference is driven by a large reduction in the
proportion of students not mentioning their feedback at all (from 38.9 % in
2013 to 10 % in 2014). This fall in the proportion of those not discussing
their feedback is significantly different at 1 % (z = 2.6732, p = 0.0038). The
introduction of the feedback response process seems to have helped to
reduce significantly the number of students ignoring their feedback in their
portfolio and to have helped to significantly increase the amount of con-
sideration students gave their feedback. These results suggest that the feed-
back response form made a difference to the amount of space given in the
portfolio to the student’s reflections on their feedback; however, it is possible
that an increased staff and student discussion about feedback due to the
piloting of this form and the feedback history tool also had an effect.

In addition to possibly increasing the frequency of themention of feedback
in the portfolios, the redesign of the feedback forms helped the students to
engage with the feedback rather than report it as a reason for a grade. In 2013,
most who mentioned their feedback did so to justify lower than expected or
desired grades. By 2014, the discussion of feedback was muchmore related to
what they had learned from it. This shift also changed how students felt about

PREPARING FOR THE PORTFOLIO—a key part of the portfolio is to reflect on the feedback
you have received on the assignments

Thinking about the feedback on your draft of this essay, please indicate what the key points were

and what action you took to respond to this feedback to help you prepare for and write this essay:  

What did you do well in this assignment? What could be improved? 

If you would like feedback on any particular aspects of your final essay, please make a note of what

you would like the feedback to address:

Fig. 6.3 Feedback response form for final submission
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their feedback, with the 2013 cohort often reporting feedback that had
aggrieved them while the 2014 cohort reported the feedback that
impacted most on their learning. We might also suggest that student
access to a feedback history report might further improve the student
engagement with feedback by making the process of responding to past
feedback easier.

BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES OF MAKING PROGRESS VISIBLE

THROUGH FEEDBACK

Supporting and Enhancing Learning

Capturing feedback and making it easier to access has some potential
learning benefits that have been evidenced in this case study. Three
enhancements are digital efficiency savings, learning overviews and stimu-
lating feedback dialogue.

First, moving to digital from paper-based provided efficiencies for staff.
However, the degree to which technology can make existing processes more
efficient will depend on the social context: some users might be resistant to a

Table 6.1 Frequency of feedback discussed in the EdD Portfolios

No. of references to feedback 2013 students (n = 36) 2014 students (n = 30)

0 14 3
1 3 0
2 3 6
3 8 4
4 3 5
5 4 2
6 0 1
7 0 2
8 0 1
9 1 1
10 0 3
11 0 1
12 0 1
Mean no. of references 2.06 4.80
Standard Deviation 2.13 3.38
Proportion with no mention
of feedback

38.9 % 10 %
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new technology because they perceive it to be difficult to use or not intuitive,
while others may see savings of effort. The application of technology is not
just about the affordances of the technology, that is what the technology
enables users to do, in this case access past feedback; it is also about the social
context of both the design and application (Oliver 2013;Wajcman 2015). In
the case study the programme leader was enthusiastic about the feedback
history because paperless assessment is faster to administer and efficient
administration is part of the role, but the supervisors did not use the new
technology and continued with previous practices perhaps because they did
not perceive any immediate time saving for them and possibly were deterred
by a need for investment in time to find out how to access the system.

Second, getting an overview of student progress can be valuable for
helping make decisions about progression for struggling students or to see
the assessment history of a newly acquired supervisee. In the case study there
was evidence that a teacher can use past learning to help a student make
decisions about future learning. This constitutes an ipsative view of feedback
and learning where students are helped to build on past mistakes and
limitations to develop in appropriate steps for that learner (Hughes 2014).
So a decision on whether or not an apparently weak student should continue
on the programme depends not on performance alone, but the progress they
have been making towards expected goals.

Effective feedbackhelps the student seewhere they are nowandwhere to go
next (Hattie and Timperley 2007). Enabling students to be self-regulating,
that is managing their own learning trajectory through responding to feed-
back, is potentially more powerful than teachers doing all the work (Nicol and
Macfarlane-Dick 2006). Prompting to reflect on feedback can also really make
a difference to student’s engagement and this is why it is widely recommended
that feedback should be in the form of a dialogue (Nicol 2010; Orsmond and
Merry 2011). The increased references to feedback in the portfolios of these
students after the new feedback response form had been introduced does
suggest that a systematic process set up to encourage reflection on feedback
is useful and provides at the very least an internal dialogue or self-dialogue
about feedback, and possibly further dialogue with tutors and peers. It might
also be that simply drawing more attention to feedback through the teaching
team explaining the new processes to the students might have a positive effect
on how seriously students take feedback.

It is perhaps the combining of these two innovations: prompting to reflect
on past feedback and making past feedback easy to access that is the most
valuable way of taking the findings of the case study forward, particularly for
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students who may not be as highly motivated to access and reflect on past
feedback as these postgraduate students.

Challenges of Introducing Unfamiliar Technology and Making
Feedback More ‘Public’

Introduction of an unfamiliar technology that is not part of mainstream
practice not surprisingly produced a range of responses. This is not simply
about differences in technical skills in that younger students – digital
natives – are more able and willing to adopt new technologies than their
probably older supervisors and tutors. Helsper and Eynon (2010) have
suggested that there are many factors that influence digital technology
adoption and that while many older people may lead technology-enriched
lives, some supposed digital natives have a limited view of using technol-
ogy for learning. Of particular concern is the inertia that can arise if
the technology is not easy to access, or its benefits are not immediately
obvious.

Not surprisingly the vision here for adopting technology was largely to
support existing practice and maintain the status quo rather than stimulate
new practice. The feedback history tool was viewed as making existing
processes more efficient. Drawing together material for a portfolio could be
easily done digitally and the feedback history report was useful for some in
generating an overview of a student’s work perhaps to make decisions about
progression for struggling students. There was notmuch evidence of support
for the original intention of the tool developers which was to enable students
and staff to explicitly identify progress (or lack of progress) drawing on the
now more visible past feedback as evidence, but greater awareness of a
student’s learning journey might emerge more strongly with time.

Nevertheless, a reflective process that encourages students to revisit
past feedback and reflect on changes they had made may be more
immediately successful at promoting a longer term approach to learning
gain. The very simple feedback response form was easy for students to
use and may have helped them pay more attention to feedback and how
to address it. The evidence suggested that portfolios produced after the
introduction of the new assessment and feedback processes contained
more discussion of past feedback and it may be a combination of the
feedback response form and the ‘background noise’ about feedback in
programme meetings and teaching sessions has resulted in an increased
student response to feedback.
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In this background noise there may be some concerns about making
feedback more ‘public’. Both students and teaching staff may have concerns
about feedback being available to others when in the pastmuch feedback was
only visible to the sender and recipient andmaybe a couple of other assessors
and examiners. Revisiting historical feedback by a wider team of people
could produce staff development opportunities through comparing and
discussing different approaches, but feedback samples might also be used
for quality monitoring which might be viewed less favourably by academic
staff. Similarly, students could see advantages of assessors having a sense of
their learning trajectory, but also might be wary that past feedback, or even
more so past grades, might influence a marker’s ability to judge a piece of
work objectively according to current criteria.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR E-ASSESSMENT AND FEEDBACK

HISTORY REPORTING

The feedback history tool was developed in the context of an institutional
change initiative, which introduced mandatory electronic submission of
both assignments and feedback at an institutional level. This was a necessary
precondition for leveraging digital technology as an effective facilitator to
gain a holistic overview of a student’s assessment and feedback journey,
which as an idea fed into a nationwide concerted effort in the UK to
articulate and provide guidance about the electronic management of the
assessment lifecycle, including feedback (Gray et al. 2015). At the same time,
the digitisation of the feedback management process contributes additional
data about students that can be used to automatically capture and process
more details about individual progress and performance with potential pre-
dictive analyses.

This field, learning analytics, has emerged as a key element of a wider
trend towards ‘data-driven learning and assessment’, which Johnson et al.
(2015, p. 12) identified as a mid-term driver for learning technology adop-
tion in Higher Education for three to five years. But even though Johnson
et al. recognise the potential of learning analytics, they warn that the field,
while gaining traction, is still evolving and ‘solutions are elusive’ (p. 26). It
is here where developments such as our tool can pave steps towards a better
understanding of learning analytics and how they can provide practical and
beneficial information to learners, teachers and administrators.
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Additional benefits of the feedback history tool can be gained from
better understanding of who needs what data in order to improve student
feedback and the overall assessment process. The initial lessons learned
from the project were fed into a follow-up project by UCL to develop a
more flexible and user-friendly assessment and feedback dashboard which
would provide different user groups (now including students) with differ-
ent information according to their requirements. Even in our small scale
pilot, we realised that requirements differ according to local preferences,
assessment approaches and regulations, so an institution-wide solution
needs to take into account different contexts and, for example, allow for
adjustments of module teacher permissions between various parts of the
institution.

Our feedback history tool assumes that feedback is already digitised
and deposited into the VLE. It is also a relatively simplistic listing of
data fields that are supposed to contain feedback. Our pilot used the
formal submission points using two common VLE assignment activities:
Turnitin and Moodle Assignments. The future UCL assessment and
feedback dashboard will also list automated feedback from quizzes,
but feedback, in particular informal feedback, often appears elsewhere,
for example, as messages in free-flowing discussion forum threads, audio
feedback or in private messages including email. Our tool does not
capture such feedback, and it does not qualify or categorise feedback
in any way. To address this and facilitate effective use of digital feedback,
our vision is a tagging mechanism within the VLE that would allow
a teacher – or student – to flag any item in the VLE as an instance of
feedback so that it would be listed in the feedback history report
which could later help users find and identify particular aspects of feed-
back in order to pick up learning gains and other improvements more
effectively.

Managing such complexities is a challenge for the future developments
of VLEs. Our experiences and new ideas informed a wider discussion
supporting the assessment and feedback lifecycle with digital technology
in the UK under the leadership of the Joint Information Systems Committee
(JISC) (Gray et al. 2015). The IMS Global Learning Consortium picked
up this discussion and is working towards technical definitions of assess-
ment and feedback information to facilitate the exchange of relevant
assessment information across VLEs and related learning technologies
(Kraan 2015).
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CONCLUSION: TECHNOLOGY SUPPORTED CHANGE

IN FEEDBACK PRACTICE

It is difficult to draw any firm conclusions from early-stage and small-
scale pilots such as this one. However, we have demonstrated the huge
potential for using digital technology to support and encourage ipsative
assessment processes. The ubiquitous VLE was selected in this case
study to capture and present feedback over time and this could be
from different sources such as peers and in different formats such
as audio if the VLE will support these options. In other contexts
different technologies might provide a similar feedback history report
for students.

The key question is then not about the technology, but about the value
of visible feedback histories. Our case study has suggested that the value
might be different for different stakeholders and again this will be context-
dependent. In our study academic staff requiring an overview of student
progress, such as programme leaders making progression decisions for
borderline students, or supervisors taking on new students, were particu-
larly in favour of a feedback history. Students also could benefit from
having feedback more accessible, and when combined with a process for
enabling students to reflect on feedback – in this case the student feedback
response form – there was evidence of enhancement of learning from
feedback or at least greater awareness of past feedback. There was some
concern from both staff and students about who has access to the feedback
history reports and this will be something to be negotiated locally with the
likelihood of different outcomes in different contexts. It seems that the
increase in digital assessment opens up exciting possible futures of data
analytics. Certainly we hope that learners will be beneficiaries as the
accessibility of ‘feedback histories’ of individual learners facilitates an
ipsative learning and assessment process.
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CHAPTER 7

Ipsative Learning: A Personal Approach
to a Student’s PBL Experience Within
an Integrated Engineering Design

Cornerstone Module

Emanuela Tilley and Kate Roach

INTRODUCTION

Design is an increasingly important part of the engineering curricu-
lum. Capstone projects have been a part of that experience for dec-
ades, but recently cornerstone Problem-Based Learning or Project-
Based Learning (PBL/PjBL) elements have become much more
common. The reforms of undergraduate curricula within the Faculty of
Engineering Science at University College London (UCL) are in line
with the trend to increase the experiential elements of engineering
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education. The Integrated Engineering Programme (IEP) introduces new
interdisciplinary curriculum elements to each of the existing undergradu-
ate degree programmes in the faculty. Its most significant contributions
are experiential and authentic learning opportunities that allow students
to apply their technical knowledge and develop their professional skills in
engineering design modules year on year. Spearheaded by the cornerstone
Integrated Engineering Design (IE Design) year 1 module, the pro-
gramme is moving towards a design-centred learning approach by offer-
ing students a grounded learning experience in which knowledge is
created through processes of divergent and convergent thinking as well
as through independent research, critical analysis, creating and making,
testing and decision-making. Design-centred, experiential learning in the
constructivist learning environment of PBL/PjBL is, however, often pla-
gued with complexities that can overwhelm learners. Learning in these
settings is expected to be largely self-directed where tutors are facilitators
of a problem-solving process rather than instructors who impart knowl-
edge. As a result the content that students learn from the process can
remain unstructured (Hemker 2001). Indeed PBL/PjBL has been shown
to offer only modest benefits in terms of student learning of content,
although it brings other benefits to the engineering context, by enhan-
cing the integration of new knowledge, increasing student engagement,
critical thinking ability and a number of soft skills (Allen et al. 2011).

This chapter presents evidence on how the inclusion of ipsative
learning and assessment can help students deepen their engagement
with the process of design and complex problem solving. The ipsative
focus on progress, by its very nature aids in structuring the student
journey and it may also aid in structuring the content of student learn-
ing. Practical guidance on how ipsative assessment was embedded into
the cornerstone engineering design module and reflections on how it
was received by students are also provided. Our evidence suggests that
timely formative assessment and feedback, which focuses on the lear-
ner’s progress as defined by an ipsative approach, can help students to be
more self-reflexive. An ipsative approach helps students gain an under-
standing of what is required from them, which can positively influence
confidence levels and increases their attentiveness to their progress in
developing general ‘soft’ skills and competencies that are not formally
assessed, but that support their achievement of the standards set by
criteria.
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BACKGROUND TO THE IPSATIVE APPROACH

Feedback is critical to improving knowledge and skill acquisition, whilst also
providing students with information about themselves as learners (Hughes
2014; Stobart 2008). According to Hattie and Timperley (2007), feedback is
one of the most powerful influences on learning and achievement and is a
significant factor in motivating learning (Hattie 2009). There is a growing
concern in higher education institutions within the UK that the amount of
summative assessment is too high creating missed opportunities to enhance a
student’s learning experience through effective formative assessment and feed-
back (Hughes 2014). Hughes (2014) points out that although there have
been concerns within universities to make moves to include formative assess-
ment, these concerns have not always translated into practice. Providing the
most appropriate formative feedback methods – defined as information com-
municated to the learner that is intended to modify the learner’s thinking or
behaviour for the purpose of improving learning – is not trivial.

Historical reviews of formative feedback over the past fifty years are char-
acterised by constant debate, conflicting findings and little or no consistent
pattern of results (Shute 2006). Shute believes that this could be attributed to
the diversity of practice that is deemed fundamental to its approach.Given that
researchers in the area believe that formative feedback should be multidimen-
sional, non-evaluative, supportive, timely, specific, credible, infrequent and
genuine it is hard to collect data that is comparable across programmes, let
alone across disciplines (Schwartz and White 2000; Brophy 1981).

Ipsative assessment is an assessment based on a learner’s previous work
rather than on performance judged against external criteria and standards.
Ipsative learning is perhaps more widely used in early education, rather than
in secondary or higher education (i.e. post-secondary education), as the focus
on grades is often stressed over personal development. However, one can
argue that measuring students’ personal progress is as important as measuring
their competencies and skill development. One feature that could constrain its
use in higher education is modularisation of curricula which makes it difficult
for individual grade and feedback information to be shared across a degree
programme to encourage the consideration of a learner’s personal progression.

Ipsative feedback and assessment can be designed to include all aspects of
the ‘good’ feedback measures summarised by Shute (2006) and its structure
should consist of comparative and developmental statements from assessors as
well as self-assessment by learner(s). In this framework, its best feature is its
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motivational effect. It can help tackle de-motivating effects of failure and poor
performance and increase learner’s resilience. Hughes (2014) argues that
ipsative assessment can enhance learner self-esteem, provide incentives to act
on feedback bymaking feedbackmore useable and enhance both intrinsic and
extrinsicmotivation. Student reflections of the ipsative feedback and formative
assessment process included in the Integrated Engineering Design corner-
stone PBL/PjBL module support this notion and are presented below.

The analogy often used to describe the ipsative approach is an achieve-
ment of a ‘personal best’ from athletics. Comparing existing and previous
performance is often used in informal and practical learning experiences such
as sport. Introducing an ipsative approach to feedback within an academic
setting which aims to give credit for how far a learner has advanced since the
previous work is an alternative to criteria-based assessment. Positive evalua-
tions are common when ipsative feedback is incorporated into formative
assessment; however past studies have suggested that the connection to
summative assessment is not fully utilised as criteria are still seen by students
as a transparent measure to pass or reach a graded level (Hughes 2014).
Confidence in the ipsative approachmay be diminished because of the widely
held belief that summative assessment alone drives student motivation and
behaviour, as it is what students paymost attention to (Shute 2006). Because
of the complexities involved in teaching and assessing a ‘formal’ or academic
discipline, criteria are recognised as a practically applicable set of standards or
descriptors essential to the learning experience. One drawback of using
criteria alongside ipsative feedback may be that students come to expect
top marks for achieving a personal best, regardless of how the quality of their
work (best or not) matches up to the criteria (Hughes 2014). Yet, there
seems to be potential to turn this around and to use ipsative elements to help
the students better understand and engage with the set assessment criteria
and learning outcomes and see meeting these as goals that they are progres-
sing towards. Accordingly, the simple ipsative question posed to teachers of
‘How can we help students experience a personal best?’may be better suited in
higher education, particularly in engineering and design-centred problem-
based modules, if it then becomes, ‘What parts of the experience of getting a
personal best can we give to our students to encourage and motivate them to
reach the criteria we set?’.

In the PBL integrated engineering design setting at UCL we hoped that
ipsative feedback might help to deepen student engagement with the process
of design and complex problem solving by increasing personal confidence and
motivation levels, whilst providing clarity, correction and direction that clearly
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aligns with the set assessment criteria. Designers and design engineers, as well
as those who research the process of design, continually describe design itself
as a way of organising complexity or finding clarity in chaos. We wanted to
know if the addition of ipsative feedback during the students’ own process of
pulling organisation from chaos would help students to:

1. believe that they were on a productive journey
2. understand and feel that they were able to attain the standard of

outputs that are required of them.

In our design modules we also devised marking criteria in order to assess
the students’ ability to navigate and engage with the iterative process of
engineering design in a PBL environment, particularly at the early stages
of research, creativity and communication. Students are required to realise
and isolate the problem, understand the needs of all stakeholders, inves-
tigate new cultures and technologies and formulate and share ideas, before
refining their chosen final solution. Three key practical elements,
described in the remainder of this paper, aided the successful application
of ipsative feedback in combination with the use of criteria-based grading
within a PBL module. The ipsative elements were included specifically for
the benefit of student learning. They consisted of:

• Using scheduled class time to give feedback face-to-face, supported
by written feedback provided by academics on draft submitted work;

• Connecting formative ‘ipsative’ feedback to the final summative
assessment criteria;

• Spending time on academic training, since the inclusion of formative
feedback as part of a dialogue with students is a new experience for
many and ipsative feedback is even more novel.

INTEGRATED ENGINEERING DESIGN: UCL ENGINEERING’S

CORNERSTONE DESIGN MODULE

The IE Design module is intended to give the students an opportunity to
put their learning into practice by working in an interdisciplinary, pro-
blem/project-based learning, industry linked and design focused environ-
ment. At its core is the deliberate attempt to make use of and explore the
creative and stimulating aspects of human-centred design as practiced by
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‘real’ engineers and computer scientists in industry. This is supplemented
by embedding the exploration and use of professional skills needed to be
successful in the enticing and highly competitive working world (Mitchell
et al. 2015).

The basic structure of the first-term IE Design module consists of two
five-week ‘Challenges’, which have the students working in teams of
mixed disciplines. The themes for the ill-defined problems, which form
the basis of the two Challenges, are linked to such global challenges as
sustainability and health. The learning objectives of the second Challenge
build from those of the first. The first Challenge puts into practice the
pedagogy of problem-based learning, whilst the second has a higher level
of specification that aligns well with the principles of project-based learn-
ing (Savin Badin and Howell 2004). The technical focus and level of
difficulty also increases from the first to the second as the students in
their first five weeks are bright, inquisitive, enthusiastic, high-achieving
and well versed in Science Technology Engineering and Mathematics
(STEM) subjects, but have little technical knowledge of their chosen
engineering discipline. Upon completion of the full IE Design module,
an initial sense of autonomy among the students is expected as they take
responsibility for their own learning through their individual and team-
based experiences.

Both Challenges are presented to the teams of students with a human-
centred design approach to problem solving, pioneered by IDEO (2014) an
American innovation and design firm, in order for them to take into con-
sideration stakeholder and user needs. Students are given some experience
and understanding of what it is like when they are accountable to actual
stakeholders beyond the classroom. External community groups and cul-
tural and industry partners as ‘holders’ of the Challenges that are presented
to the students help achieve this. Students are requested to identify and
define the requirements, constraints and design parameters of their project,
whilst engaging in research-based activities and self-study through enquiry-
based learning. They are taught to explore the iterative processes of design
and engineering thinking whilst applying mathematics and engineering
analysis to the development and creation of an integrated engineering
solution. There is a focus in the first Challenge on the use of creativity to
generate concepts, exercise critical thinking, implement a methodology to
compare ideas and use engineering judgment to choose a final solution. By
contrast, the second Challenge affords the student an opportunity to
demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the equipment, materials

134 E. TILLEY AND K. ROACH



and processes employed in the design, production and testing of integrated
engineering systems, including specialised test and measurement equipment
relevant to their chosen engineering discipline.

The assessment of student work varied between the two Challenges.
Portfolios, a design solution video, team and client meetings, team and
individual presentations, technical prototype performance testing and
reflective writing comprised the body of work completed by the students
for (formative and summative) assessment. In some instances these were
designed to add an element of fun whilst others resemble authentic
deliverables and experiences typically associated with the engineering
profession. The summative assessment associated with the first Challenge
was primarily based on the creation and collation of a digital portfolio
throughout the five weeks and included collaborative teamwork as well as
individual aspects from each team member. A schedule of weekly mile-
stones for the submission of draft work was given to the students from the
module’s onset. These strategically aligned with the planned ipsative feed-
back and formative assessment meetings between the academic leaders and
student design teams.

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT AND IPSATIVE FEEDBACK WITHIN

SCHEDULED ‘DESIGN REVIEW MEETINGS’

At two timely milestones within the first five-week Challenge, meetings were
scheduled between each student team and their academic leaders. The meet-
ings took place during timetabled workshops, in which academic leaders
would move around from team to team within the two-hour timeslot, sitting
and conversing with the students. Students were given guidance notes ahead
of the meetings in order to understand how they should prepare and what
draft portfolio work needed to be submitted online in advance. The meetings
themselves were set out in a working-life setting, and were designed to mirror
those in which engineers are called upon by directors and/or clients to report
details of their project work as well as update on progress. Students were asked
to prepare and deliver short presentations summarising their work at the start
of the meeting and then the academic would follow up with an appraisal of
progress made and ask any questions. The academic assessors’ feedback was
centred on the learner’s progress whilst serving to provide the two main
functions of formative feedback, direction and facilitation (Black and
William 1998). It was also intended to provide learners with the two key
types of information, verification and elaboration, as reported by Kulhavy and
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Stock (1989). There is, however, an expectation set up with the students that
they are to lead the meeting and that they should make the most of the
meeting with the academic to clarify any misunderstandings or uncertainties
they were encountering.

The ipsative feedback and assessment consisted of comparative and
conditional or developmental statements verbally presented by both the
assessor and by student self-assessment. Both the students and academics
entered the design review meetings having assessed the submitted draft
work. Scoring of draft work utilised relevant criteria taken from the final
summative assessment rubric. A short conversation at the end of the
meeting involved dialogue that helped students understand how their
own ‘perceived’ level of achievement aligned with that of the academic
assessor. The full formative assessment session ended with students dis-
cussing the academic feedback amongst their teammates, often with a
teaching assistant present, before completing a piece of individual reflec-
tive writing prompted by questions. This process commonly resulted in
closing the gap between student and academic perceptions of quality of
draft work and an increased understanding of the assessment criteria on
the part of the students, particularly at the second meeting.

In order to prepare the students for their summative assessments, the
full assessment process during the five-week Challenge is clearly described
step-by-step below and supported by Fig. 7.1:

• The students submit their draft portfolio (Assessment 1)
• The academic leaders meet with the students in their working space,

during Design Review Meeting 1 (formative assessment)
• The students prepare and deliver a short informal presentation at the

beginning of the meeting
• The academic leader provides the students with verbal comments

and questions for improvement (feed forward) and the students self-
assess their own work using the set criteria rubric associated with final
summative assessment (self-assessment)

• A conversation occurs about the students perception compared to
the lead’s perception regarding the quality of the submission and the
students then submit a reflective piece about the process (reflection)

• The students submit their second draft submission, Assessment 2 (based
on the feed forward they received), followed by the second Design
Review Meeting with their academic leader (formative assessment)
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• In the second meeting the students get verbal feedback on how they
have developed compared to their previous assessment (ipsative feed-
back). They also receive comments and questions on the second
assessment that helps them prepare for their final submission,
Assessment 3 (feed forward).

• The students self-assess their own work, a second time, using the
criteria rubric associated with final summative assessment (self-
assessment)

• A final conversation occurs about the students latest perception
compared to the lead’s perception regarding the quality of the
second draft submission and the students then submit reflective
writing about the process (reflection)

• The students submit their final submission, Assessment 3 (based on
the feed forward they received) and academic leader provides final
written feedback with final mark based on set criteria (summative
assessment and ipsative feedback).

Feed forward, ipsative feedback and formative assessment are fed into the
final summative assessment, which is undertaken by academic leader.

Feed Forward 1 Feed Forward 2

Design Meeting 1 Design Meeting 2

Draft
Formative
Submission 1

Assessment 1 Assessment 2

Design Meeting 2

Feedback on feed
forward 1 by comparing
assessments 1 and 2

Feedback on feed
forward 2 by comparing
assessments 2 and 3

Final Written
Feedback

Assessment 3

Draft
Formative
Submission 2

Final
Summative
Submission

Fig. 7.1 Schematic of the process of feedback and assessment (adapted from
Hughes 2014)
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Typical examples of ipsative feedback provided to the students during the
five-week Challenge by an academic leader include:

There is a vast improvement in the quality of your team’s research on the
scaling and sizing of off shore wind farms due to the increased detail you’ve
provided regarding the mechanical and electrical systems involved. Suggest
that more can be done to simplify the technical language.

The presentation of your ideas has been enhanced by the addition of your
sketches. I am, and your external audience will be, able to better understand
the intricacies of the connections between the mechanical components.
Further improvements can be made with clearer labelling of components
and captioning of images.

REFLECTIONS AND THE STUDENT EXPERIENCE

OF DESIGN REVIEW MEETINGS

The following are a set of reflections completed by a student after the first and
second meetings, when asked to write about the outcomes of the meeting as
well as the ipsative feedback and assessment provided by the academic.

First Meeting student reflection:

The marks that I and my academic leader gave my team under each of the items
in the Design Review Meeting 1 Assessment Rubric are different. For instance,
we gave ourselves quite high mark for stakeholders, and problem & brief
definition, but we only got 2s for both criteria. I was surprised by the differences
as I thought our team was doing a good job. I realized our team was falling
behind based on the criteria in those categories of the assessment. In order to get
high marks, we must improve a lot to get back on track. Our academic leader
thought we have done a very great job on the presentation during the meeting.
But for some reason, some of the content of the presentation is missing in the
team portfolio. So, we have to figure out what we can do tomake it better based
on howwe prepared for themeeting.When I self-evaluated it, I realized it is a bit
unorganised and rather long in content. To improve the quality of it, I should
cut down the content and make it more precise.

Second Meeting student reflection:

The marks that each of us gave to ourselves, are quite similar to the ones
given by our academic leader. This means we have a better understanding of
what quality and kind of work will end up getting us a good mark on the
project, compared to our first Design Review Meeting.
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The last sentence of this student’s reflection after the first meeting pro-
vides evidence that an ipsative PBL environment can empower students to
make self-reflexive judgements in order to improve his/her own quality
of work on this project. S/he has been able to pinpoint specific tasks that
s/he or the team need to improve on, such as making a greater effort with
the team portfolio, being more organised, cutting down content and
being more precise. In the reflection for the second meeting, the focus is
on the progress that this student has made in understanding what the
required output standards are. This, in itself, is a highly desirable piece of
learning to have undergone during the first five weeks of an undergraduate
career. Arguably these reflections taken together demonstrate this stu-
dent’s increasing understanding of how to achieve good results in this
kind of project work, and of the effort and depth required to attain a
higher quality of research.

Discussions with students in focus groups afterwards support what is
implied in the set of individual reflections provided, which is that student
confidence levels can be negatively affected at the first meeting, but the
ipsative feedback appears to increase student motivation to improve the
quality of their outputs. After the second meeting, comments reflecting a
sense of achievement were common in the student reflections: progress is
acknowledged and their self-assessments are much more closely matched
to that of the academic. Having two of these meetings gives academics an
opportunity to provide an ipsative learning experience to their students on
two occasions.

For example, after the second meeting, another student reflected on
how the focus of the feedback was on improving the individual skill sets of
students that are critical to successful engineering design and improve-
ment in the quality of their team project.

The following are the lessons I learned from our meeting with our
academic leader:

• To not give information we cannot back up with facts and correct
statistics.

• We need to do more research into the stakeholders (people affected
by this project e.g. mining companies) of this project and how are
they affected.

• We need to understand what sustainability is properly; however we
were told that we did a great job summarising the initial research
provided.
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• Our arguments need to be more technical and very detailed.
• We need to find out answers to some very detailed questions like,

‘Howmuch do these people earn?’ and ‘Howmuch energy is used in
schools, by females, males and children?’

• If we don’t know something we should not assume but be honest
and say that ‘we do not know etc . . . and we need to find out’.

LESSONS LEARNED

Ipsative feedback and assessment can address the argument often raised in
discussions regarding the effectiveness of feedback that ‘feedback is only
useful if the task is repeated’. The student reflections provided gives an early
indication of potential conceptual and skill-based links that should be
emphasised and supported across programmes in modularised curricula
through feed forward and acknowledgement of progress made since past
performances. Monitoring progress is very difficult to implement practically;
however the Engineering faculty at UCL are committed to developing new
administrative and online systems to support a connected curriculum that
enables the collation of feedback and grades for each student to be kept as a
personal record and shared with their personal tutors.

Ipsative feedback can add to what is missing in many PBL/authentic
learning assessment methods. A group of academics from Aston
University in Birmingham, UK led recent curriculum reforms that intro-
duced CDIO, an international engineering education framework stressing
engineering fundamentals set in the context of Conceiving, Designing,
Implementing and Operating real-world systems and products (Andrews
et al. 2011) across the first-year undergraduate curriculum in the depart-
ment of Mechanical Engineering and Design. They have highlighted
that even widely practised methods of PBL still struggle to provide
adequate assessment and feedback, particularly in the provision of indivi-
dual feedback.

The content of the student reflections lends support to the notion that
in PBL, facilitation helps to build confidence and spark motivation in
students by letting them know that they are on a productive path. Both
reflections cited above show that the students aim to improve the quality
of their work, a feature that in itself takes confidence to reflect on and
acknowledge, and motivation to achieve. Our sense that students increase
their confidence from this process of monitoring progress arises from the
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fact that they are apparently clear about what they have to do after the first
meeting and then they are able to confirm their learning from the first
meeting in the second. The ipsative feedback has been an orienting
experience for these students, allowing them to improve the quality of
their research and go into added depth with their ideas and concepts.

Moreover, academics expect the students to formulate opinions, gather
evidence to provide a supporting technical argument and make decisions
on matters that perhaps they would have ignored, if not challenged to do
so. These meetings have highlighted the importance of having the stu-
dents experience some degree of failure with the potential to re-orientate
and attempt to do better next time. In other words, as long as there is
potential for acknowledged progress, that is clearly facilitated by judicious
feed forward and feedback, then students are able to understand that such
difficult experiences can be beneficial to their learning and future achieve-
ments. Adding an element of ipsative feedback provided by an academic
facilitator can help students make such personal realisations more readily,
and this ultimately contributes to their ability to make self-reflexive judge-
ments and decisions critical to their progress in learning and coursework.

STUDENT REFLECTIONS ON PROGRESS

The ipsative feedback given by academic leaders was designed to enhance
student confidence and motivation and to enable them to better achieve
the criteria upon which they would also be assessed. As mentioned pre-
viously, the students were asked to complete a set of three individual
reflections: one after their first team design review meeting, another after
their second meeting and the third after completing the design project.

The reflections were guided by questions, none of which explicitly
called for students to describe their progress so far, although some ques-
tions asked them to reflect on what they had learned and one question
specifically asked about whether things had changed in their teams
between first and second meetings. The following questions were asked
as part of the first two reflection assignments:

• Were there any differences in the marks that you and your academic
leader gave your team under each of the items in the Design Review
Meeting Assessment Rubric?

• Were you surprised by the differences?
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• What feedback did you get from your academic leader that you and
your team can use to improve your project and your myPortfolio
coursework pages?

• How are things going in your team? (Reflection 2 only: Have things
changed from your first reflection submission?) Please describe using
a personal experience to convey how well or how poorly things are
within the team.

• How is your team project coming along?

The final reflection included the following question, which was aimed at
understanding the individual student experience of the iterative nature of
the engineering design process:

• Describe your experience of the design process. Highlight the stages
of cycle that you explored and provide a description of your experi-
ences of every stage. Explain what you’ve learned about the design
process, identify the lessons you’ve learned and those that you think
you need more time to explore and learn about.

In one cohort consisting of 48 students, 31 (64 %) included an ipsative
element in one or more of their reflections. They did this in one of two
ways. Some specifically referred to progress, improvements or getting
better, whilst others described a narrative shift from a state of not under-
standing or of not being able, to a more competent state of understanding
or skill.

Narrative shifts from incompetent to more competent include:

. . . the first stagewhen only four peoplewere doingworkwas absolutely terrible.
This stage was full of angry, irritated, and confused individuals, which was
extremely detrimental to the overall synergy of the group. In the latter stage,
when all themembers weremaking big contributions to the project, peoplewere
well communicated, happy and overall pleasedwith thework that was produced.

. . . Start from ‘not knowing anything’ to ‘having a little understanding
and concept what the challenge is about’ to ‘start to listen and give opinion’
to ‘having meeting and brainstorming’ to ‘found mistake and make change’
to ‘rushing to do all the research and team pages to meet the deadline’ and
‘done all the video and all team pages’. It is just like a mother going through
pregnancy, tiring but happy, and finally the baby born.
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Specific references to progress and/or improvement include:

Things have changed since the submission of the first individual reflection.
Our team is getting better and better in terms of communication and
commitment.

We are very happy with our progress so far, the research that we have
collated has been most interesting, whilst enabling us to design our speci-
fication accordingly.

Despite the fact that students were not primed to focus specifically on their
progress per se, many of them have naturally done so. It is perhaps possible
that the ipsative feedback, which they received from the academics in their
team meetings, encouraged them to think in the context of their own
progress. It is notable that the majority of ipsative reflections are clustered
in the second reflection (see Table 7.1), which was due for submission
shortly after the second team meeting, approximately three quarters
through the five-week project, when they received feedback on their
progress since the first meeting.

Prompting questions for reflections two and three (see below) provided
the best opportunity for students to focus on the improvements they made
during the course of their first Challenge. Reflection three tended to call
forth more specific statements about the content of the Challenges and
specifics of the design process that students had learned. These were
focused more on measuring a progression in their knowledge of the
content and their understanding of processes, as in ‘how to do some-
thing’, than they were on the state of their skills or competencies, such as
communication or organisation. The state of development of their skills
might be referred to as competencies and competencies were not subject

Table 7.1 Spread of students referring to progress in relation to outputs versus
progress in relation to skills

Progress in competencies Progress on outputs Total

Reflection 1 1 4 5
Reflection 2 15 4 19
Reflection 3 8 5 13
Total 24 13
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to any criteria-based marking. The state of their understanding of knowl-
edge, content or process might usefully be referred to as output-related
progression, in the sense that knowledge of content or process that they
referred to was specific to achieving the standards set by the criteria used to
mark outputs (e.g. a portfolio, design idea, presentations, etc.)

Questions that were most likely to prompt ‘ipsative statements’ in
reflections two and three were as follows:

Reflection 2: How are things going in your team? Have things changed
from your first reflection submission?

Reflection 3: Explain what you’ve learned about the design process,
identify the lessons you’ve learned and those that you think you need more
time to explore and learn about.

Among the students who focussed on progress, some statements were
output-related, whilst others purely referred to their own state of skill,
competency or understanding.

Examples of output linked ipsative reflections:

The project is making great progress and my team and I are working very
well on new ideas that could help influence the success of our design.

We are adding to our original idea every time we have something intri-
guing but we are also focused in our making gradual progress.

Examples of competency-linked ipsative reflections:

Lately, our team’s progress has been very good! The delegation of works has
been made more efficient and fair, and everyone is now involved in the
meeting and discussion.

And while working on this project we have improved and developed skills
that we had before and learnt some new (ones) as well.

This distinction is significant because one of the key differences between
criteria-referenced assessment and ipsative assessment is that the former
focuses on outputs alone whereas the latter focuses on the state of the
learner or student and the difference in their state between now and
before. Table 7.1 shows the spread of output-linked statements as
opposed competency-based statements. Competency-based statements
are related to the state of the student themselves, whereas output-based
statements linked progress to their drive to achieve a good grade on their
outputs.
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In this set of reflections, roughly two-thirds of students have focussed
on their own or their team’s abilities and have not linked their improved
skills to any specific output. It is worth making note that the competencies
that the students have reflected on were not assessed and no marks were
allocated for competencies. It is clear, however, that the students have
understood that effective team working is an essential skill that they need
to develop in order to meet the standards required of them. This is a major
breakthrough for the IE Design module since there is a drive in engineer-
ing education as a whole to produce undergraduates who are ‘work ready’
by the time they graduate. One of the significant criteria for ‘work readi-
ness’ for 21st century engineers is teamwork along with other soft skills
(Finelli et al. 2011; Royal Academy of Engineering 2007).

There is a legitimate concern that in any assessment system that com-
bines criteria-based assessment, with ipsative feedback and formative
assessment such as this one, the whole program of assessment is at risk
of being overshadowed by the criteria-referenced grading. This doesn’t
appear to have been the case for these students especially when it came to
reflections on teamwork skills. Team-working skills per se were not
assessed by reference to criteria yet the majority of reflections were in
fact about teams. 24 of the 31 (77 %) students who reflected on their
progress did so in relation to team-working skills although they were not
asked to think about teamwork in Reflection 3. So these students have
submitted ipsative reflections, despite the fact that they were not specifi-
cally directed to talk about progress and of those that did this, most of
them have referred to the competencies involved in team-working skills,
which were not subject to any criteria-referencing system.

These student reflections suggest an exciting opportunity for the future
of Problem-Based Learning in the assessment of competencies, such as
team-working skills, which engineering programs are increasingly
designed to teach.

CHALLENGES TO PROVIDING IPSATIVE FEEDBACK

AND FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

The experience of providing face-to-face formative assessment and feed-
back sessions as part of the scheduled review meetings has highlighted
some issues surrounding the practical implementation of ipsative feedback.
Both students and academics need to be fully committed to the set
(formative and summative) assessment schedule. The students need to
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see the benefit in submitting draft work for the academics to give feedback
on and the academics need to be comfortable with giving feedback on
progress, not just criteria-based content, in live meetings with students
through dialogue. For the students, it is essential that the ipsative feedback
and formative assessment clearly link to the summative assessment. For the
academics, this requires the provision of training and practice opportu-
nities as well as a clearly devised system to reduce the administrative load
associated with providing written feedback and draft marking. Further
operational support is needed within departments and/or faculties and
across degree programmes to provide opportunities to collate, connect
and share with personal tutors, individual student grades and feedback
between modules and degree years to promote feed forward opportunities
and acknowledge progress made on past performances.

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has described how cornerstone engineering design mod-
ules form the basis for future problem/project-based modules and
how conceptual tasks can be repeated and skill sets developed. Such
modules provide students with an opportunity to understand and
realise very early on in their engineering education that there are
plenty of opportunities to benefit from the feedback and lessons
learned. A significant conclusion to report is the capacity for ipsative
feedback to increase the effectiveness of formative feedback to orien-
tate the students within their own journey not only to give students a
good understanding of the standards that are expected of them parti-
cularly in criteria-based engineering design modules, but also to give
students an understanding of their own progress in skills-based com-
petency as well as output-linked knowledge. The ipsative approach
supports the student-centred teaching and learning methods of PBL/
PjBL pedagogy whilst valuing learner progress. We believe that stu-
dent self-reflections written after each of the two design review meet-
ings support common themes of increased confidence and motivation
levels, shown by the way in which students have demonstrated a clear
of understanding of what they need to improve upon as well as the
project aims and assessment criteria. There is a suggestion that implies
that an ipsative PBL environment empowers students to be self-
reflexive even in generalised skills and competencies, which are impor-
tant for their general development, but are not assessed in the
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criteria-based system. This appears to be a pleasing side effect of the
ipsative process, which will go some way to producing graduates who
are work-ready.
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CHAPTER 8

Assessing Liminality: The Use of Ipsative
Formative Assessment During

a PostgraduateTaught Induction Programme
to Support the Development of Criticality

Julie Rattray

INTRODUCTION

Since the publication of Meyer and Land’s first papers in 2003 (Meyer and
Land 2003a, 2003b) a substantive body of work has emerged exploring
aspects of the Threshold Concepts Framework from a range of different
perspectives (Flanagan 2016). This work has considered, for example, the
nature of disciplinary and professional thresholds as well as those pedago-
gical approaches that might support their mastery (ibid). Within this body
of research, however, elements of the Threshold Concepts Framework
remain elusive or problematic. The movement of learners through the so-
called liminal space from the first encounter with the threshold to mastery
and subsequent ontological shift is relatively uncharted (Land et al. 2014).
Similarly it has proven difficult to identify satisfactory approaches to the
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assessment of threshold concepts – it may be possible to identify individuals
who have moved beyond the mastery of a particular threshold and pro-
gressed within their chosen discipline or profession, but it is more challen-
ging to identify those who have only a developing or partial understanding
of the threshold (Davies andMangan 2008). We know that as the threshold
is encountered learners must enter, and pass through, the liminal space
(Meyer and Land 2005) or liminal tunnel (Land et al. 2014; Vivian
2012) if the threshold is to be mastered and the learner is to be transformed.
Determining what stage of understanding the learner is at or precisely where
they are in the liminal tunnel is not easy, and as yet satisfactory attempts to
assess this movement are not forthcoming.

The above characterisation of liminality as a tunnel, rather than simply a
space, as in the original Meyer and Land (2003a, 2005) work, represents
an increasing acceptance that the liminal experience is both cognitive and
emotional. It is an experience that is associated with both intellectual and
affective, or emotional, transformations that take the learner into a dark
and often foreboding place (Cousin 2006; Land et al. 2014; Vivian 2012).
The tunnel metaphor was first introduced by Vivian (2012), taking a
semiotic approach to liminality, and has utility as a way of thinking
about liminality in a number of ways. First, it encourages us to think of
liminality in terms of a journey, with the tunnel something to be passed
through en route to our destination in this case the mastery of a threshold
concept. It captures the temporal nature of liminality implying as it does
that passage through the tunnel may take time and effort, as the threshold
is encountered, explored and mastered. Finally, tunnels are frequently dark
places that are only illuminated as we move through them and this again
would seem to fit with the experiences of threshold transformations as we
understand them. Meyer and Land (2005) argue that one of the impor-
tant defining features of a threshold concept is its troublesomeness, which
creates in the learner a state of uncertainty which is only resolved as the
learner works to master the threshold. As they do this, according to Meyer
and Land (2005), aspects of the concept will come in and out of focus
much as the tunnel walls are illuminated briefly as we pass through it.

This chapter draws on a case study from a postgraduate taught induc-
tion programme designed for education students to support the sugges-
tion that forms of formative ipsative assessment can serve as a useful
pedagogical tool to facilitate students’ development of the threshold con-
cept of criticality and as a potential means of assessing progress through
the liminal tunnel.
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WHAT IS A THRESHOLD?
Meyer and Land (2003b) define a threshold concept as ‘akin to a portal
opening up a new and previously inaccessible way of thinking about
something’ (p. 3). Threshold concepts are not simply aspects of content
that need to be learned but rather they refer to those concepts within a
discipline or profession that change the way we think, practise and talk
within that discipline or profession. In short, they represent points of
transformation (Meyer and Land 2003a, 2003b, 2005). They are typi-
cally associated with those aspects of knowledge that are the most
troublesome (Perkins 1999) and foster discursive and ontological trans-
formations in learners that cause them to view their discipline or pro-
fession in a subjectively different way (Meyer and Land 2005). The
threshold concepts of a discipline also serve to create a set of boundaries
for the discipline, framing in a way the particular body of disciplinary
knowledge or ways of practising associated with that discipline. They
might be thought of as creating the boundaries of a discipline or learn-
ing community (Davies 2006). Communities in this sense are identifi-
able as being framed by the fundamental principles or concepts, the
thresholds, of the subject that hold it together and which establish a
common or shared perception of that subject which is both tacit and
implicit (Davies 2006).

As well as being potentially troublesome and transformative Meyer and
Land (2003a, 2003b, 2005) suggest that the mastery of threshold con-
cepts may also be integrative in that it brings together other aspects of the
discipline in new and hitherto unconsidered ways. Learners actively bring
together previously unrelated disciplinary knowledge in a reconstituted
and irreversible way as their disciplinary outlook shifts. The learner is
unable to return to the prior state of knowing, before the threshold was
mastered – the portal operates in a uni-directional way. However, it is
worth noting that if the threshold is not mastered the learner will return to
their original state of knowledge on the brink of a threshold never truly
breached.

Work utilising the Threshold Concepts Framework has identified that
an understanding of heat transference in physics (Meyer and Land
2003a) or opportunity cost in economics (Meyer and Shanahan 2003;
Shanahan and Meyer 2006) arguably irreversibly changes the ways that a
learner will engage with physics or economics. Once these troublesome
concepts are mastered, they necessitate that the learner will approach
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problems in economics or physics differently in the future. Work within
the domain of biology, with its numerous and at times seemingly dis-
parate sub-domains, that is, zoology, genetics or botany, suggests that
the discipline as a whole is bounded and often integrated by a shared
understanding of concepts such as complexity, scale and change. These
serve to distinguish biology as a discipline from physics or chemistry
where these concepts have a different meaning or significance (Taylor
2006). Research in the area of threshold concepts also tells us that
doctoral supervisors and students agree that coming to understand the
purpose and function of a conceptual framework which frames and
guides their research represents a key moment of transformation in the
life of a doctoral candidate (Trafford 2008).

As a threshold is understood or mastered, not only does it necessitate a
new way of thinking about the discipline but it also fosters a potentially
new way of talking about the discipline (Meyer and Land 2005; Cousin
2006). The majority of disciplines and professions have an associated
discourse which acts as a code or signifier for that discipline or profession.
The use of disciplinary discourse can serve as a means of identifying those
individuals who might be considered to be part of that disciplinary group
or community and those who are outsiders (Davies 2006; Meyer and Land
2005). It is important to note that use of the discourse does not in itself
indicate that the threshold has been mastered and that the learner under-
stands the concept. Many learners use the discourse of a discipline, some-
times in a mode of mimicry, or community before they master the
thresholds associated with that discipline or community (Cousin 2006).
Mastery of a threshold thus refers not simply to the use of disciplinary
discourse but rather reflects a true shift in understanding of the threshold
concept or concepts associated with that discipline. In this chapter the use
of the terms threshold mastery, or mastery of the threshold, refer to the
idea that the learner has an understanding of the concept being learned; it
does not reflect any qualitative or quantitative judgement about a requisite
level of understanding. Within the area of threshold concepts we tend to
talk about thresholds being mastered or not rather than seeing under-
standing of the concept as operating on a sliding scale. Thus, whilst the
learner traverses the liminal tunnel they may develop a partial under-
standing of the threshold concept, it is not until they emerge from the
tunnel transformed that we would identify them as having mastered the
threshold.
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CRITICAL THINKING AS A THRESHOLD CONCEPT

The ability to engage critically with existent research literature and evidence
represents a significant key to successful Masters study, with grades often
being associated with evidence, or lack thereof, of critical engagement with
the material at hand. Students who fail to engage critically with their
Masters study or who fail to develop critical reasoning frequently get
‘stuck’ and find themselves unable to progress their studies beyond an
ability to reproduce or report what they are learning (Giancarlo and
Facione 2001). In short, they do not develop the capacity to think critically.
Drawing on the epistemological model of critical thinking as proposed by
Baxter-Magolda (2009), encompassing four levels of knowing, Chen and
Rattray (in press) argue that critical thinking is a threshold concept. Baxter-
Magolda (2009) argues that as their critical thinking develops learners
progress from a point of absolute knowing to transitional knowing to
independent knowing and finally to contextual knowing as they construct
their own meaning (Baxter-Magolda 2009; Boes et al. 2010). Critical
thinking and the associated idea of criticality is, to this end, potentially
troublesome, integrative and transformative, empowering learners with a
new way of thinking, approaching and talking about the nature of
evidence, warrant and reasoned argument (Chen and Rattray in press).
Mastery of the threshold concept of critical thinking brings about changes
in the way that learners engage with the academic argument and evidence
with which they are presented, and the associated ontological shift changes
their academic practices (Meyer and Land 2005; Perkins 2008).

Within the discipline or field of education, like other areas of the social
sciences such as sociology, political science or even psychology, the learner
who has not mastered the critical thinking threshold is likely to approach
their work in a descriptive way, reporting arguments from the research
literature in a linear and non-integrated fashion. They will typically fail to
see the links between central constructs within their disciplinary context
and be able to recite theory rather than explain it. Learners who do not
think critically about their disciplinary area frequently seem to be unaware
that the same problem or issue can be discussed or explored from a range of
different perspectives that are equally valid yet distinctive in nature. Such
learners might, for example, ask questions aimed at eliciting a definitive
answer – ‘which is the right theoretical explanation of how people learn?’,
whereas the learner who has mastered the threshold concept of critical
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thinking will realise that within the discipline or field of education this is not
a reasonable question. They would understand that the different theories of
learning that have been proposed simply reflect different ways of explaining
the learning process. They will equally be aware that themerits or otherwise
of any individual theory will depend on a number of issues, not least of
which is the quality of argument and evidence used to support it.

In addition, learners who have mastered the critical thinking threshold
in education would understand the interconnectedness of theory, policy
and practice, understanding that each is informed by the other. So, for
example, they are able to understand the inter-relationship between ways
of thinking about disability, medical or social models, educational policies
relating to educational inclusion and special educational needs, and class-
room practices designed to support the learning of individuals with special
educational needs. Critical thinking in this way acts as a threshold cap-
ability (Baillie et al. 2013) that allows learners to integrate other disciplin-
ary thresholds such as the link between theory and practice (Chen and
Rattray in press).

ASSESSING THE THRESHOLD?
As already mentioned threshold transformations are frequently accompa-
nied by a change in disciplinary discourse. The discursive aspect of the
threshold is interesting as many learners actually start to use the new
discourse associated with the threshold before they come to have a full
mastery of it. Meyer and Land (2003a, 2003b, 2005) to this as ‘mimicry’,
arguing that learners frequently mimic or reproduce the discourse of the
threshold using specific terms or discursive forms of language associated
with the threshold but with no apparent understanding of the concept that
sits behind this discourse. This mimicking behaviour is one reason why the
assessment of movement through the liminal tunnel has proven to be so
problematic. We are not simply able to rely on the learners’ use of specialist
language as an indication of their level of transformation (Davies and
Mangan 2008).

Davies and Mangan (2008) argue that assessment of threshold trans-
formations is fraught with difficulties, not least because of the potential for
discursive mimicry. They argue that the need not simply to identify knowl-
edge acquisition, but to be able to identify a qualitative difference in ways
of thinking and practising makes threshold transformations particularly
difficult to assess. Threshold transformations involve three different kinds

154 J. RATTRAY



of conceptual change. Students first acquire, at least, a rudimentary under-
standing of some basic concepts within their discipline. These may not be
fully understood, and indeed Davies and Mangan (2008) argue that they
cannot be until integrative disciplinary thresholds have been mastered.
Two further conceptual developments are then needed. The first of
these relates to mastery of more complex, or superordinate, knowledge-
based disciplinary thresholds and the second relates to conceptual changes
in disciplinary practices (Davies and Mangan 2008). One of these con-
ceptual developments is not enough to bring about a full threshold
transformation. There needs to be both a change in knowledge and an
associated change in ways of practising if we are to witness an ontological
shift. Thus, the integrative and bounded nature of threshold concepts
mean that they bring together other, more basic level concepts within
the discipline as they serve their transformatory function (Davies and
Mangan 2008). The speed of transformation is not uniform and it can
take learners varying amounts of time to master a threshold, and yet most
assessment practices in higher education frequently assume a more-or-less
uniform pattern of learning with students moving from naivety to exper-
tise in a linear way during their period of study (Alexander et al. 1995).

Thus, many traditional approaches to assessment in higher education,
relying as they do on students’ knowledge of their discipline at fixed time-
points during their study, are insufficient to capture the fluid nature of
threshold transformations. Current approaches allow us to identify stu-
dents with no real understanding of the discipline and those who have
already mastered some of the important thresholds associated with their
disciplines, but what we are less well able to capture are those students
who are moving towards mastery but who have not accomplished it yet.
We need to find an approach to the assessment of threshold concepts that
permits us to uncover what is going on when students are passing through
the liminal tunnel en route to full mastery and subsequent transformation.
In addition, we need an approach which acknowledges the non-uniformity
with which these changes might occur.

IPSATIVE ASSESSMENT AND THRESHOLD TRANSFORMATIONS

One way of achieving this might be to apply the principles of ipsative
assessment to the assessment of threshold transformations (Hughes 2011,
2014; Hughes et al. 2014). Ipsative assessment offers a move away from
normative or criterion-referenced assessment to a more individualised
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approach to the assessment of learning and understanding (Hughes 2011,
2014). It encourages learners to reflect on their own progress and accom-
plishments and identify, through the interpretation of appropriate feed-
back and self-reflection, what they need to do to continue to develop their
learning (Hughes et al. 2014). The dialogical and developmental nature of
ipsative assessment would recommend it as having potential utility in
relation to the assessment of a learner’s developing mastery of a threshold
concept. The need, in this approach, for students both to self-assess and to
respond to the feedback of others and to focus on their own learning
journey, rather than a specific grade or score, pushes them to think about
what it is they are trying to master, and how they are trying to master it,
rather than simply comparing their performance against that of others
(Hughes 2011, 2014). In the case of the development of threshold under-
standings this is particularly important as the speed of passage through the
liminal tunnel is so varied that to try to assess this with a single fixed point
assessment can be problematic – we need a way to capture the journey and
establish that movement is actually taking place. Ipsative assessment may
allow us to do this more effectively than other forms of assessment as it
necessitates that learners focus on the process of learning, not simply the
product (Hughes et al. 2014). In terms of the mastery of a threshold this is
important as it will support the shifts in ways of thinking and practising
that are central to threshold mastery.

Ipsative assessment may serve to support the development of Baxter-
Magolda’s (2009) four stages of knowing, which give rise to critical
thinking. As such the learner who embarks on the journey of mastery of
critical thinking may pass through Baxter-Magolda’s four developmental
stages as they move through the liminal tunnel. Thus, on entering the
tunnel the learner may demonstrate what Baxter-Magolda terms ‘absolute
knowing’, where ideas are treated as absolutes and arguments repeated but
not analysed. Through the use of carefully constructed formative assess-
ment tasks that encourage learners to think about how they are engaging
with the material to be learned and their treatment of information, they
may then move from this form of knowing to transitional knowing char-
acterised by a growing acceptance that knowledge is less certain than it was
previously believed to be. A continued engagement in learning activities
that focus on the very nature of knowledge and evidence transitional views
of knowledge in turn may develop into independent knowing where the
learner accepts that knowledge is uncertain and is able to articulate their
own views and subjective arguments based on available evidence. Finally as
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the learner continues to develop their engagement with the discipline and
the nature of argument, the learner who masters the threshold of critical
thinking will emerge from the liminal tunnel demonstrating what Baxter-
Magolda (2009) has termed ‘contextual knowing’. At this point they are
able not simply to formulate and support their own arguments but to
locate these arguments within the wider disciplinary context and under-
stand that any argument must be judged according to a set of contextually-
relevant criteria and the context itself. Such a transformative journey,
even when well-structured and supported, will not be the same for all
learners and it may take some learners longer than others. Such a trans-
formation, when successful, will then influence how the learner engages
with other aspects of disciplinary knowledge as they come to see it in its
disciplinary contexts, for example, the treatment of Marxist or postmo-
dern theory is no longer something simply to be critiqued as abstract
theory but something to be critiqued and evaluated within an educa-
tional context.

As already indicated, the pace of movement through the liminal
tunnel will vary with some learners taking longer than others to achieve
mastery of the threshold. Likewise not all learners will follow the same
path through the tunnel. For some, the journey will be smooth and the
shift from one form of knowing to another, whilst challenging, will
represent a logical and manageable shift in thinking (Meyer and Land
2003a, 2005). Other learners however, will experience a different kind
of journey, one that is more troublesome, with progress being made
through a series of stops and starts and even backwards steps. These
learners may experience what Meyer and Land call ‘oscillation’ as they
inhabit a place on the edge of understanding, with the path ahead
being illuminated briefly before it is lost again in the darkness of the
tunnel. For these learners it is not uncommon to experience a kind of
back and forth movement on the brink of transition which is then lost.
The new idea or knowledge comes briefly into focus before it disap-
pears from view. Ipsative formative assessment tasks may help the
learner hold the new concept in focus whilst it is explored and under-
standings are reached.

Whilst the case study of practice that will be presented in the remainder
of this chapter does not attempt to address all of these issues, it represents
an attempt to use the principles of ipsative assessment to start to explore
the potential for us to understand in more detail the liminal journey. It
reflects an attempt to see how one pedagogical approach might help to
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foster mastery of the threshold concept of critical thinking as a starting
point to developing meaningful forms of assessment within the Threshold
Concepts Framework.

THE POSTGRADUATE INDUCTION PROGRAMME

The Issues of Transition

Transitions to postgraduate study can be difficult for many students as they
are required not simply to engage with increasingly complex ideas in relation
to their academic studies but to demonstrate more sophisticated levels of
academic practice (Rattray and Smith 2015). Many students struggle to
make this transition smoothly and this can often be as a consequence of not
having the requisite academic practices that will help them succeed at
Masters level (Rattray and Smith 2015). Some of these ways of practising
are skill-based and can be taught in very direct ways, for example, how to use
an appropriate referencing style, or how to present data, but others require a
different, less didactic, pedagogical approach to support their development.

As already mentioned, the ability of students to engage critically with
their Masters level study of education improves their ability to do well on
their programme as it opens up more sophisticated treatment of knowledge
and ways of dealing with the claims and evidence they are introduced to.
Students who take a critical approach to their studies typically see the
relationships and interrelationships between the different ideas they are
presented with and can construct arguments that are derived from a critical
appraisal of theories and research within their disciplinary contexts. Those
who do not take such an approach typically are able to reproduce what they
are told or what they read, but will describe rather than analyse arguments,
produce assignments that are reproductions of lecture notes and readings
but which do not develop ideas beyond those that they were originally
presented with. Whilst this can, if done well, be sufficient to obtain a passing
grade at Masters level, it will not gain them a merit or distinction level grade.

Being concerned that we supported the development of those academic
practices that we might think of as skills, and those that are more akin to
competencies, a new induction programme was developed for Education
Masters students which took a more holistic approach to academic practice
as a foundation for supporting students to make the transition to Masters
level study (Rattray and Smith 2015).
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The Programme

Using threshold concepts as a framework for curricular design, the induc-
tion programme for Education Masters students at a research-intensive
higher education institution in the UK was re-designed. The resulting
induction programme integrates elements of ipsative formative assessment
(Hughes 2014) with Nicol’s (2011) idea of peer review and feedback to
support students movement through the difficult liminal phase where
notions of criticality frequently oscillate as students work to reach a
point of understanding and subsequent transformation.

The full induction programme lasts for two terms and is a non-compulsory,
non-credit bearing addition to the suite of Masters level education pro-
grammes offered by the institution. It runs in parallel to the credit-bearing
Masters programmes. During the academic year that the programme was
introduced, 46 students participated in the initial two-week induction pro-
gramme, but only 16 students completed the full series of induction activ-
ities. Some students of course enrol on Masters programmes having already
mastered the critical thinking threshold and demonstrate a contextual un-
derstanding of knowledge right from the start. These students are not the
focus of this chapter and will therefore not feature in subsequent discussions.

This chapter will not present a full description of the programme, but
focuses on those elements that were specifically designed to support the
development of critical thinking and criticality (see Fig. 8.1). A series of
workshops and assessment tasks were designed with the aim of facilitating
students’ understanding of the meaning of critical thinking in relation to
education. These activities start by encouraging students to explore their
own understandings of criticality, something that is essential if we are to
explore its development as a threshold concept. We need to establish if
students already have a view of critical thinking that is aligned to that
which is espoused by academic colleagues in the design delivery and assess-
ment of Masters level work. If students are to develop their academic
practices and make sense of feedback on their written work and expectations
of them in seminars and other learning situations, they need to develop an
understanding of the meaning of critical thinking that is being applied by
those teaching and assessing them. This is important, as a key element of the
standard assessment criteria for any Masters programme is the ability to
demonstrate critical engagement with the research literature. Anecdotal
evidence from student discussion forums tells us that the comment they
least understand on their written feedback is ‘you did not show evidence of
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critical engagement with the arguments’ or ‘you failed to develop a critical
line of argument in this work’. Thus the induction programme takes as its
starting point how students themselves view criticality and then presents
them with the definition as applied on their programme of study:

The ability to make informed, evaluative judgments based on evidence as
well as values and to see the interconnectedness of ideas.

At the start of this process many of the Masters students have a limited
understanding of criticality, as demonstrated by the initial written defini-
tions of critical thinking by our students:

It means we should look at both sides of an issue, not only focus on the
evidence that supports my argument but also take those opposite ideas into
consideration as well.

Learning how to construct an argument and balancing your thinking in
order to come to a conclusion.

It may mean not accepting all and everything. If one hears or reads
anything he/she must think about it before accepting it or believing it.

These three quotes suggest that whilst students view critical thinking as some-
thing to do with argument and evidence they do not fully seem to be
integrating the idea of evaluation and judgement. The final student perhaps
shows more understanding of this. As we might expect, these students have
moved beyond Baxter-Magolda’s (2009) first stage of knowing in that they
see critical thinking as reflecting a need to construct arguments that are derived
from evidence, suggesting that they do not see knowledge as absolute but
rather as something subjective. Some students saw critical thinking as being
about judgements, but even then the view was fairly narrow. They seem to be
demonstrating what Baxter-Magolda would call a transitional view of knowl-
edge that reflects their understanding of the need for evidence but does not
really extend to a full acknowledgement that knowledge is uncertain andmust
be viewed within a contextual framework. For example criticality is:

Being able to read texts objectively and find ways to challenge or support the
ideas and theories outlined. (Masters Student)

Following this initial activity where students were asked to provide their
working definitions of critical thinking, they were presented with ours.
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Students then participate in the induction programme proper which
includes tasks designed to develop an understanding of critical thinking
that is aligned to that which is applied to their work by assessors. Each task
or activity is cumulative in that it builds on the previous activity in some
way to support a potential shift in thinking. The tasks are designed to be as
non-threatening as they can be in an attempt to reduce the negative
emotional experience that can be associated with liminality (Rattray and
Smith 2015).

The programme starts with a discussion of a spoof article from ‘the
Onion’ website (www.theonion.com) outlining the arguments for the
existence of ‘olfactory’ or ‘nasal’ learners as an extension of the visual/
auditory/kinaesthetic (VAK) learning styles approach to learning (Barbe
and Milone 1981). Many of the students enrolled on Masters in education
programmes are familiar with the learning styles idea and vocabulary, if not
the research base that sits behind them. It is not uncommon to find that
initial responses to the article are not based on evaluations of the evidence
but whether or not the learner has undergone a learning styles assessment
at some point in their educational history. Those who have and feel that
this benefited them typically are more willing to accept the arguments in
the article than those who have not, or than those who did, but felt that it
did not help them.

What we see in doing this activity is that the article often polarises
students into taking a position in support of, or against, the ideas. They see
them as representing a view of learning styles that is favourable (or right)
or unfavourable (or wrong), which would suggest that for many students
initial responses to ideas are being treated in terms of absolute knowledge.
This would seem to be at odds with their definitions of critical thinking
which appeared to reflect a transitional and in a small number of cases,
independent view of knowledge (Baxter-Magolda 2009). One possible
explanation for this may be that in their written definitions, students use
the language of critical thinking but are simply demonstrating what Meyer
and Land (2003a, 2003b) referred to as ‘mimicry’ of the discourse. They
will already be familiar with the discourse surrounding critical thinking
and criticality from their undergraduate study experiences and are using
this language to represent their own definitions.

Having asked students for their initial responses to the article, we used
small-group and in-class discussions to encourage students to go beyond
their initial responses to the article to the construction of justifications for
their responses that were based on a more detailed consideration of the
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arguments presented and supported in the piece. The choice of a spoof
article here is important – proposing what might at first seem ridiculous
but which cannot simply be dismissed. Presenting evidence to support its
claims forces students to think about the merits of an argument and how
claims, even preposterous ones, might be supported. Thus it pushes
students away from an absolute view of knowledge to (initially) a transi-
tional one as students are encouraged not simply to dismiss what might
seem like a preposterous idea but to consider the potential support for the
claims made, and if these can be substantiated. The article is also non-
threatening as it does not rely on specialist knowledge in order to under-
stand or decode the ideas it contains.

Students are then asked to read another article and write a response.
The response should include an appraisal of the arguments and evidence in
the article and the extent to which the students feel the authors support
their claims. Again, articles are specially selected so as to minimise the need
for extensive specialist knowledge, reflecting the fact that the students are
only just starting their study of education. Instructions as to how to go
about writing a reading reflection, including some suggested sentence
starters and sub-headings are given to support engagement with the
task. This task is intended to support students’ development of an inde-
pendent and eventually contextual approach to the nature of knowledge
and support their eventual mastery of the critical thinking threshold.

The purposes of this task are twofold: it encourages students to start
writing early which is beneficial for their ongoing academic development,
and it encourages self-reflection and assessment at a very early stage in
their Masters experience. The utilisation of peer review, tutor feedback,
and a requirement that the student provides a written response to this
feedback, encourages self-reflection and assessment, a cornerstone of ipsa-
tive assessment (Hughes 2014).

Students are asked to provide peer feedback to another member of the
cohort and to ask a peer to reciprocate this. They then reflect on that
feedback and submit it to us for comment. In doing this we are trying to
encourage students to self-assess their progress as they respond to the peer
feedback, thinking about what this tells them about where they are and how
they might develop their work. The comment from academic tutors builds
on both the peer review and students’ own self-reflection and should encou-
rage students to reflect further. This cycle is then repeated with a second
article and students are again encouraged to obtain and provide peer review
and self-assessment. This process encourages students to evaluate their own
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work in relation to their developing understanding of criticality. The need
not simply to read feedback but to provide a response to the feedback given
encourages reflection and self-assessment which helps students to think
about their learning in a qualitatively different way (Hughes 2014).

The Reading Reflection Task

The students’ initial attempts at completing the reading reflections task
demonstrated a transitional, and sometimes independent, treatment of
knowledge. They tended to provide summaries of the articles with the
majority of appraisal or comment on the arguments and claims being
linked to very generic and non-contextual critiques of the article. Thus
students might comment on the sample size saying it was too small, but
might not take into account the qualitative nature of the research being
described. They would comment in their reflections about their enjoy-
ment of the article and its readability, but did not typically locate their
reflections within the broader educational context. This is perhaps reason-
able given that many of the students were new to the academic study of
education.

I liked reading this article because it made sense. (Masters student)
The article was easy to follow and the arguments were clear. (Masters

student)
The study only had ten participants and this makes it hard to see how the

work applies in other situations – the sample should be bigger in order to
support the claims. (Masters student reading reflection 1)

These statements reflect a sense that the students were not sure what to
write about in the reflective part of the task, something that was further
substantiated by their comments on the work of others and in response to
the peer feedback they received:

I think you gave a good summary of the paper and I also enjoyed it. You
could maybe write a little more about the methods as that is important.
(Peer feedback on reading reflection 1)

The response to this feedback was the following:

Yes I should have written more about the method, I will do this next time.
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It was a symptom of the students’ early reflections that they appeared
reluctant or uncomfortable when commenting on the work of others, and
so early comments tended to be of the kind shown above with little that
would encourage students to reflect on their learning. Whilst peers did not
comment on the treatment of evidence by their peers in their initial read-
ing reflections, academic tutors did:

You provide a good summary of the article which captures the research
question and methods used well. You summarise the findings and why they
might be important. However, you do not discuss the strengths of the
claims made in the paper and whether or not the authors fully address
their research questions. (Tutor feedback on reading reflection 1)

Feedback such as this reminds the student that they need to consider the
evidence for the claims made in the paper but does not provide any
suggestions as to how the student might go about doing this. It does
not support the idea of contextual knowing, where the claims might be
evaluated within the particular disciplinary context. This kind of feedback
is typical of that given in higher education, but is not in line with the
principles of ipsative assessment.

Feedback given by another tutor however, which is more detailed and
specific, does encourage a more sophisticated treatment of the materials.

In response to a generic comment about the sample size being too
small the tutor writes as follows:

It’s interesting that you critique the sample, given that the authors have
made it clear that this is widening participation work, and their focus is on
direct entry from FE, not school-leavers (and, with maturity and HNC/D
quals, these are people who may not have been successful at school at all).
We know attrition to be higher amongst this group, so finding out a bit
more about what the obstacles are gives us a good starting point for
providing teaching and/or support for successive generations of learners
with these particular characteristics.

Whilst the tutor does not say how the student can learn to make a more
sophisticated or nuanced comment about the sample, they do contextualise
comments about the sample within the research context being described and
this serves to demonstrate to the student that they need a more sophisticated
and contextualised treatment of the sample, that is, contextualised knowing.
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Evidence from students’ reading reflections and interviews with stu-
dents indicated that initially they found the reading reflections task chal-
lenging but the more experience they had of it the more they were able to
engage with the process:

Giving feedback to someone else was scary at first and I did not want to
share my work. But reading what someone else had done made me think
about my work differently.

I did not know what to write at first in the part about responding to the
feedback . . . it was hard . . . but then I thought it makes me think about how
to improve and that I had been telling things but not really . . . thinking
about if what they (the authors) were saying and if it was ok or you know
supported.

These quotations from two student interviews reflect a general sense from
the students that having to share their work was initially an uncomfortable
experience for them as it was not part of their general academic practices.
Furthermore, being asked to engage more actively with the feedback they
were getting, and to self-assess by responding to the feedback and then
thinking about what to do (and what it told them about their learning)
was challenging. Students often read feedback and then dismiss it, but
being required to respond in a written way to their feedback appears to
have focused their minds on their learning.

I had to think more about my work going back and thinking – do I agree
with these comments and if I did what could I do next?

As students continued to do reading reflections (see Fig. 8.1) they became
more comfortable with the processes of giving peer feedback and respond-
ing to comments on their own work, but it became evident that more
support is needed to develop this element of the programme. Students
would identify in the work of others where they felt arguments were not
fully supported but found it difficult to then apply this kind of assessment
to their own work. It appeared they could see the limitations of others’
work more easily than their own:

When I read someone else’s stuff I could see where they had not really
justified their argument but then I would sometimes find it hard to see that
in my own work – so I would think that I had made my argument and
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supported it with evidence and then I would get feedback to say that I had
not really justified my claim and I was, you know, a little surprised. But then,
when I read it again and thought about their comments, I could see it and
that was frustrating. (Masters student interview after reading reflection 3)

Students also suggested that working in this way did help them develop
their understanding of criticality:

At the start I thought criticality was about making arguments . . . and you
know well yes it is but it is more – you need to justify your arguments and
think about the strength of the claim . . . you can’t just say something is good
because lots of people say so you need to know why.

I have started thinking about what I read in a different way now. I try to
think about the links between the chapter I am reading and what I have read
before to try to build up a bigger picture of what I am learning about. I even
try to link one module to another but not sure I always do that well. Still get
confused when tutors talk about the same things but in different ways.
(Masters student interview)

Through engagement with the reading reflection and peer review process,
the students who participated fully with the different activities seemed to
share the views expressed above that the process of peer – assessment, in
combination with peer review, encouraged them to think not just about
what they were learning but also how they were learning. So both the
product and the process became important. This is a key aim of ipsative
assessment practices which are designed to encourage students to really
think about learning as a more holistic activity. In addition, the written
record of feedback given and responses to it can perhaps allow us to
address Davis and Mangan’s (2008) argument that in order to fully assess
threshold transformations we need to find a way to identify both changes
in thinking and changes in the ways of practising associated with those
changes in thinking.

What is missing from this case study is real documentation of the
students’ self-reflections on their feedback and the feedback dialogue.
Tutors and students reported finding this aspect of the process difficult:

I did not always know what to write in response to my feedback. Not sure
what I should be commenting on at times – sometimes it was about what I
had read and others it was about what to do with what I had read. I think
being able to do this better would have helped me get at what my feedback
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meant . . .but hmm it was hard sometimes. I wanted to ask questions in the
feedback bit but was not quite sure how to ask them. (Masters student
interview about the process of commenting on feedback)

As self-assessment is an important aspect of the ipsative assessment process,
it is important to try to develop this element of the induction programme so
that we can get at how students move from independent to contextual ways
of knowing. We need to find ways to support tutors’ use of feedback that
does not simply comment on the products of learning but helps to empha-
sise the process. This will help to shift the students to a contextual treatment
of knowledge which sees them being able to embed their discussions of
educational theory and research within a broader context. The ability to do
this constitutes evidence of mastery of the critical thinking threshold.

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter presents only a very preliminary exploration of the potential
for ipsative assessment to be used as a pedagogical tool to support learners’
and tutors’ understanding of where they (the learners) are in the liminal
tunnel as they move from the first encounter with a threshold concept to a
transformed understanding of that concept. It suggests that ipsative self-
assessment does not only serve as a vehicle to support students’movement
through the liminal space, as they explore their understandings of what
they are learning and how, it also tells us about the strategies that they
might use to help them move their thinking along. In addition, the
dialogue that is established between tutor peer reviewer and learner can
serve not only as a source of insight for the tutor about what makes these
concepts so troublesome, but also show what pedagogical approaches
might help to support threshold transformations.

Whilst the induction programme described in this chapter draws on the
principles of ipsative assessment, it has to be acknowledged that the extent
to which the principles of ipsative assessment were employed consistently
and wholly across the programme must be questioned. For the tutors
involved in the programme, ipsative assessment represents a new way of
thinking about assessment and the students who participated in the pro-
gramme were not accustomed to providing or receiving peer comments
on their and others’ work. Thus the ipsative aspects of the programme
need to be thought through more extensively in terms of how students’
engagement with the process can be better supported, and how tutors can
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be supported to give the most beneficial forms of feedback. Attention to
these elements of the delivery of the programme will ensure that we can
better understand the potential contribution that this approach to assess-
ment might make to student learning and our understanding of liminality.
We need to find better ways to encourage and support the self-reflective
elements of the process and facilitate a more bi-directional dialogue
between student and tutor.

It is acknowledged that what is in this chapter is mostly a theoretical
idea about what might be possible. The description of the programme,
and the limited data, give only a glimpse into the potential benefits of
ipsative assessment as a means of helping us identify where learners are in
their liminal journeys. It is hoped, however, that it will serve as a starting
point for future teaching, learning and research activities which will help to
elucidate in more depth the ideas outlined herein.
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CHAPTER 9

Use of Learning Gain Measurements
to Compare Teacher-Centric

and Student-Centric Feedback in Higher
Education

Hui-Teng Hoo and Gwyneth Hughes

INTRODUCTION

This chapter explores the measurement of a cohort’s average learning gain
in a comparative study of two approaches to feedback. We compare the
relative influence of the agents of assessment and feedback – teacher and
student – on developing intercultural conflict resolution skills in higher
education through monitoring personal learning gain or loss across five
assessments. The teacher-centric and student-centric formative feedback
models of Molloy and Boud (2013) are discussed and adapted to create
the theoretical models of teacher-centric and student-centric assessment
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and feedback. As well as presenting the results of the study, the use of
learning gain data is also scrutinised to understand both the strengths and
weaknesses of using learning gain cohort data to make pedagogic choices.
The theoretical models were tested using test score data collected from two
cohorts of 47 and 44 students by applying the two different feedback models
and at multiple time points over thirteen weeks of an undergraduate course
in Singapore. The following key questions formed the basis of the study:

1. Between teacher-centric and student-centric assessment and feed-
back, which is more effective in increasing students’ capability to
resolve intercultural conflict?

2. How far does any increase in capability as a result of either teacher-
centric or student-centric assessment and feedback persist beyond
short-term testing?

Findings from the research indicated that with both teacher-centric and
student-centric feedback, students’ intercultural conflict resolution skills
improved over time and small differences in the learning gains from the
assessments were not significant. However, although a conclusion might
be that both methods have equal merit, comparison of test results does not
give a full picture.

The chapter explores two further issues that arose from the learning
gain data. First, although the data indicate that there is little difference in
learning outcome, this does not mean that the two methods are equally
valuable. The overall recommendation is that student-centric assessment is
preferable because it has added benefits that the teacher-centric assessment
cannot offer. Student-centric assessment lays the foundation for sustain-
able assessment and feedback practices (Sadler 1998; Boud 2000; Tan
2007; Molloy and Boud 2013), and particularly for large classes, helps
learners develop self-referential and self-regulatory skills (Hughes 2014),
and builds capability of making judgements about subsequent work of self
and others in employment and other life-learning contexts (Molloy and
Boud 2013).

Second, we might assume that learning gains persist after a course has
ended, but students are unlikely to be reassessed after a period of time has
elapsed to check that their learning has a permanency. In this study there
was the opportunity to re-test student performance three weeks after their
final assessment to estimate the longevity of any learning gains. The results
unexpectedly and alarmingly indicated that the learning gain fell away
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almost completely with time once the feedback processes had ended. Use
of learning gain measurement in this way thus has significant implications
for evaluation teaching effectiveness beyond short-term teaching for the
test.

The chapter concludes with a discussion of the challenges in using
cohort learning gain data particularly in the reliability of the results of
five different assessments. We suggest that learning gain data may need to
be supplemented with other data if it is to be of value in enhancing
feedback practice.

UNDERSTANDING ASSESSMENT AND FEEDBACK

Feedback is one of the more instructionally powerful and least understood
features in instructional design. (Cohen 1985, p. 33)

Indeed, feedback is ‘least understood’ because there exists conflicting
research findings with no regular pattern of interpretations. The variation
may be partly due to a corpus of research that continues to present multi-
ple definitions of feedback. We draw on the literature to present feedback
as an integral part of learning, with the ‘information provided by an
agent . . . regarding aspects of one’s performance or understanding’
(Hattie and Timperley 2007, p. 81). This information functions to bridge
the gap between task goal and task performance (Ramaprasad 1983;
Sadler 1989; Randall and Zundel 2012). Beyond task, the contexts of
feedback include processing of the task, self-regulation and self as a person
(Hattie and Timperley 2007). Closing the gap requires a medium to
communicate established criteria to judge goals and performances and
helps to reduce uncertainty and cognitive load related to inappropriate
task strategies, procedural errors or misconceptions (Ilgen et al. 1979;
Hoska 1993; Mason and Bruning 2001; Mory 2004; Narciss and Huth
2004).

To summarise the key concepts and to apply the ideas in the literature
to the study, we developed an acronym for what are the essential compo-
nents of assessment and feedback, M.E.A.T.

• M stands for modality of assessment and feedback which can be
ipsative (self-referenced), criterion-referenced or norm-referenced

• E is the environmental milieu or context in which assessment and
feedback are provided and received
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• A is for agent of assessment and feedback in regard to who provides
the assessment and feedback

• T stands for typology of assessment which can be summative and/or
formative.

MODALITY OF ASSESSMENT AND FEEDBACK (‘M’ IN MEAT)
The general modes of assessment instruments which produce feedback are
in norm-referenced and criterion-referenced forms (Linn and Gronlund
2000).Norm-referenced assessment provides a measure of performance that
is interpretable in terms of an individual’s relative standing in a known
group. This mode of assessment and feedback has fallen out of favour in
higher education and has largely been replaced by criterion-referenced
assessment.

Unlike norm-referenced assessments, criterion-referenced assessment is
designed to measure performance that is interpretable in terms of a clearly
defined set of criteria and standards of achievement before the assessment
takes place. There is typically no restriction in the percentage of people
falling within categories of below, meeting or above the standard.
Standards and criteria are often used interchangeably causing some con-
fusion (Hughes 2011). Criteria are specific to the observable traits in a
piece of work that a student produces. Standards are the levels of achieve-
ment for each criterion and these levels can be compared if the same, or
equivalent, performances are repeated.

The work of authors Hughes (2011, 2014), Scott et al. (2013),
Hughes et al. (2014) and Hughes et al. (2015) revived the term ipsative
assessment which is unfamiliar to many education practitioners. Ipsative
assessment is defined as assessment that ‘compares existing performance
with previous performance’ (Hughes 2011, p. 353, 2014). Hughes
(2011, 2014) refers to a qualitative comparison of students’ previous
performance to further performance in a succession of related activities
as ipsative formative feedback. This comparison can also be quantitative as
in two or more comparative measurements which indicate a learning gain
(or loss) and can be used to capture a personal best score. It is this
approach to comparison that we take in the study using series of teacher-
marked tests, although students may also have engaged with ipsative
feedback.
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ENVIRONMENTAL MILIEU OR CONTEXT OF ASSESSMENT AND

FEEDBACK (‘E’ IN MEAT)
The environmental milieu or context is important because assessment and
feedback do not happen in a vacuum. The learning context needs to be
taken into consideration to include the type of assessment and how feed-
back is provided.

The context of this study is the development of intercultural conflict
resolution skills in a higher education course via multimedia (high-fidelity)
intercultural simulation (Rockstuhl et al. 2015). Students are required to
perceive and interpret the situations marked by cultural differences between
people representing a dyad of nationalities. The video scenarios were devel-
oped by Ang et al. (2014) along with intercultural experts following
best-practice recommendations for script identification (Weekley et al.
2006) and video-development (Walker et al. 2008). Students who demon-
strate intercultural conflict resolution skills produce appropriate and creative
ways to resolve the intercultural conflicts which in most cases are win-win
resolutions, advantageous to both sides. Feedback is provided using criteria-
referenced rubrics with win-win resolutions as the optimal outcome.

AGENTS OF ASSESSMENT AND FEEDBACK (‘A’ IN MEAT)
Agents of feedback can be teachers or students (through self and/or peer
review). Peer assessment is a process during which students deliberate the
quality of a peer’s work or performance, evaluate the extent to which it
reflects targeted goals or criteria and provide suggestions for improvement
(Topping 1998). Student self-assessment is often used synonymously with
self-evaluation, self-monitoring, self-reflection, self-rating, self-marking,
self-scoring and self-grading (Andrade and Valtcheva 2009; Brown and
Harris 2013; Falchikov and Boud 1989; Valle and Andrade 2014).

In the study, teacher and student as agents of feedback are compared
using the model developed below.

TYPOLOGY OF ASSESSMENT (‘T’ IN MEAT)
While assessment drives learning because it makes the student accountable
to self and/or to others, assessment followed by feedback accelerates the
process of learning when understood by students to bridge the gap
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between the current status and desired status (Sadler 1989). Assessment
and feedback take summative and formative forms.

Summative assessment, often referred to as assessment of learning, is
evaluative and is used to assess how much learning has taken place at the
end of the instructional unit. A model of information giving and receiving
and then testing is challenged in higher education literature, but often
acceded to in practice because it is effort- and time-efficient in the short
run. The potential to use assessment in its formative form is under-utilised or
over-shadowed by summative criteria-referenced grades in higher education
(Gibbs 2006; Hughes 2011; Scott et al. 2013) because of the rapid expan-
sion of class sizes which is often unmatched by increases in teaching faculty.
Nevertheless, information from summative assessment can also be used
formatively when students or teachers use the information to guide effort
in subsequent modules or courses. As Perrenoud (1991, p. 80) recounts,
‘any assessment that helps a pupil to learn and develop is formative’.

Formative assessment, often regarded as assessment for learning (Black
et al. 2004; Boyle and Fisher 2007), is designed to provide effective feedback
to teachers and students about the gap between present performance and the
desired standards of performance so as to improve and accelerate learning
(Sadler 1998). In contrast to summative assessment which is more product-
oriented and focuses on assessment of a final product, formative assessment
aims to improve learning while it is happening in order to maximise success
rather than merely determine success or failure only after the event. Ideally,
formative assessment is a cumulative process that is extended over time, and
not a one-off act. Models of feedback processes are useful for guiding a
longer-term approach and Molloy and Boud (2013) outline different mod-
els for teacher and students as agents.

MODELS OF TEACHER-CENTRIC AND STUDENT-CENTRIC

FEEDBACK

Teacher-centric formative assessment and feedback takes place when tea-
chers hold the responsibility to design and administer tasks for their
students so that students have an opportunity to demonstrate changes in
their performance and/or behaviour.

Molloy and Boud (2013) demonstrated in their model ‘Mark 1 Feedback’
an iterative task design which suggests teachers transmit information to stu-
dents, with the underpinning assumption that the transmitted information is
understood, useful and turned into action.
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Student-centric formative assessment and feedback, by contrast, reflects
increasing attention on assessment and feedback practices that can develop
and sustain students’ self-assessment ability beyond its immediate pro-
gramme of study (Tan 2007, p. 115). The literature argues that higher
education students have a capacity to make evaluative judgements both
about their own work and that of others, independently of teachers (Nicol
and Macfarlane-Dick 2006; Boud 2007; Hattie and Timperley 2007;
Sadler 2010). Students are seen as ‘active constructors of feedback infor-
mation’ (Nicol 2010, p. 503) for both self and peers.

Self-assessment is the ‘involvement of students in identifying standards
and/or criteria to apply to their work andmaking judgments about the extent
to which they have met these criteria and standards’ (Boud 1991, p. 5), and is
assumed to be volitional on the part of the student. The concept is linked with
the concept of self-regulation and internal feedback (Butler and Winne 1995;
Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2006) where a learner monitors and regulates
learning and performance.

Peer assessment is defined as students grading the work or performance
of their peers using criteria and standards (Falchikov 2007). Falchikov and
Goldfinch (2000) found from their meta-analysis of 48 quantitative peer
assessment studies comparing peer and teacher marks that peer assess-
ments resemble more closely teacher assessments when judgements are
based on well-defined and understood criteria. These criteria of quality
help students build ‘guild knowledge’ (Sadler 1989) and allow them to
differentiate between levels of performance for their work and that of
others, and by so doing gain a sense of what it means to produce quality
performance.

These strategies for effective learning, self- and peer assessment and
feedback are applicable in the second feedback framework that Molloy and
Boud (2013) created. The framework, known as Mark 2 Feedback or
student-centric formative feedback, embraces both self and peer feedback,
situating learners as agents in the assessment and feedback process. Mark 2
Feedback proposes that students are oriented to the standards of work and
purpose of feedback before an activity is carried out. After the activity,
student judges his or her own work. Students then participate actively in
soliciting feedback from peers and they compare self and peer judgements
so as to plan for improvement in future performance. Although teachers
may still provide some feedback on assessed tasks, with students taking the
foreground in assessing self and others the effect of teacher as transmitter
of feedback is reduced.
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The effectiveness of the Mark 2 feedback framework has yet to be tested
empirically (Molloy and Boud 2013) and there are few experimental (or
quasi experimental) studies on peer assessment (Van Zundert et al. 2010).
One method of testing the models is to use learning gain measurements
that can demonstrate the impact of a student-centric feedback process
compared with other methods.

THE STUDY: COMPARING STUDENT AND TEACHER FEEDBACK

USING LEARNING GAIN DATA

Theoretical Models

The Mark 1 and Mark 2 feedback models from Molloy and Boud (2013)
were adapted to anchor the theoretical models of teacher-centric and stu-
dent-centric assessment and feedback in intercultural conflict resolution
(Fig. 9.1). In the teacher-centric formative feedback model, the process
starts with the teacher providing the rubric of criteria and standards of
work and the purpose of feedback so that students can appreciate their
strengths and weaknesses from information provided to them on one inter-
cultural conflict video case before they embark onto the next video case. This
initiation stage is not present inMolloy and Boud’s Mark 1 feedback model.

In Fig. 9.1, there is an intentional illustration of a black box of ‘infor-
mation to student’ to illustrate the point that even though the teacher can
provide feedback, it is not known whether students will understand and
reflect on the information provided so as to better subsequent work.

The student-centric process also starts with the teacher explaining the
criteria and standards of work, and the purpose of feedback before stu-
dents embark on the first activity. With the completion of the first activity,
a student judges his/her work based on criterion-referenced rubrics. He/
she asks for specific feedback from a peer who will assess the work. The
student will then compare the judgements of his/her work based on peer
feedback so as to plan for subsequent improved work.

The development of self-assessment skills requires ‘appropriate scaffold-
ing with the teacher working with the student as part of co-regulation’
(Evans 2013, p. 88). The student-centric assessment and feedback model
is scaffolded by a self-assessment and peer-assessment system, with under-
lying cognitive, constructivist and social constructivist theories of learning.
Students use previous learning as a foundation upon which to modify,
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build and generate new knowledge. Knowledge is constructed by self and
co-constructed between students through student interactivity.

Methodology: Using Cohort Learning Gain Data

To compare the two pedagogies for increasing students’ capability to
resolve intercultural conflict, the theoretical models were tested in two
quasi-experimental groups. Non-random sampling was adopted, using
students in the undergraduate course as convenient samples. Cohort 1
contained a sample of 47 students in one semester where the teacher-centric
model was used and cohort 2 consisted of 44 students in another semester
with the student-centric assessment and feedbackmodel. In an analysis of the
student characteristics, mean differences between four variables – gender,
age, ability and number of languages spoken – and their levels of significances
showed that both studies had equivalent groups (Cohen et al. 2007).

In the semester course, all students completed teacher-assessments on
intercultural situational judgement. Students were exposed to five video vign-
ettes over a period of eleven weeks. Students were required to create the most
appropriate and creative actions to resolve intercultural conflicts after they
viewed a short two to three-minute video vignette depicting a challenging
intercultural interaction. A rubric which consisted of the meta-framework of
conflict resolution strategies was provided for rating. Data were collected at
five time points in total but only the first four tests used the feedback model
and the final test was held after a further three weeks had elapsed with no
feedback from the previous test. Their task was to write down their resolution
to an open-ended question on the intercultural conflict situation. The tasks
were teacher assessed by a single assessor on a 0–5 scale. The assessor remarked
a 10 % sample of assessments several months after the initial assessment and
estimated that the reliability of the marking was high.

The aim of including the fifth assessment without feedback was to find
out if any increased capability as a result of the teacher-centric assessment
and feedback or student-centric assessment and feedback would persist
beyond the four time points.

Analysis

Data analysis was performed using SPSS (Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences). The data were analysed as repeated measurements
in time, four time points then for all five points, using General Linear
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Model (GLM). The GLM output shows the trend of performance
across the assessments.

LEARNING GAIN FINDINGS FOR THE FOUR ASSESSMENTS

WITH FEEDBACK

The results are tabulated in Table 9.1 and illustrated graphically in
Fig. 9.2.

In both groups, assessment scores improved between the second and
fourth administrations. Students’ intercultural situational judgement per-
formance increased over time for both the teacher-centric and student-
centric assessment and feedback groups. The results support the potential
of both the teacher-centric and student-centric assessment and feedback
models in helping students improve their task performance over time.

The fall in student performances – in both teacher-centric and student-
centric assessment and feedback between Assessment 1 and Assessment 2 –

seems anomalous as we might expect an increase in scores not a decrease.
The dip in performance in the second assessment could be attributed to its
difficulty. Based on feedback gathered from other instructors, Assessment 2
was deemed more difficult than most assessments. Also, data collected from
previous semesters suggested that most students obtained a lower score for
this assessment. Variation in difficulty of assessments is a potential problem
with measurement of learning gain which we will return to later.

Between Assessment 3 and Assessment 4, the group with teacher-centric
assessment and feedback performed slightly better than the group with stu-
dent-centric assessment and feedback. In the fourth intercultural situational

Table 9.1 Comparative means of teacher-centric and student-centric formative
feedback

Assessment Teacher-centric
Formative Feedback

(N = 47)

Student-centric
Formative Feedback

(N = 44)

Test of Significance
of Difference

M SD M SD Δ P

1 2.87 1.01 2.81 1.36 0.06 0.83
2 2.21 1.19 2.59 1.14 −0.38 0.13
3 2.95 0.77 2.59 1.29 0.36 0.10
4 4.19 0.79 3.81 0.81 0.38 0.03*
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judgement test, the mean score of students with teacher-centric assessment
and feedback was 0.38 higher than the mean score of students with student-
centric assessment and feedback and this was significant (p = 0.03<0.05).

The Positive Effects of Feedback

The results support the extensive literature on the positive effects of feed-
back on learning. The use of peer collaboration over feedback enabled
students to develop greater levels of competence as seen from their per-
formance. Similarly, the teacher-centric assessment and feedback is help-
ful in guiding students’ performance, through teacher’s guidance and/or
students’ reflection on their learning and teacher’s feedback so as to build
and expand knowledge.

Formative tasks provide teachers and students with information about
performance and enable them to adjust teaching and learning in ways that
promote achievement. The results suggest that Molloy and Boud’s (2013)
models of Mark 1 and Mark 2 feedback are both useful in guiding the
course structure and design, facilitating student learning and evaluating
the assessment and feedback process.

TEACHER-CENTRIC FEEDBACK AND STUDENT-CENTRIC

FEEDBACK: LITTLE DIFFERENCE IN OUTCOMES

Based on four assessments over a short time span of seven weeks, the teacher-
centric assessment and feedback has helped students perform possibly
slightly better in intercultural conflict resolution than the student-centric
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Fig. 9.2 Comparative mean of student scores for the two cohorts
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assessment and feedback. The mean difference in performance between the
teacher-centric and student-centric formative feedback ranges between 0.06
and 0.38, out of the maximum 5 points attainable in the rubric. This
translates to between 1.2 % and 7.6 %. There are a couple of factors that
could be at play here.

First, as Sadler (1998) suggests, teachers possessed intellectual and
experiential resources required for giving feedback to self and others.
These resources are accumulated through practical experience and a
body of conceptual knowledge. The teacher has superiority in subject
matter, and in this case the teacher possessed a repertoire of resolutions
based on her experiences of evaluating students’ resolutions which helped
in assessing creative tasks or what Sadler (1998) refers as non-convergent
learning. Furthermore, students’ knowledge of the subject matter is by
definition partial. Hence, it may take students a longer time to build the
capability to be as effective as the teacher in providing feedback to enhance
performance.

Second, Ashford and Cummings (1983) suggest that a public assess-
ment method can be less effective than a private one because of
potential face loss through negative inferences about ability. If students
perceive that peer assessment and feedback is threatening, they are less
likely to be open with their peers on the corrective aspect of feedback.
This is especially relevant in the Asian environment which is charac-
terised by high-context and facework behaviours (Masumoto et al.
2000). A high-context communication or message is one in which
most of the information is either internalised in the person with very
little said in the explicit part of the message (Hall 1976). This is
particularly common when the other party is not within the in-group,
and/or when negative information is relayed. Thus setting a trusting,
non-threatening and cohesive learning environment is crucial to encou-
rage collaborative assessment and feedback so that overt and explicit
information can be passed on to peers.

Selecting Which Feedback Method to Employ

The decision to use either pedagogy for engaging students depends on
the learning outcomes set by teachers. If the learning outcome is solely
to improve the intercultural conflict resolution skills, it seems we could
recommend teacher-centric assessment and feedback from the learning
gain data. However, the decision could also be influenced by time and
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resources. If very similar outcomes can be obtained with peer feedback
then there are time savings for the teacher. These may, however, be
offset by the time taken in advising and training students for peer
feedback. Until students gain sufficient prowess to self-regulate, tea-
chers must scaffold and work closely with students to co-regulate their
learning before they self-regulate. For example, teachers may need to
set aside more class time for students to engage in self and peer feed-
back, as compared with directive telling of ‘correct’ answers. Teachers
can use this extra time to move around the class to ensure students are
participative in the peer discussion; observe students’ ability to articu-
late the resolutions and identify the criteria to rate the resolutions; pick
up some good and counter-productive resolutions which could then be
shared in class.

Another possible benefit is that peer learning may have a more lasting
and wider impact because the students have been more actively involved.
In the study an additional assessment was used to test if there is significant
difference in the assessment scores beyond the short-term assessment
outcome and we will explore this point further.

DOES LEARNING GAIN EXTEND BEYOND THE TESTING PERIOD?
The results of the fifth assessment showed that the performance of both
groups decreased. Although the teacher-centric assessment and feedback
group again performed slightly higher than that of the student-centric
assessment and feedback, the difference of mean scores at 0.15 is not
significant, p = 0.38>0.05.

In the fifth assessment, we can see from Fig. 9.3 that students’ perfor-
mance decreased for both groups. The performance of the student-centric
group and the teacher-centric group follow a similar trajectory.

The reason for the decrease in performance in the fifth assessment,
which was conducted three weeks after the fourth assessment, could be
attributed to the (lack of) recent practice with the assessment items and/
or lack of recent feedback. Students may have a tendency to do well with
practice in the short term, but performance may decrease in the long term
as they forget the material they have learnt. Here learning gain data is
particularly valuable for estimating the persistence of learning after a
teaching period has ended and may show up some worrying trends in
learning loss over time. Another explanation could be that assessment 5
was more difficult than the others but this was not judged to be the case in
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contrast with the case of assessment 2 which was evidently more difficult.
In this case study the reason for the apparent lack of persistence of the
learning gain over time is certainly worth further exploration.

WIDER BENEFITS OF STUDENT-CENTRIC FEEDBACK

Though the teacher-led assessment and feedback with criteria and stan-
dards is beneficial to students’ performance, it is also arguable that this
pedagogy is equivalent to teaching to the test. There should be other
pertinent lifelong skills that a teacher should consider. These include
sustainable assessment and feedback so that students develop regulatory
skills and build capability to make judgements of subsequent work of self
and others aligned with social constructivist learning theory (Vygotsky
1978). Opportunities to practise these skills abound in structured student-
centric formative feedback (Andrade and Du 2007; Evans 2013; Falchikov
2007).

Self-referential and regulatory skills are essential skills for the workplace
(Carless 2006; Andrade and Du 2007; Boud and Falchikov 2007;
Falchikov 2007; Hattie and Timperley 2007; Nicol 2010; Evans 2013).
Learning outcomes potentially go beyond the knowledge and skills of the
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Fig. 9.3 Teacher-centric and student-centric assessment and feedback outcomes
(all 5 assessments)
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subject to include developing and sustaining students’ self-assessment
ability beyond this course (Sadler 1998; Tan 2007; Molloy and Boud
2013); building capability of making judgements about subsequent work
of self and others (Boud 2000); and providing the opportunity for colla-
borative forms of assessment such as peer learning so that students build
‘guild knowledge’ (Sadler 1989).

These aforementioned skills and attitudes are enduring learning bene-
fits, reflective of the comprehensive nature of education system, which are
transferable across learning environments and can equip students for the
future workplace. However, when assessments are tightly defined as in this
study the more generic and potentially transferable skills are not measured
so there is no way of knowing if the students here benefited in other ways
from student-centric feedback, all we can say is that they were not sig-
nificantly disadvantaged. It would need a much larger study with more
qualitative as well as quantitative data to identify any longer-term generic
learning gains.

Thus, teachers who are experimenting with student-centric assessment
and feedback should not be discouraged by lack of immediate learning
gains. They should persist with more tries and gather a broad range of
learning gain data before making a decision on whether they ought to
switch assessment and feedback methods.

LIMITATIONS OF USING LEARNING GAIN DATA AND FUTURE

RESEARCH

Despite the strength of the theoretical models and longitudinal design,
this study has limitations that provide avenues for future research.

First, there is the limitation of the learning gain data because some
assessments may be harder than others. Chapter 2 argued that it is difficult
to obtain reliable learning gain data. This study has demonstrated that
where different tests are compared it must be assumed that the tests are
equivalent in difficulty. Anomalous results may be attributed to the limita-
tions of this assumption. In this study variation in difficulty of questions was
recognised as very likely influencing the results, but making such judge-
ments is not straightforward. Future studies could include a set of ordered
benchmark tests. These tests could be rolled out to a group of under-
graduate students, with similar demographics, in one sitting. This would
provide the average score of each test and help determine the difficulty levels
of each test.
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Second, the comparative effectiveness of innovations in assessment and
feedback is drawn solely from averaged cohort assessment scores. An
average gain in each cohort does not take into account students who
showed little or no improvement amongst others who achieved marked
improvement. Future research could look into the trajectory of scores for
each student and identify why students had little improvement over time
with a specific feedback type whilst others progressed over time. This
would pave a way for further research on ipsative feedback that is changing
the focus of feedback towards improvement regardless of achievement
(Hughes 2014) so as to motivate learners.

Third, the studies were designed and taught by one teacher but varia-
tion in the assessor is common. Even with careful marking schemes
reliability between assessors cannot be certain. A single assessor might
provide better reliability, but an assessor can become tired or distracted.
Double checking marking is a remedy and in this study the marking did
appear to be consistent, but this is time consuming and may not be
practical. To ascertain the generalisability of the results, future research
could attempt to replicate the design in similar contexts of conflict resolu-
tions, such as in negotiation and cross-cultural classes, and/or across other
subject matters, with different assessors and possibly test effects of student
characteristics on performance via the two feedback types.

Fourth, the assumption that students transfer the knowledge, skills and
attitudes they learnt from one situation to another is untenable if educa-
tors cannot judge whether or not the transfer takes place. Transfer of
learning in higher education encompasses transfer of learning of knowl-
edge and skills within a course, from one course to another, from one
discipline to another, between school and home, and from school to
workplace (National Research Council 2000). The raison d’être of higher
education is that it provides a foundation on which a lifetime of learning in
work and other social settings can be built (Boud and Falchikov 2007).
Thus, longer-term rigorous data could be explored in future research on
what happens over time if students had the chance to transfer their learn-
ing of intercultural conflict resolution, self-regulation and capability of
making judgements to subsequent work on self and others. Such data
would need a method of tracking individual students over long periods of
time and a range of contexts and would be difficult to acquire.

Learning gain data can show up some interesting trends as this study
shows, but numerical data may need to be combined with qualitative data
to be widely applied in judgements and choices about pedagogies and
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student learning. The study has demonstrated that further information on
personal learning gain such as from student self-evaluations is required
before decisions are made on the effectiveness of different pedagogies.

CONCLUSION

The study aimed to compare the effectiveness of teacher-centric and
student-centric formative assessment and feedback. The MEAT acronym
provided the key elements of assessment and feedback – modality of feed-
back such as ipsative-referenced, criterion-referenced or norm-referenced;
environmental milieu or context in which feedback is provided and
received, agent of feedback centres on who provides the feedback, and
typology includes summative and formative assessments.

Two models of assessment and feedback, teacher-centric and student-
centric, were tested at multiple time points and across two samples. The
comparative and longitudinal findings of the two types of assessment and
feedback point to similar effectiveness of both practices for building
students’ skills in intercultural conflict resolution. However, the study
also suggested that there are both learning gains and losses over time.
Feedback, both teacher-centric and student-centric, had a temporary effect
and learning gain did not persist in the longer term, between assessment
four and five after some time (three weeks), which is a worrying phenom-
enon both for assessment of intercultural conflict resolution and possibly for
other disciplines.

The teacher-centric assessment and feedback produced marginally higher
scores than student-centric assessment and feedback in the short term, but
the difference between the scores is not significant in four out of five
assessments and the trajectory of scores in both groups overlap considerably.

Thus, from the learning gain data alone it would appear that either
model could be selected, but this data gives us a very limited picture and
supplementary information is needed before decision is made, such as
about the efficiency of each model. Student-centric assessment and feed-
back may produce other personal learning gains which might make its
pedagogy worth pursuing as this environment emphasises self-comparison
of progress which is well suited for building a sense of self efficacy
(Bandura 1993) that promotes academic achievement. The model also
lays the foundation for sustainable assessment and feedback practices in
which students develop self-referential attitudes and regulatory skills to
distinguish what is quality performance, enact it and then monitor their
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progress over time by comparing previous performance with current per-
formance. In addition, student-centric assessment and feedback gives
students opportunities to practise twenty-first century work-related skills
in communicating ideas orally. Peer discussion increases students’ oppor-
tunity to talk with one another, discuss their ideas for resolutions thereby
increasing their reasoning skills to put forth their ideas logically and
convincingly. Thus, student-centric assessment and feedback in intercul-
tural conflict resolution may also have wider application in other disci-
plines, apart from cross-cultural classes.

Finally, the trends may be moving towards ‘big data’ collection, but this
study has indicated that even if the reliability issues are addressed, which is not
an easy task, cohort learning gain data alone is insufficient of itself for peda-
gogic research purposes. The study thus supports the assertion in Chap. 2 that
learning data at scale needs to be combined with other personal learning gain
data to be of value in comparing different teaching methods.
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CHAPTER 10

The Effect of Video Feedback
on the Self-Assessment of a Music
Performance by Pre-university Level

Classical Guitar Students

Mathieu Boucher, Francis Dubé, and Andrea Creech

INTRODUCTION

Learning a musical instrument requires a vast amount of practice that the
musician mostly regulates by him or herself. A musician must therefore
learn how to effectively self-regulate his/her practice in the absence of a
teacher’s feedback. Self-regulation of learning involves various cognitive
processes, including a continuous cycle of planning, self-evaluation and
adaptation (Zimmerman 1998b) that can occur, for example, between
each repetition during a musician’s practice. A crucial component of self-
regulated learning in music is the ability to adapt performance according
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to feedback obtained while performing (McPherson and Zimmerman
2002). In a complementary way, ipsative assessment involves comparing
the performance of a skill with a previous one (Hughes 2011). Hughes
highlights the potential for ‘explicit ipsative feedback’ (see Chapter 1 of
this volume) to underpin purposeful diagnosis of performance progress. In
this vein, McPherson and Zimmerman (2002) theorised that video feed-
back could help musicians assess which sections of the pieces they needed
to work on and how much they had improved since their last recording.
Amongst developing musicians, this process of self-regulation supported
by video feedback may be interpreted as a form of ipsative feedback,
providing information that informs ipsative self-assessment – conceptua-
lised here as the act of comparing performances. Many studies addressed
the pedagogical use of video feedback in athletic and sports disciplines, but
a comparably small number of studies has focused on its use by performing
artists such as musicians.

This chapter will explore the possible links between ipsative feedback
and self-regulation of music practice, drawing upon studies concerning the
use of video feedback in athletic and musical learning. The chapter will
also present the results from a study that explored the effect of repetitive
use of video feedback on the self-evaluation of college-level classical
guitarists (n = 16) engaged in learning a new piece of music.

IPSATIVE ASSESSMENT

Ipsative assessment (Hughes 2011) is accomplished by comparing an
existing performance with a previous performance. It informs the learner
with regards to how she or he has progressed since the previous assess-
ment, and how effectively she or he responded to previous feedback. This
sort of assessment represents an important educational shift by focusing on
the process rather than the product. In academic learning, marking and
grading are for the most part linked to criteria that are fixed and general-
ised; thus they fail to highlight any potential improvement that might have
occurred since the previous assessment (Hughes 2011). In such a regime,
incremental progress is hindered and goals are essentially left to the learner
to establish for her or himself with little or no explicit guidance. Moreover,
the feedback provided through traditional grading is useful only if the
assessed task is repeated in the short term.

Hughes (2011) considers music learning as a valid example of ipsative
assessment. Learning a musical instrument requires many hours of practice
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in which a musician progressively masters different skills through repeti-
tion. The repetitive aspect of individual music practice could indeed be
associated with the incremental aspect of ipsative assessment, but this
assessment must be monitored by the musician alone in the absence of
his/her teacher’s feedback. It has been argued that music teachers should
consequently encourage the development of efficient self-evaluation skills
to ensure that their students sustain improvement between lessons
(McPherson and Renwick 2011).

CHARACTERISTICS OF MUSIC TEACHING AND LEARNING

Studies have shown that the ‘traditional’ directive instrumental teaching
approach may fail to develop the self-evaluation skills required for effective
practising, although music practice could be considered inherently ipsa-
tive. Historically, this predominant directive teaching approach has been
described as a master–apprentice approach, where the master is usually
considered a model and the dominating mode of student learning is
imitation (Jørgensen 2000). Researchers who investigated this teaching
approach found that it is dominated by talk from the teacher with a clear
lack of specific goals (Karlsson and Juslin 2008), that it limits the possibi-
lity for the students to assume responsibility for their own learning and
musical development (Gaunt 2008), and that it obviously emphasises
learning products over learning processes by neglecting the students’
preparation for practice (Jørgensen 2000). The ipsative assessment pro-
cess, as an important part of individual music practice, requires musicians
to self-evaluate effectively in the absence of their teacher’s feedback or of
the teacher’s preoccupation with the practice activity. The skills associated
with the monitoring of individual music practice have been studied under
the paradigm of self-regulated learning (McPherson and Renwick 2011;
McPherson and Zimmerman 2002).

SELF-REGULATION OF MUSIC PRACTICE

Jørgensen (2004) considers music practising as a self-teaching activity
because instrumental students in higher music education are doing most
of their instrumental learning away from their teachers. Self-regulated
learning is a related concept in educational psychology and refers to ‘the
processes whereby learners personally activate and sustain cognitions,
affects, and behaviours that are systematically oriented towards the
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attainment of personal goals’ (Zimmerman and Schunk 2011, p. 1).
Researchers describe self-regulation as cyclical because feedback obtained
from prior performance helps a learner to adjust the following performance
(McPherson and Zimmerman 2002). The cyclical aspect of self-regulation
in music practice can be linked to the incremental aspect of ipsative assess-
ment (Hughes 2011) because a musician should compare every execution
undertaken during practice to the previous one to sustain improvement.
The next section will discuss how the acquisition of the self-regulation skills
needed for this process to function effectively represents a challenge.

THE ACQUISITION OF SELF-REGULATION SKILLS
Studies have focused on the systematic observation of individual practice in
order to explore the self-regulation of practice with musicians of different
levels of advancement. McPherson and Renwick (2001) videotaped the
practice sessions of seven young instrumentalists across 3 years and found
no evidence of deliberate practice strategies being used. Amongst the
reported observations, the students spent most of their practice time play-
ing straight through pieces without stopping to fix errors. Their inability to
correct pitch and/or rhythmic errors suggests that they were not able to
process the aural feedback provided by their instrument. The authors
concluded that young musicians seem unable to work on their own with
an effective and structured method, regardless of their motivation to learn
their instrument. On the other hand, Bartolome (2009) interviewed three
highly successful 9-year-old beginning recorder students who, while never
directly instructed in self-regulation, were exhibiting self-regulated practice
behaviours and attaining higher levels of performance achievement than
their peers. A prevalent theme was their capacity to identify errors in
performance. Nielsen (1999) observed examples of highly skilled self-reg-
ulation processes (Zimmerman 1998b) in the practice behaviour and ver-
balisations of two advanced organ students. However, Jørgensen (1998)
reported that only 21% of the conservatory students who participated in his
study declared that they were self-evaluating after practice and setting new
objectives for subsequent practice sessions.

The results of these studies suggest that the acquisition of self-regulation
skills requires time, but also that it would not be a direct consequence of the
acquisition of technical and musical skills. Investigating methods for enhan-
cing a musician’s self-regulation skills during individual practice could prove
useful for students who are not naturally efficient autonomous learners.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF FEEDBACK

IN THE SELF-REGULATION PROCESS

A learner’s ability to adapt his or her performance on the basis of feedback
obtained while performing is central to the process of self-regulation
(Zimmerman 2000). Task-intrinsic and augmented feedback are two
types of feedback available during the execution of a motor task (Magill
2001). Task-intrinsic feedback is ‘the sensory-perceptual information
available to the person as a natural part of performing the skill’ (Magill
2001, p. 86). For example, a cellist can hear the sounds she or he produces
and see and feel the movement of his or her bowing arm while playing;
what is perceived can then be self-assessed. Augmented feedback is ‘the
performance-related information a person receives in addition to task-
intrinsic feedback’ (Magill 2001, p. 86), but it might not be accessible
since it is provided by an external source such as comments from a teacher
or a peer. Because student musicians usually receive augmented feedback
from their teacher only during the weekly lessons, developing a more acute
awareness of the task-intrinsic feedback during individual practice could
lead to greater improvement between lessons.

In self-regulated learning, effective task-intrinsic feedback is the con-
sequence of careful self-monitoring, which involves ‘observing and track-
ing one’s own performance and outcomes’ (Zimmerman 1998a, p. 78).
Self-monitoring is critical in all types of self-regulated learning to identify
information required for the evaluation of a performance (Butler and
Winne 1995). Winne (1995) argues that self-monitoring the execution
of a task could be detrimental to the learning effort when it hinders the
mental charge already required for the execution itself. Self-monitoring an
execution thus represents a challenge for a learner. Zimmerman (1995)
suggests that the self-monitoring and the execution of a performance
could be separated by videotaping the execution and watching it after-
wards to allow the learner to fully concentrate on each task.

VIDEO FEEDBACK

Many studies addressed the pedagogical use of video feedback in athletic
and sports disciplines, but a comparably small number of studies have
focused on its use by musicians. Emmen et al. (1985) and Van
Wieringen et al. (1989) found no advantages of video-assisted instruction
over video modelling or verbal feedback in the learning of tennis service,
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but Rikli and Smith (1980) found an advantage of video-assisted instruc-
tion for the first phase of the arm movement. This phase was the only one
outside the player’s sight during execution, thus implying that video
feedback could help a learner evaluate certain aspects of a motor task
that she or he cannot be aware of during execution. Guadagnoli et al.
(2002) found no advantage of video instruction in practising the golf
swing in a 48-hour delayed retention test, but found the advantages in a
2-week delayed retention test. The authors suggest that the positive effect
of video analysis may take some time to reveal itself. Selder and Del Rolan
(1979) reported a similar effect in a study which compared the perfor-
mances of a group of young gymnasts who used video feedback with a
self-evaluation checklist in individual practice (n = 8) with the perfor-
mances of another group who received traditional verbal feedback from
a coach (n = 8). The authors found no differences between the groups
after 4 weeks, but found that the video feedback group had improved
significantly more on four out of eight aspects of the performances after
6 weeks. This supports the previously mentioned findings that video
feedback could help a learner assess specific parts of a performance, and
that its benefits could take time to develop.

A study on how video feedback could affect a learner’s reflective process
found an interesting orientation to research. Hebert et al. (1998) studied
the verbalisations of six advanced tennis players using a think-aloud tech-
nique while watching videos of their own performances of a single type
of tennis hit. The authors identified four stages of thought process:
(1) getting used to seeing themselves, (2) detecting errors, (3) making
connections and identifying tendencies and, finally (4) correcting errors
and reaching closure. This indicates that video feedback could enhance a
learner’s reflective processes in ways that might not be observable within
performance tests and external judging, as was the case in the aforemen-
tioned studies. Interpreted through the ipsative feedback and assessment
lens, we could conceive that stages 3 and 4 require a comparison of the
performances in order to identify tendencies between them and finally
reaching a point of closure at which no further improvement are possible.

Video feedback could help a learner assess certain aspects of a motor
task more efficiently, but this positive effect could take time to develop.
Exploring the effect of video feedback on a learner’s reflective process
could reveal benefits that reach beyond immediate performance results.
The results regarding the use of video feedback in an athletic context
could be related to the motor aspect of a music performance; but a
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music performance involves many additional aspects, like interpretation,
sound or expression, that could also benefit from video feedback.

Little empirical research has focused on the use of video feedback in the
preparation of a musical performance. McPherson and Zimmerman
(2002, p. 342) stated, however, that:

Self-recording, rarely used by musicians, is an effective way to monitor one’s
progress. For example, musicians who tape-record and then analyse reper-
toire were able to use this information as a means of assessing which sections
of the pieces they need to work on most and how much they have improved
since their last recording.

Daniel (2001) surveyed thirty five university-level musicians at the end
of a one-year performance class in which they used video feedback. After
one year of using the video feedback, 86% recognised its usefulness. Forty-
nine per cent of the participants declared they were able to identify lacks
and mistakes in their playing more easily with video feedback, but no
mentions were made in the study concerning how video feedback affected
the participants’ self-evaluation skills or how they used the information in
subsequent performances.

Masaki et al. (2011) developed a measure survey designed to compare
musical performances on eight different aspects. Twenty-two university-
level piano students were filmed during a rehearsal and a public perfor-
mance of a piece and were asked to compare both performances before and
after watching the videos using the measure survey. The authors compared
the results with an expert assessment of the same videos. The statistical
results showed that the participants’ assessments before and after watching
the videos of the performances differ substantially, and that it was the
participants’ assessment of the video that was closer to the external expert’s
assessment. These results suggest that video feedback, when used by an
advanced musician supported by an observation grid, could prove useful in
evaluating and comparing one’s own performances via an observer’s point
of view. In this case, the self-evaluations were guided by an observation
grid in which eight evaluated aspects were established a priori, but no
mention was made regarding the separate results for each item of the grid.
This could have allowed researchers to analyse if video feedback facilitated
the assessment of specific aspects of the performances. Furthermore, the
experimental design of the study specifically required for the participants
to compare their performances, but more information would be needed
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on whether video feedback could help musicians engage in some form of
ipsative assessment when they are not asked to.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of the study reported here was to evaluate the impact of using
video feedback as a self-evaluation tool for pre-university classical guitar-
ists. In this chapter, we focus on the guitarists’ ipsative self-assessment
following a series of rehearsal performances within the experimentation
process. We examine the nature of the guitarists’ self-assessment of their
performances by highlighting explicit references to direct comparisons
between performances, and by examining whether specific aspects of a
performance were mentioned more often in the ispative comments. In
doing so, we explore the aspects of the self-assessment practices that, as
Hughes emphasises in Chapter 1 of this volume, ‘have a purpose for
directly enhancing learning from the learner perspective’.

We first examined how these musicians’ discussion regarding their own
progress was influenced by the use of video feedback by comparing the
self-evaluation comments after performance of a group of college-level
guitarists who used video feedback with those of a group who did not use
video feedback. Second, we compared the self-evaluation comments after
performing and after watching a video of that performance amongst the
participants in the video feedback group. The implications of this study
could allow a better understanding of the potential benefits of video
feedback on the development of ipsative self-assessment skills for inter-
mediate/advanced music students.

THE STUDY

The Sample

The study took place in a CÉGEP in the province of Québec, Canada.
A CÉGEP (Collège d’enseignement général et professionnel1) is an insti-
tution offering various specialised curricula, including music performance,
that students must attend before entering university. All classical guitar
students enrolled in a 2-year music program were offered the opportunity
to participate. Thirteen males and three females volunteered and com-
pleted a consent form and questionnaire regarding their age, instrumental
level in the program, years of experience in individual lessons, most recent
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grade obtained in an instrumental evaluation and frequency of using video
or audio feedback. Only the students who used video/audio recording less
than twice a month were accepted in order to verify how video feedback
could affect the self-regulation skills of musicians who were not using it
regularly. All volunteers respected this criterion.

Participants (n = 16) were randomly assigned to either a control (n = 8)
or an experimental group (n = 8). To ensure an even distribution, partici-
pants were first balanced for their instrumental level in the institution’s
program and then paired according to the grade they obtained on the last
performance exam in the program. A member of each pair was randomly
assigned to the control or the experimental group using a random allocation
software (http://mahmoodsaghaei.tripod.com/Softwares/randalloc.html).
Table 10.1 presents the descriptive and frequency statistical data for each
group.

The Music

All participants were asked to learn the same piece of music, a waltz by
French composer Thierry Tisserand. The piece comprises seventy eight
bars in the key of E minor with an ABA form. It involves a wide variety of
guitar techniques, such as harmonics, arpeggios, slurs or barrés. The guitar
teachers from the institution validated the choice of the piece as being
appropriate for the students’ level. The chosen piece had not yet been
commercially released, thus ensuring that no participant had heard the
piece before; and the music sheet was altered to hide the title and the name
of the composer. Participants were also asked not to discuss the music with
their teacher or peers during the experimentation.

Table 10.1 Characteristics of participants

All participants
(n = 16)

Control group
(n = 8)

Experimental group
(n = 8)

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Experience in
individual lessons

7.1 3.6 7.2 3.9 7.1 3.6

Grade they obtained
on their last
performance exam

82.8% 8.2 85.9% 3.6 79.6% 10.4
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PROCEDURE

Participants (n = 16) practised the piece during ten recorded practice sessions
that lasted 20minutes each. Twelve to eighteen days were needed to complete
all ten sessions. In the first practice session, participants received a personal
copy of the score that they could annotate, but were required to give it back
after each session to ensure that practising the piece happened only within the
research protocol. There was no obligation to learn the entire piece by the end
of the study, to avoid affecting the participants’ practice behaviour.

On four occasions during the experimentation – after practice sessions 3, 5,
7 and 9 – the participants were filmed while playing the piece or any part they
were able to performwithout stopping, as if theywere performing the piece in
a concert. Immediately after each performance, the participants were asked to
identify which aspects or issues in their playing they would like to improve in
the next practice sessions, but they were not specifically asked to compare
their performances. These filmed performances followed by self-assessments
will from now on be referred to as the post-performance assessments.

Before the following practice, participants from the experimental group
watched the video of their performance on a laptop computer equipped
with speakers. In previous studies, viewing was guided by a coach (Emmen
et al. 1985; Guadagnoli et al. 2002; Rikli and Smith 1980; Van Wieringen
et al. 1989) or an observation grid (Masaki et al. 2011; Selder and Del
Rolan 1979), thus failing to isolate what the learners could assess by
themselves when watching their own performances. Therefore, because
of the implicit lack of knowledge on the effects of video feedback in the
field of music performance, the viewings in this study were free and
unguided. After each of the four viewings, participants from the experi-
mental group had to identify once again which aspects or issues in their
playing they would like to improve in the next practice sessions. This will
from now on be referred to as the post-video assessment.

The control group began practising right away on the practice session
following the recordings and had the opportunity to watch the videos of
their performances only after completing the experimentation process.

CODING SCHEME

The self-evaluative comments from the post-performance assessments and
the post-video assessments were transcribed and a content analysis was
performed to search for recurrent themes (L’Écuyer 1990; Saldaña 2009).
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This approach involved a thorough reading of all the data prior to beginning
the coding, followed by a coding of the comments into meaningful units
representing an aspect of the performance discussed by the participants.

We first analysed the comments from the post-performance assessments
2, 3 and 4 to verify if the participants were discussing the various aspects of
their playing from an ipsative standpoint. We considered a comment as
being ipsative if the participant was comparing the present performance
with a previous one when discussing a particular aspect of his or her
playing. For example:

1. ‘The phrasing is better. The first time, I remember that the phrasing
was really rough, there wasn’t any in fact, I think I was able to add
more of it’.

2. ‘The parts that I found the most difficult, I improved them, they are
more solid’.

3. ‘For the phrasing, it’s not good! I thought I had done it better this
time but it is still boring to hear’.

4. ‘I went much further now than I did last time’.

Because all participants were French speaking, the examples presented in
this text were freely translated from French into English by the first author.

Second, we analysed the ipsative comments made by the participants in
the post-performance assessments 2, 3 and 4, and the corresponding post-
video assessments with a coding scheme that was already developed for
another part of this research focusing on the aspects of playing assessed by
the participants in their self-evaluation. To develop this coding scheme,
the first author and a fellow researcher/guitarist independently coded the
comments by one participant from each group to look for emerging
themes. Similarities and differences were discussed afterwards to establish
a preliminary categorisation that the first author used to code the complete
data. During this coding process, new categories and definitions emerged
and were again discussed with the same fellow researcher and the second
author until agreement was reached for the definitions of each category.
The researcher then revised the previous coding in accordance with the
modifications made on the coding scheme.

The final coding scheme comprised five broad categories that encom-
passed different themes addressed by the participants in their self-evalua-
tion comments. Table 10.2 presents the coding scheme with definitions
for each category and comments by the participants that exemplify them.
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Table 10.2 Coding scheme: Definition and examples for each category

Themes Definition Examples

General
evaluation of
the
performance

General appreciation of the
performance or the learning of the
piece, with no further details.

‘Generally, I think it went pretty
well’.
‘This was the worst of my three
performances’.

Instrumental
execution

Comments about general or
specific technical aspect of the
piece, precision of the playing or
hand position.

‘Technically, it was not perfect,
but it was quite good’.
‘Some notes are still not clean; the
left hand fingering is not clean, you
know. I’m “buzzing” a few notes’.
‘Regarding the slurs, I realise that
they are weak too. We don’t hear
them enough; whether the slurs
are ascending or descending, there
is always a little sound that I don’t
like…’.

Interpretation Comments about expressivity,
fluidity, sound or dynamics and
phrasing.

‘Soon, I’ll need to add more life to
the piece’.
‘If I consider the style of the piece,
it’s too mechanical. I don’t think it
flowed’.
‘[I need to] find a warmer sound’.
‘The ends of the phrases, the
ritardando and all this, I don’t
hold them enough, it’s too brutal’.

Performance
flow

Comments about the state of mind
during the performance, the
sequence of the sections or phrases
or the performance tempo.

‘The performance lacked
concentration. In some parts, I was
inattentive and then I was
“coming back”’.
‘I finished the piece, so I’m able to
play it entirely without any major
problems. I don’t need to stop any
more’.

Learning
stages

Comments about the amount of
music played, the familiarisation
with the score, the assimilation of
the piece of particular sections of
the piece that requires work.

‘The good thing about the first
performance is that I was able to
play the whole first page’.
‘Regarding the interpretation, I’m
not there yet because there was a
lot of sight-reading to do today’.
‘The next step will be to work on
page 2; there is the last line that is
not acceptable’.
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BETWEEN-GROUP COMPARISON OF POST-PERFORMANCE

ASSESSMENTS

The first objective of the study was to verify if the participants who used
video feedback would demonstrate ipsative feedback in their subsequent
post-performance assessments, and whether this would differ from those
who did not have the support of video feedback. To attain this objective,
we compared the number of ipsative comments that the experimental group
(n = 8) made in the post-performance assessments 2, 3 and 4 with those of a
control group that had not used video feedback (n = 8). We can observe in
Table 10.3 that the participants in the experimental group gavemore ipsative
comments after all performances than the control group did.

We also compared the number of ipsative comments made by the parti-
cipants in each group for the categories presented in Table 10.2. We sought
to verify if the participants in each group discussed different aspects of playing
in their ipsative comments after performing. In Table 10.4, we can observe

Table 10.3 Between group comparison of the number of ipsative com-
ments in post-performance assessments 2, 3 and 4

Total number of comments Control group (n = 8)
(no video feedback)

Experimental group (n = 8)
(used video feedback)

Post-performance 2 1 11
Post-performance 3 4 4
Post-performance 4 3 11
Total (and % of all post-
performance comments)

8 (7.4%, SD = 10.55) 26 (21.47%, SD = 17.54)

Table 10.4 Between group comparison of the aspects mentioned in all
the ipsative comments in the post-performance assessments 2 + 3 + 4

Control group (n = 8)
(no video feedback)

Experimental group (n = 8)
(used video feedback)

General evaluation of
the performance

2 5

Interpretation 3 7
Instrumental
execution

0 3

Learning stages 3 6
Performance flow 0 5
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that the participants in the control group made no ipsative comments about
aspects related to instrumental execution and performance flow after their
performances. We can also see that the experimental group made more
ipsative comments in all categories. Therefore, their ipsative self-assessment
encompassed every aspects of a performance that emerged from the analysis
of the comments.

COMPARISON OF POST-VIDEO AND POST-PERFORMANCE

ASSESSMENTS FOR THE EXPERIMENTAL GROUP

The second objective of this study was to verify if the participants who
used video feedback would discuss the various aspects of their perfor-
mance from an ipsative standpoint after performing and after watching a
video of the same performance. To attain this objective, we compared
the number of ipsative comments in the post-performance assessments 2,
3 and 4 with those of the corresponding post-video assessments. The
data presented in Table 10.5 indicate that participants who used video
feedback made more ipsative comments in the post-performance assess-
ments 2 and 4 than they did in the corresponding post-video assess-
ments. We can also observe an opposite difference between post-video
and post-performance 3.

We compared the number of ipsative comments made by the partici-
pants of the experimental group for each category of the coding scheme
presented in Table 10.2. In doing so, we verified if the participants who
used video feedback discussed different aspects of playing in their ipsative
comments after performing and after watching the recorded performance.
In Table 10.6, we can observe that the participants in the experimental
group made more ipsative comments about interpretation, instrumental

Table 10.5 Comparison of post-video and post-performance assessments for the
total number of ipsative comments

Total number of comments Post-video assessment Post-performance assessment

Performance 2 4 11
Performance 3 6 4
Performance 4 2 11
Total (and % of all comments) 12 (11.32%,

SD = 14.10)
26 (21.47%,
SD = 17.54)
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execution, learning stages and performance flow after the performances
than they did after the videos.

Participants had completed a demographics questionnaire at the
beginning of the experimentation, at which time we had asked them
what was the grade they had obtained on their most recent instrumental
evaluation. We compared the number of ipsative comments made by
the participants in the experimental group in both feedback situations,
according to this grade. A mean performance grade of 71.5% (SD = 8.81)
was found amongst the ‘low performers’ – comprising the four partici-
pants who had obtained the lowest grades on their last evaluation. This
contrasted with a mean grade of 87.5% (SD = 2.89) amongst the ‘high
performers’ – comprising the four participants who had obtained
the highest grades. In Table 10.7, we can observe that the high perfor-
mers in the experimental group made more ipsative comments in both
feedback situations than the low performers did.

Table 10.6 Post-performance and post-video comparison of the number
of comments for each aspect of a performance (Table 10.2) mentioned in
the ipsative comments by the experimental group (n = 8)

Post-video assessments
(2 + 3 + 4)

Post-performance
assessments (2 + 3 + 4)

General evaluation of the
performance

5 5

Interpretation 2 7
Instrumental execution 0 3
Learning stages 4 6
Performance flow 1 5

Table 10.7 Comparison of post-video and post-performance assessments
for the total number of ipsative comments mentioned by the participants
depending on their latest attributed instrumental grade

Total number of comments Post-video assessment
(2 + 3 + 4)

Post-performance assessment
(2 + 3 + 4)

High performers (n = 4) 11 20
Low performers (n = 4) 1 6 (n = 2)
Total 12 26
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DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the impact of using video
feedback as a self-evaluation tool for pre-university classical guitarists.
We explored the nature of the comments made by the participants in
different self-evaluation conditions to identify ipsative comments where
participants compared their performances. The first objective of the study
was to verify if the participants who used video feedback would demon-
strate ipsative feedback in their evaluation of subsequent performances,
and whether this would differ from those who did not have the support of
video feedback. The second objective of this study was to verify if the
participants who used video feedback would assess their performances
from an ipsative standpoint after performing and after watching a video
of that same performance.

Results for the first objective suggest that participants in the experi-
mental group made many more ipsative feedback comments after perfor-
mances 2 and 4 than found amongst the control group. The fact that
participants in the experimental group made more ipsative comments after
these performances than their peers in the control group suggests that
video feedback may have helped the students to compare the results of
their performances.

Exploration of the second objective again emphasised this finding
because participants in the experimental group made more ipsative feed-
back comments in their self-evaluation after performing than after watch-
ing this performance on video. It is noteworthy that the effect of video
feedback on ipsative self-assessment appears to have had more impact on
the assessments made following performance, as compared with assess-
ment of the video recordings themselves. We could speculate that video
feedback, because it allows the learner to fully concentrate on the assess-
ment task as well as allowing a performance to be heard twice, would help
create a more vivid memory of the previous performance when assessing
the following performances without video feedback. This could be related
to studies in which video feedback was found to benefit the learner after a
certain period had elapsed (Guadagnoli et al. 2002; Selder and Del Rolan
1979), or where its users claimed it was helpful despite the absence of
immediate performance results (Rikli and Smith 1980).

Video feedback is logically considered to be an effective tool for compar-
ing performances, but the participants in the experimental group (using
video feedback) mademore ipsative comments after performances than after
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video feedback. This could imply that musicians, when not asked to specifi-
cally compare performances, would assess their performances from a more
analytical than ipsative perspective while using video feedback, but that this
process would elicit ipsative assessment afterwards. This adds to the results by
Masaki et al. (2011), where video feedback helped pianists compare perfor-
mances from a more objective standpoint. It also adds to McPherson and
Zimmerman’s claim that video feedback could help musicians assess ‘how
much they have improved since the last recording’ (2002, p. 342). Thus,
video feedback would help musicians compare their performances both
when using it (Masaki et al. 2011) as well as in subsequent self-evaluations
without its support. In addition, the high performers in the experimental
group made many more ipsative comments, as compared with comments
made amongst the low performers. Because the participants in this study
were not specifically asked to compare their performances, it appears that the
higher performingmusicians weremore naturally inclined to engage in some
form of ipsative assessment.

Concerning the aspects mentioned in the ipsative comments in each
feedback situation, the participants in the experimental group made more
ipsative comments about interpretation, instrumental execution, learning
stages and performance flow in the post-performance assessments than they
did in the post-video assessments. Also, participants in the control group
made no mention at all of aspects related to instrumental execution and
performance flow in their post-performance assessments. The participants
in the experimental group seemed to have been able to compare their
performances from a broader point of view in their post-performance
assessments. Daniel (2001) found that musicians were able to identify
mistakes in their performances more easily using video feedback without
specifying which type of mistakes were identified by the participants. To
support their participants’ comparison of two performances using video
feedback, Masaki et al. (2011) used an evaluation grid comprising eight
aspects that were not addressed individually in the results. In our study, we
found that, when not guided by an evaluation grid or being specifically
asked to compare performances, musicians who used video feedback
would encompass various aspects of their playing in their following self-
assessments of performances.

A further interesting category of comments emerged from the coding.
Participants in the experimental group were sometimes comparing feed-
back conditions (post-performance and post-video) after watching the
videos, as demonstrated by comments such as ‘The video helped me realise
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which part of the piece needed my attention’ or ‘I thought I had put more
emotion when I played, but after the video, I realise that it is still lacking’.
Such comments suggest that the participant may have been comparing
two perceptions of the same performance and could therefore reconsider
or reframe his or her self-evaluation process. The process could also bring
to the participants a possible added value to their perception of comple-
mentary feedback from their teacher or peers.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

We acknowledge that owing to the small number of participants in this
study, corresponding to an exploratory design, there are limitations with
regards the generalisability of our findings. Other studies could focus
solely on the self-evaluation of performances or videos and consequently
involve more participants, with different instruments and of different levels
of advancement.

The aim of this research was to explore the effect of video feedback on
the self-evaluation of student musicians, therefore the self-assessment was
purposely unguided towards ipsative feedback. Future research could test
whether guided self-assessment would prompt more ipsative feedback, or
ipsative feedback of a different nature, but our experimental design
allowed us to verify if the participants intentionally engaged in ipsative
assessment when not directed to.

This study focused on the comments in which participants were com-
paring performances. The participants in this study only watched the most
recent performance when self-assessing. Providing the possibility to watch
the most recent as well as a series of previous performances could have
elicited even more comments of a comparative nature by removing the
need for the participants to remember the first performance and helping
them to concentrate their attention on the comparison process itself.

Our content analysis focused on the self-evaluative comments in which
the participants were comparing their performances on various aspects of
their playing. However, the participants’ self-evaluations also included
non-ipsative comments that were qualitatively different: comments
could be either positive/negative reactions, comparisons of post-perfor-
mance and post-video feedback perception, or simply formulated as a goal
rather than a critique. Comments also varied in length or level of preci-
sion. It would be interesting to include these non-ipsative comments in a
deeper analysis of how the participants formulated their comments to

214 M. BOUCHER ET AL.



explore how video feedback could affect the nature of the musicians’
self-evaluation.

In this experimentation, we used a regular camera with a laptop and
speakers. This technology simplified the process and represents the type of
technology that could be used by musicians or teachers. The recordings in
this study were viewed by the participants on the following day; accord-
ingly the transfer of the file from the camera to the laptop was made
overnight. However, with advances in technology, during a practice ses-
sion or a lesson, the transfer of the video file could easily and quickly be
made while attending to other topics. Moreover, in future research or
practical applications of the ideas presented here, smartphones and tablets
could allow the recording and the immediate viewing of a video, although
with a possibly lower quality of sound or image.

Notwithstanding the limitations noted here, we would argue that
our findings point to the strong potential for the use of video feedback
to enhance teaching and learning practice within musical contexts, and
we suggest that these findings highlight the scope for further research in
this area.

CONCLUSION

Hughes (2011) considers that music learning is a valid example of ipsative
assessment. Arguably, a musician should indeed compare every execution
undertaken during practice to the previous one, in order to sustain
improvement. In this chapter, we associated the repetitive aspect of indi-
vidual music practice with the incremental aspect of ipsative assessment
and the cyclical aspect of self-regulated learning. Ipsative assessment and
self-regulated learning in individual practice require efficient task-intrinsic
feedback, but the concurrent efforts required by the self-monitoring of the
execution and the execution itself can hinder the efficacy of the process
(Winne 1995; Zimmerman 1995).

Video feedback has been presented as a means to separate the self-
monitoring and the execution of a performance to fully concentrate on
each task (Zimmerman 1995). McPherson and Zimmerman (2002)
theorised that video feedback could help musicians assess which sections
of the pieces they need to work on and how much they have improved
since their last recording. Video feedback is a logical way to record a
performance in order to compare it with a previous or an upcoming one.
In addition, we found that it would also encourage musicians to compare
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their performances in subsequent self-evaluation without its support, pos-
sibly by allowing them to obtain more information on the first perfor-
mance and to create a more precise memory of it. Further research could
address the micro-structure of practice and verify if musicians who use
video feedback would make more ipsative assessment comments between
each execution while practising.

This study revealed that, in the absence of specific instructions to com-
pare performances, the higher performing musicians seemed to be more
naturally inclined to engage in some form of ipsative assessment. Therefore,
designing activities in which lower performing musicians purposely com-
pare the videos of a recent performance with a previous one could develop
their ability to self-assess from an ipsative standpoint. During a lesson, the
teacher could also point aspects of the performances that remained unmen-
tioned by the student, but that might have improved between the record-
ings. The stop/play/fwd/rwd functions can allow the teacher to provide
feedback at specific points of a performance immediately after they happen,
instead of relying on the recall of the students when feedback from the
teacher is provided post-performance. Further research could focus on how
a teacher could implement a collaborative ipsative assessment with their
students using video feedback as a teaching aid.

For a musician, video feedback allows a form of augmented feedback that
is as close as can be to task-intrinsic feedback (Magill 2001). Moreover,
taking notes during viewings, self-evaluating performances from an external
point of view and comparing performances could prove useful to counter-
balance a traditional teaching approach that can be too teacher-centred
(Gaunt 2008; Jørgensen 2000; Karlsson and Juslin 2008). We conclude
that the use of video feedback as a pedagogical tool offers strong potential to
promote self-regulation and ipsative self-assessment, both of which have
been associated with effective instrumental learning and teaching.

NOTE

1. College of general and professional education.
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CHAPTER 11

Compete With Yourself (CWY): Maximising
Learning Gain in Schools

Sunita Gandhi

INTRODUCTION

Using assessment information for summative purposes can have the effect
of hindering rather than supporting the learning of some, and in certain
cases, all students. The negative effects of assessment for summative
purposes on the learners include lowering the self-esteem of the less
successful students which can reduce their effort and image of themselves
as learners (Davis and Brember 1998; Johnston and McClune 2000;
Leonard and Davey 2001; Reay and Wiliam 1999).

This chapter investigates the influence of CWY assessments that are
based on the principle of ipsative or self-referential assessment. The term
‘ipsative’ assessment means comparison with a previous performance, or a
self-comparison, rather than with a norm (Hughes 2014). Hughes
explores this through two key arguments: (1) that competitive assessment
with external standards is not conducive to motivation and learning for all
learners, and (2) that the self-referential standards and goals delineated by
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ipsative assessment sustain motivation and progress for all learners (Hughes
2011).TheCWYassessments donot emphasise comparisons for the individual
pupil such as summative averages, norm-referenced percentile scores or age
and grade equivalents. Relative comparisons such as these, though useful to a
policymaker, administrator and teacher, can be damaging to a pupil’s psychol-
ogy. Evidence suggests a pupil does not put in more effort just because s/he is
good or poor in performance in relation to others. The hypothesis this chapter
explores is that CWY produces greater excellence than making a distinction
relative to the standards of other pupils and school, or national norms.

The CWY assessments provide a snapshot of a class taken at any point of
time, or as and when required. The reports provide valuable information
that helps personalise learning for every pupil. Teachers undertake correc-
tive action, and they measure their pupils’ progress in the next assessment,
either whenever the class is ready, or when the individual pupil is ready. The
process continues like the double-helix of DNA. When progress between
two similar topics or skills is measured, the first assessment serves as a
baseline on the basis of which each pupil receives personalised reports and
support. The pupil uses these to improve her/his performance using differ-
entiated skills units called Perbooks. Progress assessments that measure
every pupil’s progress against their personal baseline may be taken using
paper and pencil or online, but all CWY reports, personal work plans and
selection of personalised study materials are generated on a computer.

The objective of CWY assessment is not classification or judgment of a
pupil’s ability. The primary purpose is to get objective information at the level
of the skill or concept about each pupil so as to help each one succeed even
more, not by competing with others, but by competing with themselves. The
chapter reports on comparisons of experimental and control groups using
CWY methods and tools. The greater increase in class average marks of
experimental groups over control groups suggests CWY works better than
traditional learning methods and enables pupils to make greater progress.

DOING AWAY WITH SUMMATIVE ASSESSMENT?
Is our purpose in assessing pupils to identify talent or develop it? In present
education, a derivative of the 19th century, we still suffer from the belief that
grades should be used to identify talent. Though at the face value this seems
harmless, the implications of this belief are significantly negative.

Summative assessment has become for most students in many countries
not a once-a-year event which in comparison with daily interactions with
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teachers might be considered to have a minor role in determining their
‘faith in themselves as learners’ (Stiggins 2001, p. 46), but rather a
frequent experience which may have an undesirable effect on motivation
for learning. Moreover, research shows that this effect is greater for the less
successful pupils and thus tends to widen the gap between higher and
lower achieving pupils (Madaus 1991).

There are so many reasons why a pupil puts in less effort, does not want to
study or gives up too soon. It is often assumed that a pupil with a poor grade is
less capable, or even less intelligent. Differences in learning may not relate to a
pupil’s innate ability at all, but may be a result of poor teaching, prior experi-
ences, home or classroom environment and the like. These can create a lack of
motivation, or the will to put in effort. Harlen and Crick (2002) synthesised
nineteen studies and found that with the introduction of the national curricu-
lum tests in England, low achieving students tended to have lower self-esteem
thanhigher achieving students. Prior to the tests, there hadbeenno correlation
between self-esteem and achievement. These negative perceptions of self-
esteem often decrease students’ future effort and academic success.

Evidence indicates that grades and other reporting methods affect pupil
motivation and the effort pupils put forth (Cameron and Pierce 1996). No
convincing research supports the idea that low grades frequently prompt
pupils to try harder. More often, low grades prompt pupils to withdraw
from learning. To protect their self-image, many pupils regard the low
grade as irrelevant or meaningless. Others may blame themselves for the
low grade but feel helpless to improve (Selby and Murphy 1992).

If the only instrument we have is a ruler, it would be at best an approxima-
tion to measure the volume of a bottle using it. What meaningful information
would we get by adding the measures of length, weight and volume and by
dividing these by three to get their summative average? Similarly, whatwould a
summative average for English grammar, speaking and writing skills mean, all
of these requiring a different set of skills. How would combining the averages
of all these diverse skills in mathematics and English into one single measure
yield anyuseful information, especially if the goal is learning?The ‘hodgepodge
grade’ is hard to interpret and therefore limited in its potential to help a pupil
improve (Brookhart and Nitko 2008; Cross and Frary 1996). Summative
averages often de-motivate the majority who are not on the top rungs of a
class. So many pupils give up very early thinking that they are just not good
enough in relation to others in their class, and that in spite of their best efforts,
they can never make it. They stop trying. Both the individual and society
lose out.
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The summative average, despite its potential usefulness to a policy maker,
administrator or teacher, is more often meaningless for the individual pupil.
It reduces a pupil to a number that is not only a poor estimation of his/her
ability; it also potentially impedes growth and impacts negatively on a pupil’s
psychology. It is clear we must do away with the summative for the pupil, or
use it judiciously as a measure of learning gain.

CWY: NEW GAUGES OF SUCCESS

Learning is a continuum along which every pupil moves, regardless of their
relative position along the continuum. Every pupil has an innate capacity to
grow anddevelop, even as each one progresses fromone learningobjective to
the next. CWY helps speed up progress of all pupils, whatever their starting
point. This is because the personalised CWY reports empower pupils with
self-knowledge about their personal areas of strength and improvement.

Progress against oneself is the only true measure of success. Ultimately,
a pupil cannot be pushed beyond her/his capacity, neither should another
pupil be held back because others need to catch up. Every pupil in a class
needs to be challenged and supported at her own level. The most impor-
tant gauge of success, therefore, is whether every pupil in a class is making
the best possible progress against their own potential. These new gauges
of success give more importance to progress over performance.

The three most important set of questions to ask a pupil in the CWY
system, therefore, relate to effort, quality and progress:

1. Is the pupil putting in his/her best effort? (Could you have done
more?)

2. Can the pupil improve what she/he has done? (Could you have
done this any better? How? In what ways?)

3. Is the pupil making progress? (What do you need to do next to
progress beyond the present?)

Such questions lead to critical self-analysis such as how to improve on
one’s own past performance. They help pupils better articulate what
they need to do next, and not to be satisfied too easily. If a pupil
is able to articulate if she/he is progressing against his/her own past
performance then, this is an important gauge of the effectiveness
of CWY.
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The next set of questions to ask a pupil in CWY relate to challenge, self-
direction and self-regulation:

1. Is the pupil challenging herself/himself? (Do you self-study beyond
the given assignments? How much? How often?)

2. Is the pupil able to set goals and direct his/her own learning? (Do you
study according to the feedback provided? Do you set personal goals?)

3. Is the pupil able to exercise self-regulation? (Are you able to imple-
ment set goals and complete what you set out to do?).

Being able to set goals and self-regulate are necessary aspects of a pupil’s
self-assessment. CWY reports make it easier for pupils to answer the
question: ‘What next?’ They help pupils better direct their own studies
to those areas that need attention. They encourage pupils to set goals, put
in greater effort and challenge themselves to do better than before.

CWY: A BEGINNING IN ICELAND

In 2001, Íslenskumenntasamtökin (ÍMS), a non-profit education society I
founded, won the bid to run Iceland’s first two charter schools in the city
of Hafnarfjordur: Tjarnaras, a pre-school, and Áslandsskoli, a K-12 school
(for ages 6–18). I asked the question: ‘Is it possible to maximize the
potential of every pupil in a whole classroom, or is this an oxymoron?’

To answer this question, Áslandsskoli provided the perfect setting for
implementing several new approaches to teaching and learning, among
them the pilot of the first CWY Assessment. In this, a pre-test was followed
by all pupils receiving their personal CWY reports, followed by a progress
assessment.

Both pre-test and progress assessments were criterion-referenced and
scientifically similar. They were identical in the skills covered, the types of
questions asked and the level of difficulty of the questions. I wanted to
make these scientifically equivalent to be able to measure progress in the
same exact skills, at different points in time, in the same academic year, on
the same criterion, for the same individual. This was the beginning of
assessments based on the principle of CWY.

After initial developments in Iceland in the period 2001–2004, CWYwas
implemented from 2005 to 2007 for 12,000 pupils of Grades 1-V at City
Montessori School (CMS), Lucknow. This was followed in 2007–2009 for
over 4,000 pupils at three other schools in India: Sharada Mandir School,
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Goa, WH Smith Memorial, Varanasi, Sanskriti and the Gurukul,
Guwahati. CWY was further replicated for some 1000 KS1 and KS2
pupils at six government schools in the UK in Greater London,
Middlesex and Nottinghamshire in the session 2007–2008 in collabora-
tion with the Innovations Unit of the Department for Education and
Science.

Currently, there are some 40,000 students in 200 schools across 19
States of India and in Kathmandu, Nepal, who are using the CWY reports
for all core subjects. A new pilot for KS2 and GCSE mathematics is also
underway in the UK.

CWY PUPIL REPORTS

Figure 11.1 has data from a pupil’s CWY report from the first pilot in
Iceland. Such a report provides much more information than a pupil is
likely to get from a typical summative report which shows marks out of 10
or a 100. The CWY reports are also different from most diagnostic reports
in subtle but important ways. A typical diagnostic report is a binary report.
It tells what questions the individual pupil got right or wrong (with 1 or 0,
ticks or crosses).

Most diagnostic assessments are norm-referenced and provide percen-
tile scores, but CWY assessments and reports positively and consciously
avoid the percentile and summative which compare a pupil with others.
Regardless of whether this is useful information for the teacher and
management, the overall score is not as relevant to the individual pupil,
and clearly avoidable in a pupil’s report.

A CWY report also acts as a personal work plan for the individual pupil
following each assessment. The pupil in Fig. 11.1 had an average of 3.5
out of 10 in her baseline assessment taken in December 2003. A progress
assessment of the same pupil and her class was taken in May, 2004. By
May, this pupil’s average performance in English had improved from 3.5
to 6.9 out of 10. Even with the higher average of 6.9 out of 10, this pupil
was not amongst the top in her class in English.

The CWY reports are not binary; they present information in different
bands according to confidence. The report shows areas of strength and
improvement in at least three confidence bands:

1. Well done: Concepts or skills for which the pupil has a good
understanding
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WELL DONE: Maintain with Practice

Picture Comprehension 10

Picture Comprehension 10

Word Meanings 8

Writing 8

NEARLY THERE: Consolidate

Reading Comprehension 1 7.5

Spelling 7

Reading Comprehension 3 6.3

Reading Comprehension 4 5.7

Listening 5.4

Reading Comprehension 2 5

NOT YET: Start with simpler tasks first

Speaking 4

AVERAGE 6.9

Progress in ENGLISH for the Pupil above

Baseline Average in December, 2003: 3.5

Progress Average in May, 2004: 6.9

Progess points (6.9−3.5) 3.4

Fig. 11.1 CWY report for a pupil, grade 7, Aslandsskoli, Iceland
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2. Nearly there: Concepts or skills for which the pupil has a moderate
level of understanding

3. Not yet: Progress required

Besides a comparison of averages to indicate overall progress, progress was
reported for each item in the table. When we first gave out the CWY
reports that included summative grades, all attention went to the summa-
tive averages. When we removed the summative grade, we found that
everyone’s attention shifted to the details, and hence benefited the pupil
more. By everyone we mean the three main stakeholders: the pupil, the
parents and the teacher. Such detailed information about performance
propels every pupil forward. The pupil sees in the CWY formulation of
his/her own progress just waiting to happen, only if she/he puts in the
effort. Greater intrinsic motivation begins to build, and a greater level of
effort is observed.

Most pupils in the typical assessment regimes are not privy to such
detailed information about their own performance, and therefore cannot
clearly articulate their own areas of strength and improvement. Before
handing out the personalised CWY reports, I have asked pupils in different
classrooms to share on a piece of paper three to four concepts they think
they are best in, and three to four concepts they find the most difficult in a
subject. After handing them their personalised CWY reports for that
subject, I have taken their feedback. Many pupils are surprised to find
that their hunches about perceived areas of strengths and weaknesses have
not matched their personal reports.

More recent versions of the CWY report (UK pilot in 2007 and 2016),
Nepal (2013–2016) and India (2004–2016), are of a similar nature. These
reports do not knowingly prejudice a pupil’s view of his/her capacity by
comparison with others. Instead, baseline data is used to help him/her move
more efficiently towards the next set of goals that help him/her improve
from the present level. The focus shifts away from comparison with others to
competition with self.

Importance of Instant Corrective Feedback

Feedback is one of the most powerful influences on learning and
achievement, but this impact can be either positive or negative.
Effective feedback must provide feedback, and feed forward (Hattie
and Timperley 2007). Grades with comments are better than grades
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alone (Gersten et al. 1996). Teachers can teach and pupils can learn
without grades. Checking and commenting is diagnostic. Grading is
evaluative in which the teacher is a judge. A standards-based report
card, with comments as below, breaks down each subject area into
specific elements of learning to offer parents and educators a more
thorough description of each pupil’s progress toward proficiency (Page
1958).

A Excellent! Keep it up.
B Good work. Keep at it.
C Perhaps try to do still better?
D Let’s bring this up.
F Let’s raise this grade!

Stewart and White (1976) replicated Page’s (1958) study and reviewed
12 other replication studies. They concluded that teacher comments,
such as above, had little or no effect on pupil performance. Story and
Sullivan (1986) found that while teacher comments had no significant
effects on the continuing motivation of pupils, the combination of
comments and an easier task were effective in motivating girls to return
to the same task.

When feedback is combined with a correctional review, the feedback
and instruction become intertwined until: “the process itself takes on the
forms of new instruction, rather than informing the pupil solely about
correctness” (Kulhavy 1977, p. 211). To take on this instructional pur-
pose, feedback needs to provide information specifically relating to the
task or process of learning that fills a gap between what is understood and
what is aimed to be understood (Sadler 1989). Specific goals are more
effective than general or nonspecific ones, primarily because they focus
pupils’ attention, and feedback can be more directed (Locke and Latham
1990).

The CWY reports are supplemented with personal work plans, such as
the one below for mathematics, translated from Icelandic and it provides
more specific comments, such as:

1. Practice multiplication tables: 4–9
2. Learn about halving of numbers
3. Practice breaking down images into 1/3rds
4. Simplify algebra characters that stand for a number
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CHARACTERISTICS OF A CWY REPORT

There are at least three aspects of the CWY reports that make them distinct
and different from summative assessment reports:

1. Reports are personalised for each pupil and presented in three-
bands. In place of right and wrong by question, three bands (well
done, nearly there and not yet) represent a pupil’s confidence level
in each skill. Different colours are used for the three bands. The
reports are visual and easy to understand.

2. The stress is put on strengths. The report begins with ‘well done’.
Seeing the positive first has a different, more positive impact on a
pupil’s psychology. The reports serve the purpose of smart work
plans for the individual pupil.

3. The reports focus attention on the detail. Reports purposely avoid
giving summative averages and percentile scores. The focus invari-
ably shifts to the detail.

It is clear that these reports act as a powerful medium of communication to
the pupil that says:

You are capable of progress, and here is the information you need to
improve on your own previous baseline. It does not matter how others
have done, where you have been, or are at in the present. It matters where
you are going now.

DIFFERENTIATION AT THE LEVEL OF THE TABLE AND ABILITY

GROUPING

There is overwhelming evidence that, in spite of all the hard work that
goes into it, differentiated instruction at the level of the table does not
work. Hattie’s (2009) meta-analysis suggests that ability grouping has an
insignificant effect. All differentiated instructional methods acknowledge
the fact that pupils differ in their skill level not only across different
subjects but also within a subject. A pupil may be good in mathematics
and poor in language, or vice versa, but also weak within a subject in
certain areas, for example, weak in geometry that requires spatial thinking,
and strong in algebra that requires more analytical skills. A pupil’s reality is

230 S. GANDHI



also dynamic and may change quickly. One minute a pupil does not know
something, the next minute she/he does. Differences among pupils may
also be due to lack in preparation, motivation, effort, a non-conducive
home environment and other factors, not simply notions of ability based
on marks. A teacher spends hours finding the right material for each table,
but more importantly, thinking about ability limits growth. By seating
pupils on different tables by ability in a subject can create fixed mindsets
about capacity that can be potentially damaging. For these reasons not
only should any comparisons of ability be discouraged, but also differen-
tiation of teaching at a level of individual detail is needed.

Furthermore, according to a 2008 report by the Fordham Institute, 83
per cent of teachers in the US stated that differentiation was ‘somewhat’ or
‘very’ difficult to implement. Though there are a lot of arguments teachers
give in favour, differentiation seems to be a promise unfulfilled, a boon-
doggle of massive proportions (Delisle 2015).

PERBOOKS: DIFFERENTIATION AT THE LEVEL OF THE PUPIL

To support the process of differentiation of learning objectives within a
class, Perbooks are used. We know it is better to improve per-pupil
performance by differentiating at the level of pupil. However, when
differentiating at the level of the table is so difficult, it is hard to imagine
teachers differentiating learning materials for the individual pupil at the
level of every concept. This is where CWY Perbooks come in.

The CWY Perbooks are short skill-based units, usually 16-page long
worktexts that combine worksheet and theory, and that are easy to follow
by a pupil at his/her level. The Perbooks are matched automatically by
computer to every pupil’s personal CWY diagnosis. The Perbooks fit
individual needs at the level of detail, just like a glove to a hand. They
provide the necessary support and challenge every pupil needs at his/her
level.

Though selections are made online, the Perbooks themselves have been
in the printed form only. Digital versions of the Perbooks are currently
being beta tested for use on multiple digital platforms: tablets, iPads,
computers and interactive whiteboards.

For the teacher, there is no longer hours of manual work to match
study materials to individual table or pupil needs. Nor is it necessary to
search for and duplicate stacks of worksheets. Ability groupings are also no
longer needed, and pupils can sit anywhere they wish. While pupils work
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on their personal selection of Perbooks, in printed or digital versions, the
teacher becomes more effective facilitator of learning. Once an initial level
of a Perbook is determined for an individual pupil, the rest of the selec-
tions are intuitive. The Perbooks are graded along a continuum from one
level to the next in natural progression.

Goal Setting and Personal Work Plans

Goal-setting is built in as an integral component of the CWY method. After
they receive their CWY reports, the pupils often set their own goals and add
their ownobjectives to the personalwork plans provided.This is powerful.Not
only do the pupils get to read and understand their own needs and capabilities,
they are also likely to work harder when the commitment comes from them.
Pupils have an in-built desire to push boundaries, as we have seen again and
again.

Additionally, pupils have been quite innovative in designing visual logs of
their effort that are displayed on the soft-boards inside their classrooms, that
they colour in upon completion of each Perbook assigned to them. Pupils
also often write down the dates they began and completed a particular
Perbook. One main advantage of the visual displays is the tracking of effort.
The teacher can tell at a glance how many Perbooks have been completed
each week by the pupils. The teacher can thus intervene early to ensure effort
is being made by all pupils.

As there is no similar program we are familiar with, it would be hard to
make comparisons, but below is compelling evidence for the success of
CWY and results of confidential surveys from teachers and parents using
this method.

EVIDENCE THAT CWY IMPROVES LEARNING AND MOTIVATION

I wanted to learn whether the CWY improves performance of all or just some
pupils, andwhether this in turn increases theirmotivation and effort. Can the
impact of this on progress of individual pupils be measured objectively?

CWY Survey Results from Iceland

Going back to when we began work on this in Iceland, the progress made
by pupils between baseline and progress assessments at Áslandsskoli was
highly encouraging, but how would we know for sure that this impact was
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not due to some other factors? We got opportunity to implement the
CWY at another school nearby, Ingunnarskóla. This allowed us to create
both experimental and control groups. Students in the experimental
groups used the CWY reports. These were not given to pupils in the
control group.

Figure 11.2 below is a Principal’s Report in the form of a class-wise
summary of results at Ingunnarskóla. The baseline assessment at this
school was conducted in December 2003 and progress assessment in
May, 2004. A total of 87 pupils in Grades four, five and six became the
‘control group’. Looking at the progress out of 10 points, the average
performance of the 140 pupils in the experimental group (remaining
grades) improved significantly more than those in the control group.

Here is a comment from the eighth grade teacher at Ingunnarskóla:

After attending the seminar on individualized mathematics . . .which was
organized by ÍMS, I was quite convinced with the idea of CWY, the baseline
assessment. I went back to my class and carried out last year´s Samræmdpróf
(annual examination) on my 8th graders who did this same test a year ago. I
was quite surprised to find that some pupils had not advanced at all in this
one year. Now, I am proceeding with a more detailed analysis, as per CWY
using Námsmatsstofnuns guide (how to evaluate and so on), to prepare
individualized plans for my pupils. I find these ideas to be very helpful and
useful for me as their teacher.

A School’s Self-Analysis of CWY from India

In India, a ‘control group’ within the same school was created by
Aggrasen Public School in Haryana. The school wanted to know if pupils
using the CWY and study materials we provided that are similar to
Perbooks in their school made greater progress than those who were
admitted to their school in 2014 from other good schools of the city
that were not using CWY methods. There were 135 pupils in the experi-
mental group and 36 students in the control group. The school gave an
unannounced test to both groups and the results of their study were
provided to us as follows (Table 11.1):

The data are quite compelling in that the CWY group had more high
performers and fewer low performers than the control group. The school
has been implementing CWY till Grade V. They wanted to know how
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Grade
Dec. Baseline
corrected for

Demo  

May End of
Year Survey 

Progress out
of 10 points 

Grade 1
Average 5.50 8.83 3.32

5.63 9.20 3.57

Grade 2
Average 4.48 8.13 3.64

4.35 8.37 4.03

Grade 3
Average 4.06 6.87 2.81

3.80 6.75 2.95

Grade 4
Average 3.03 4.31 1.28

3.08 4.50 1.42

Grade 5
Average 4.18 6.25 2.07

3.90 6.17 2.27

Grade 6
Average 2.73 4.35 1.63

2.69 4.07 1.39

Grade 7
Average 4.63 8.01 3.38

4.32 8.42 4.10

Grade 8
Average 3.50 6.63 3.13

Median 3.55 6.72 3.17

OVERALL
Average 4.25 7.04 2.79

Median 4.17 7.39 3.22

Median

Median

Median

Median

Median

Median

Median

Fig. 11.2 The CWY principal report, Ingunnarskóla, Iceland, 2004
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their pupils would survive a traditional system in Grade VI after having
completed two years in the CWY and it seems that although the difference
between control and CWY groups is less marked at Grade VI, the benefits
have continued.

Teacher and Parent Views of Perbooks (India)

A confidential survey of 236 teachers of Primary Grades I–V at City
Montessori School in Lucknow, India, is summarised below:

• 92 % of all the teachers felt that the pupils have liked the Perbooks
and think they are excellent or very good.

• 87 % of all the teachers felt that the parents have liked the Perbooks
and think they are excellent or very good.

Comments made frequently by the teachers included the following:

The CWY Perbooks have worked out very well. The pupils come up with
their problems and we work together.

The approach towards Perbooks encourages self-study. So, this has gained
popularity.

They enjoy the Perbooks as they are easier to understand and doing the
Perbooks is not a burden for the pupils.

The Perbooks are creating self-confidence in the pupils giving them the
knowledge of the subject more clearly.

Similarly, in a confidential survey of some 12,000 parents after 1 year of
implementation of the CWY at CMS, Lucknow, the parents reported that

Table 11.1 School’s self-analysis of CWY, Aggrasen Public School, Haryana,
2014

CWY
(% of pupils
with marks
above 60 %)

Control Group
(% of pupils with
marks above 60 %)

CWY
(% of pupils with
marks below 40 %)

Control Group
(% of pupils with
marks below 40 %)

Grade IV 77.0 19.0 1.6 28.6
Grade V 62.4 11.8 7.8 41.2
Grade VI 46.4 9.0 14.8 28.0
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they liked the Perbooks (95 %) followed by CWY reports (92 %). The
parents reported that Perbooks were good for:

• self-study (92 %)
• parents’ greater ability to help their children (89 %)
• goal-setting (86 %).

Perbooks and Motivation, Effort and Progress

Impact of summative assessment on students’motivation for learning can be
both direct and indirect. A direct impact can be through inducing test
anxiety and the effect of low scores on self-esteem and perceptions of
themselves as learners; an indirect impact can be through the effect on
their teachers and the curriculum. Any negative impact on motivation for
learning is clearly highly undesirable, particularly at a time when the impor-
tance of learning to learn and lifelong learning is widely embraced. Thus it
has been argued that testing may be accompanied by unintended negative
outcomes which have serious consequences for current generations of stu-
dents (Harlen and Crick 2002).

Meanwhile, intrinsicmotivation concerns the performance of activities for
their own sake, in which pleasure is inherent in the activity itself (Deci 1975;
Eccles et al. 1998). Working in the Perbooks becomes a satisfying activity.
Intrinsic motivation is one of the main outcomes of CWY.

Data shows pupils that complete more Perbooks make greater progress.
When pupils witness the impact of their own effort on progress, this
motivates them to do more. The more effort a pupil puts in, the more
progress she/he is likely to make, and the more progress she/he makes,
the more motivated she/he is likely to feel. Effort becomes a proxy for
progress. Progress against one’s personal baseline builds intrinsic motiva-
tion and creates an inner desire to excel.

CHALLENGES OF CWY AND HOW TO ADDRESS THEM

A teacher saves time when Perbooks are used in place of differentiated
study materials. However, the quantum of effort by the pupils increases
tremendously. This can create a counter problem. Teachers can get over-
whelmed by the quantity of work coming in for correction.

Teachers have nevertheless been able to find creative ways to deal with
this. For example, instead of the usual homework, they assign Perbooks as
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personalised homework. Teachers save time by using self- and peer-checking
methods to correct Perbooks in the class itself. This has other benefits:
instant feedback followed by immediate corrective action has one of the
highest effects according to the meta-analysis of education research by
Hattie (2009). Despite all the hard work teachers do in correcting work
outside of the class, feedback within the class is far more effective.

Self-diagnostic reports are provided along with assessment booklets in
the recent paper and pencil version of the CWY assessments. These reports
are hand-filled by the pupils themselves. Therefore, neither teacher correc-
tion nor data entry is required. Pupils peer-check each other’s work and
enter the scores. The purpose of assessment shifts from the collection of
marks to understanding needs and learning from the assessments. When
pupils feel safe that they are not being judged by the marks, they enjoy the
learning involved in the correction process and do not cheat. The alter-
native is for teachers who prefer to check the assessments themselves to
enter marks to generate all the necessary reports and work plans.

Using Technology to Deal with Teacher Workload

Perbooks can also be online and interactive. When assessments are con-
ducted online, there is no need to enter data. The reports and Perbook
allocations are automatically made by the computer to match individual
diagnosis. The use of tablets and mobile technology further accelerate
learning and reduce teacher workload. Armed with the reports that pro-
vide information for each pupil and the class at their fingertips, the
teachers are better able to track per-pupil progress, and better differentiate
for their individual needs, without dividing the class into groups. Overall,
teachers save time, and become more effective in the goal of ensuring the
maximum progress of the individual pupil and the class as a whole.

FURTHER DEVELOPMENTS IN THE USE OF IPSATIVE ASSESSMENT

Progress can be a vague term when we consider how it has been used at
times, for example in the UK, assessments and reports using ‘levels’ have
been used for over a decade and a half. Yet, in 2014 it was realised that
levels were holding back individual potential and in-depth learning. Now
assessments without levels are being mandated from 2016. In this case the
onus of carrying out the assessments has shifted to the teacher, they are
free to innovate and CWY is a possibility.
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Making Case for CWY

We can all agree that the overriding principle of a good assessment is that
it is clearly tied to its intended purpose. If progress of every pupil is the
intended purpose as in ipsative assessment, then we need to go back to the
drawing board and think a lot more radically about assessment.

Good formative assessment ranges from the probing questions,
quick recap at the opening of a lesson, scrutiny of pupils’ work, right
through to formal tests with the explicit purpose of getting feedback
that can be used to improve learning outcome. At all stages, assessment
needs to be about the individual pupil, how to motivate him/her to
make progress at each step, and how to support him/her in this
process. Anything that distracts from this objective is unnecessary for
the pupil.

As mentioned in Chap. 1 of this book, ipsative assessment is assessment
for learning and is therefore formative, but also can be an assessment of
learning requiring a measurement or judgement of learning gain at the end
of a period of study (Hughes 2014). CWY is first and foremost a formative
assessment used to modify instruction and guide the use of different inter-
ventions with the explicit purpose of improving a class’ performance. It
makes early intervention possible. It is also a tool for capturing real time
data, checking on-going effort by a pupil and for measuring progress of every
pupil, class and school.

The per-pupil data collected each time an assessment is taken, especially
when standardised national tests are conducted as part of the CWY, have
the potential to provide real time valuable information to the policy-maker
at different levels: school, local, regional and national. With the support of
technology, it is possible to get massive amounts of useful information
without the need for separate summative assessments that governments
use to hold schools accountable.

Teacher Incentives

If progress is the main objective, teachers need to get incentives for
maximising the progress of their pupils. While there are proxies for
performance-related benefits in the corporate sector, there are not many
equivalents of this in education. Lack of incentives is due in part to lack
of objective information and satisfactory measures of a teacher’s success.
CWY may be used to incentivise teachers based on the progress their
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pupils make. In the future, teachers may be held accountable for one goal
only—the progress of their pupils. A focus on progress is also likely to
motivate the teacher to become more meaningfully engaged and more
intrinsically motivated.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Education’s role is to ensure that all pupils maximise their personal poten-
tial. Overall comparisons of ability can be damaging to most pupils. A
pupil who feels ‘I am not good enough, I will never succeed, others are so
much better than me’ is less likely to progress than a pupil who feels his/
her efforts will make a difference. Poor performance in the past does not
have to mean poor performance in the future. All relative distinctions,
norm-referenced percentile scores and summative averages, though useful
to the policy maker, need to be banished from reports for the individual
pupil, except to report on any learning gains. Age, cohort and grade
comparisons can be viewed as a double-check on a pupil’s accomplishment
but do not necessarily lead a pupil towards greater effort which is a
prerequisite for progress.

Ipsative assessment, or improvement against one’s own past perfor-
mance, is, however, a reliable predictor of progress, not age and grade
level performance or relative comparisons. When progress against self is
considered important, ‘A’ is for effort and for doing one’s very best, not
for topping in a class, or for getting high marks. Measuring the differ-
ence in performance between pre-test and progress assessments provides
useful and valuable information by which a teacher can gauge the
success of his/her pupils and of his/her own efforts. The same data,
presented in the summative format can be used by principals and policy
makers to make policy level interventions at the school, local, regional
and national levels, providing measures are scientifically equivalent, or
the same.

The main purpose of the CWY is to help individual pupils develop
greater confidence and build skill, while reinforcing the importance of
effort and improvement and comparison with self. The CWY puts a pupil’s
assessment in the dynamic cycle of competition with oneself that, data
indicates, improves performance and maximises progress.

There are many factors that contribute to such learning gain. The CWY
not only empowers every pupil with self-knowledge about their personal
areas of strength and improvement, it also provides them strategies,
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personal work plans and individual support through personalised study
materials called Perbooks. With personalised support at the level of the
pupil, CWY improves the possibility of every pupil progressing more than
when relative comparisons are made. It is far more important to know
that every pupil is putting in the effort and therefore progressing than to
know whether the pupil is succeeding in relation to others in the age
group.

Even though the proposition of replacing conventional tests with ipsa-
tive assessment is rather radical at this stage, such a transition needs to be
seriously considered if we are to make quantum leaps in the progress and
self-esteem of all pupils. The evidence already shared in this chapter and
the book is proof enough, and there is a growing body of research in its
support. The costs of implementing ipsative methods are also likely to be
far less than the opportunity costs of wasted human potential in a prevail-
ing age-based regime of the summative that reduces pupil potential to a
mark out of 10 or a 100.

When countries can be held hostage for decades to reforms that do
not make sense as acknowledged now in the UK in the abandonment
of levels, it is definitely worth trying out the ipsative approach, with all
the indicators of its potential for impact on learning gain. At a mini-
mum, it may be worth a bigger trial and a much larger scale imple-
mentation with a third-party evaluation built-in, to provide further
evidence of its efficacy to those as yet sceptical about its potential.
Given that schools have more autonomy now, such an implementation
is more likely in the next few years, paving the way for the large scale
adoption of ipsative assessment. I believe these changes are entirely
within the realm of possibility.
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CHAPTER 12

New Directions for Ipsative Assessment
and Personal Learning Gain

Gwyneth Hughes

INTRODUCTION

The opening chapters of this book made two key assertions that call into
question current thinking. First, competitive testing tends to encourage
pedagogies that produce quick wins. For example, teacher transmission
and rote learning might be an effective way to achieve short-term suc-
cesses. By contrast, ipsative assessment supports innovative pedagogies by
shifting the emphasis away from externally judged outcomes and conven-
tional marking onto assessment for learning that stretches over time.
Second, measurement of learning gain or value-added is not necessarily
helpful for everyone. Data are gathered about the performance of educa-
tional establishments throughout the world with an aim of continuously
raising the educational attainment of students and to monitor educational
standards. However, while learning gain data may generate a better indi-
cator of teaching quality than student exit grades or marks alone, such
large-scale and aggregated data is not accessible to learners and teachers. I
argued that the concept of personal learning gain is much more useful for
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practitioners to self-monitor their teaching and for helping students into the
driving seat for their individual planning and progression.

This chapter aims to bring together the diverse set of case studies that
support these assertions and draw out some meaningful conclusions that
might take us beyond this book. I do not underestimate the challenge of
this task. Theremay be no shared themes and areas of overlap between the case
studies, or the findings from different studies might be completely at odds, yet
any edited collection is expected toweave together threads of commonality. In
this chapter I will revisit the themes and questions posed in the opening
chapter and I will be mindful of areas of dissonance and difference as well as
congruence. Nevertheless, I am confident that the final cloth that I weave will
not be too threadbare and the power of ipsative assessment to expose and
overcome inadequacies in conventional assessment will hold the collection
together. As a reminder here are the themes again:

• Enhancing learning through ipsative feedback
• Advantages of measuring personal learning gain
• Practical challenges of implementing ipsative assessment and measur-

ing personal learning gain
• Combining ipsative assessment with criteria-referenced summative

assessment or examinations.

I am also conscious of the variability in the robustness of the examples of
practitioner research presented in this collection. Practitioners may not
have access to suitable data and the studies range from large-scale research
to small scale evaluations of practice with evidence that is bordering on the
anecdotal. However, practitioners are immersed in their practice and I give
their evaluations and knowledge about their practice a reasonable amount
of credence. In such practitioner pedagogical research, that is often a form
of action research, knowledge that is generated through a reflexive project
can contribute to a theoretical discussion.

. . . a good action research project contains three main elements: a good story,
rigorous reflection on that story, and an extrapolation of useful knowledge or
theory from the refection on the story. (Coghlan and Brannick 2010, p. 15)

The case studies provided the stories and reflections and this chapter will
synthesise the results and I have included evidence from all the reflective
case studies in this meta-analysis.

244 G. HUGHES



Finally, I view this whole collection as an ipsative project where there is
development of ideas and evidence of change in practice that represents a
professional learning gain for all the authors, including myself. I asserted
in early chapters that the ipsative process is a long-term undertaking, and I
finish the book by imagining some future scenarios built on ideas that have
been presented to us in the case studies.

REVISITING THE THEMES OF THE COLLECTION

Theme 1: Enhancing Learning through Ipsative Feedback

As this is a collection emerging from those with an interest in learning and
teaching, all the case studies addressed the enhancing learning theme.
However, that does not mean it is easy to obtain clear answers about the
value of ipsative feedback, particularly when evidence for learning
enhancement is difficult for practitioners to obtain. Nevertheless, there
are convincing early signs of three positive impacts of ipsative feedback in:

1. encouraging learning for the longer-term by rebalancing process
and product

2. supporting the self-regulation of learning
3. motivating students to persist in their learning.

First, a cumulative or extended period of learning is a common theme to
all the chapters in the book. Ipsative feedback provides information about
the progress a learner has made from one assessment to the next or about
development over a series of assessments. The feedback may refer to
general skills such as an improvement in writing or the learning process
itself (self-regulation), or it can be highly specific to a topic or learning
outcome. For example, in Rattray’s piece (Chap. 8) peer feedback was
about development of critical thinking while Tilley and Roach (Chap. 7)
gave an example of ipsative feedback on knowledge gained about the
design of off shore wind farms. Effective feedback is always future-
orientated but we have seen how ipsative feedback differs from out-
comes-led feedback in that it refers to the next step as part of a learning
trajectory towards a goal for that particular learner rather than how to
reach an externally set outcome. This means that ipsative feedback ideally
needs to be cumulative and to take place over a period of time and not be
part of a ‘one-off’ event (Hughes 2014).
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There was also evidence of resetting the balance between learning as
process and learning as product when Zhao and Zang explored shifting
Chinese student’s language learning away from the product (examina-
tions) and onto process. The change was achieved when rote learning of
vocabulary was supplemented by applying the language to authentic situa-
tions which helped develop students’ self-evaluation and reflection on
learning. Ipsative feedback from the teachers was the cornerstone of this
shift. Zhou and Zang sum up:

The need to change was not imposed on them (students) by external re-
quirements but was the intrinsic motivation emerging from a self-awareness
process.

Rattray also explores how facilitating an unpredictable journey through a
‘liminal’ tunnel to master the essential, but often difficult, skills of critical
thinking is better viewed as ipsative rather than outcomes-led. The whole
process with all its messiness must be visible to students and looking for
daylight at the end of the tunnel is not helpful. Students cannot be expected
to understand what critical thinking looks like until they have got there.
Peer assessment and ipsative self-assessment both help students identify for
themselves what aspects of their thinking needs to change along the way:

. . . ipsative assessment, necessitating (as it does) self-assessment, does not
only serve as a vehicle to support students’ movement through the liminal
space, as they explore their understandings of what they are learning and
how. It tells us, moreover, about the strategies that they might use to help
them move their thinking along.

Second, a longer-term goal may be to help the learner become self-
regulating so that they can plan next steps for themselves within a context
of support from peers or teachers or both. Zhou and Zang, Rattray and
McIntyre all viewed ipsative feedback as feedback on learning strategies as
well as learning content and this is what helps learners become more self-
aware. The chapters also illustrated that to ensure that feedback is appro-
priate for an individual, the learners must be closely involved in the feed-
back process. Learner engagement and self-assessment could occur
through a dialogue with peers or with an expert or both. In Chap. 3,
Zhou and Zang provided evidence that students can be very successful in
planning their learning of English through ipsative feedback arising from a
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set of interlinked assessment tasks. Even postgraduate students benefit
from scaffolding to help them plan their learning for example in the use
of the feedback response forms piloted by Hughes, Hawkes and Neumann
in Chap. 6.

The case studies therefore support my previous assertion in Hughes
(2014) that ipsative assessment methods encourage student dialogue with
assessors, with peers or self-assessment (which could be viewed as an inter-
nal dialogue). While discussion of assessment and feedback can frequently
occur verbally in class or in tutorials, the problem here is that there is no
record of the dialogue for the student to take away and the value might get
lost. Winstanley’s cumulative coversheets in Chap. 4 facilitated a written
dialogue and provided a permanent record of student progress over several
assessments. This is a clear example of use of developmental feedback that is
also ipsative because progress in relation to the feedback is recorded in some
way. In a similar example, Rattray’s students wrote responses to peer feed-
back as part of an ongoing dialogue that supported their development of
critical thinking. Tilley and Roach in Chap. 7 also illustrated how ipsative
feedback and prompts to encourage reflection on progress encouraged
students to self-assess ipsatively. Students particularly reflected on develop-
ment of generic skills such as team working that were not formally assessed,
but could be invaluable for employment and future learning, as well as their
progress towards the assessed criteria, and so their reflection was not only
about meeting the requirements of a marking scheme.

Third, the case studies support the argument I have made in Chap. 1
that ipsative assessment motivates students to fully engage in their learning
activities. For example, group work can be challenging and not necessarily
motivational especially if the group is underperforming (Baron and Kerr
2003; Hughes 2010). But, Tilley and Roach describe the motivational
effect of ipsative self-reflection for groups:

. . . the competencies that the students have reflected on were not assessed
and no marks were allocated for competencies. It is clear, however, that the
students have understood that effective team working is an essential skill that
they need to develop in order to meet the standards required of them. This
is a major breakthrough for the IE Design module.

McIntyre showed how teacher’s use of the cognitive enhancement meth-
ods of Feuerstein – Mediation – combined with an emphasis on progress
rather than competition with others motivated both staff and students.
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Thomas understood the need to link relationships visually and use a system
in his tasks. His growing confidence was clearly evident. His self-image
noticeably changed with the undeniable evidence of his increased successes
and results.

As a Mediator you are in a state of high interest throughout the process
which improves task satisfaction for both parties.

However, any view that ipsative assessment motivates all learners should
be treated with some caution. Hughes (2014) provided some evidence
that students who are successful in competitive assessment may be wary
of a shift towards assessment that focuses on distance travelled. There
was some evidence from Winstanley that students believe that those who
start from a strong position are disadvantaged in an ipsative scheme
because it is more difficult for them to demonstrate learning gain. This
may be an unfounded fear as other students showed pride in their
progress and in any case ipsative assessment could be used to stretch
high performing students. Nevertheless, innovators will need to listen to
student concerns.

It is also worth noting that ipsative feedback can be captured system-
atically in many ways using a range of technologies. Methods of support-
ing ipsative feedback in this collection include the following:

• Reflective tools, for example, cumulative coversheets (Winstanley)
and a feedback response form (Hughes, Neumann and Hawkes)

• Video feedback of performing on a musical instrument (Bucher,
Dubé and Creech)

• Reflective journals (McIntyre, Zhou and Zang)
• Written response to peer feedback (Rattray)
• Formal written ipsative feedback from assessor/expert (Zhou and

Zang, Tilley and Roach)
• Structured review meetings for group assessments (Tilley and Roach)
• Detailed progress reports (Gandhi).

However, this list is not exhaustive and there may be many more
methods – indeed I would suggest that any feedback procedure currently
in use can be adjusted or modified so that it encompasses an ipsative
process by simply changing the emphasis away from externally driven
outcomes and onto individual learning trajectories.
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THEME 2: ADVANTAGES OF MEASURING PERSONAL

LEARNING GAIN

To judge the value of learning gain measurement we must recognise that
learning gain data can be obtained for individuals or aggregated for a
cohort and these datasets may have different uses. I will explore several
examples below.

Cohort learning gain data might be useful in comparing different
teaching approaches. For example, student-led and teacher-led feedback
methods were compared by Hoo and Hughes showing little difference in
the performance outcomes. If the two pedagogies produce the same
learning gains for students then the decision on which approach to take
can then be based on other factors. Teacher workload or the non-assessed
learning benefits of peer assessment could each in turn favour peer assess-
ment, for example.

Personal learning gain data can be used by teachers to help tailor learning
materials for individual needs to good effect. In Gandhi’s work (Chap. 11),
primary school teachers used learning gain information on a range of key
skills to enable students to target areas of need through ‘Perbooks’. Gandhi
provided evidence that her ‘Compete With Yourself’ methods produce
better results in standard tests than more conventional approaches although
there may be other factors at play if the cohorts tested were not identical. In
the study by Hughes, Hawkes and Neumann, doctoral students’ learning
gain was captured quantitatively and qualitatively in a synoptic portfolio.

Personal learning gain data can also be used to supplement summative
judgements in borderline cases which have high stakes. Making pass or fail
decisions about the continuation of struggling students can be made at a
cut-off point or there can be wriggle-room. Having a fixed threshold so that
students are immediately excluded when they do not meet the threshold
may not give a full picture. Students who are just under the threshold and
may possibly succeed in future and students who are well below and without
any hope of success have the same outcomes. Unnecessary exclusions may
be avoided if ipsative data are available which indicate when the student is
close to the threshold or is on a trajectory towards meeting requirements.
There was an example here from Hughes, Neumann and Hawkes where
decisions on doctoral student progression for those who did not meet the
grade requirement for the next stage were informed by the quality of
student responses to feedback, and thus their potential to progress.
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Learning gain data is not usually collated after teaching has ended, but
evaluating the longer-term effectiveness of learning could be interesting
and indeed very revealing. In the Hoo and Hughes case study it was rather
worrying to see that although learning gain peaked after several assess-
ments, a few weeks after the teaching on the topic had ended the learning
gain virtually disappeared. It seemed that the students had used feedback
to perform for the test but there was little permanent change in their
learning. If learning attrition is common then the implications are signifi-
cant; when learning is so easily lost what is the purpose of assessment other
than selection of students based on a performance on a single occasion?
However, such aggregated cohort data may mask individual trends and in
a case like this individual learning gain data could be invaluable to show
whether some students retained knowledge and skills more than others,
and if so why this might be.

In the above three examples, numerical learning gain data was formally
captured which gives these an advantage over other case studies such as
Winstanley, Tilley and Roach and McIntyre which relied on a small number
of descriptive learning gain evaluations from students themselves. We could
argue that precise numbers are necessary for making important decisions,
such as pass or fail, based on learning gain or lack of learning gain. However,
marks and grades that are formally recorded for students may not provide
sufficient detail for judging gain over time. Tests may not be equivalent or a
detailed breakdown of how marks were obtained in a school public exam-
ination or university end of year examination may not be available to
learners. Even if the marking scheme is visible, learners may not have the
capacity to understand it. Without a method for systematically recording
personal learning gain with descriptive information on exactly what the
numerical data refers to such as provided in Gandhi’s work, teachers and
students will have to rely on memory of past performances to make mean-
ingful learning gain judgements. There are no short cuts here.

There is, however, a role for digital technology in capturing learning
gain and making it visible to users. Technology was discussed by Hughes,
Hawkes and Neumann in the form of a feedback history tool for taught
doctoral students which provided easy access to both grades and feedback
for assessors and students. Video technology was also used by Boucher,
Dubé and Creech to help music students compare current and past music
performances and they demonstrated that without the video recordings
ipsative self-assessment was much more limited. Based on current trends,
technology is increasingly likely to be used to support assessment and
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potentially provide much wider access to data across a range of stake-
holders. Hughes, Hawkes and Neumann refer to the increasing use of
learning analytics in higher education to track student online behaviour,
for example whether or not they have accessed digital feedback. Questions
about who benefits from such learning analytics have yet to be answered.

Nevertheless, the value of measuring personal learning gain has some
support from the case studies. But still a fundamental question has to be
asked: who gains from knowing about learning gain? Not necessarily
everyone. I demonstrated in Chap. 2 that continuous improvement is
not always possible and learning gain could be zero or even negative.
With this caveat also comes the possibility of repercussions for students
who are not progressing and may be required to retake or leave their
course, or a teacher may be unfairly exposed as underperforming by an
accountability manager. This takes us to the next theme.

Theme 3: Practical Challenges of Implementing Ipsative Assessment
and Measuring Personal Learning Gain

Practical challenges are to be expected for implementing any form of
assessment that is outside normal practice. We might also expect these
challenges to be highly context dependent. Some general problems dis-
cussed below include the following:

• student engagement with ipsative feedback
• students’ perceptions of equity in ipsative assessment
• difficulty of making comparative judgements
• agreeing who should have access to ipsative feedback and/or learn-

ing gain data.

That students are not all engaging with feedback is a common complaint
from teachers at all levels. There may be many reasons for this: not under-
standing the feedback, not agreeing with the feedback, lack of time to
engage, or not believing that there are any benefits to be had from engaging
(Price et al. 2010; Price et al. 2011). While all these may apply in an ipsative
assessment too, we might expect that the personal and motivational aspects
of ipsative feedback would encourage greater engagement. However,
Winstanley observed that even when the feedback is ipsative and we might
hope more personally relevant, that does not guarantee that all students will
cope with formative or summative assessments.
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In some instances, the areas they aimed to improve were too nebulous or
too ambitious and became impossible to fulfil. Help with identifying clear,
realistic enhancements was appreciated in these cases. In some instances,
they felt demoralised by the sheer number of comments and by the amount
of work they felt was needed.

Continuous improvement may not be a goal for all students: some may
wish to remain in a comfortable position and coast through their studies or
avoid assessment overload, some may have good reason not to progress,
while others may expect to fail and no amount of encouragement will help.
The social and environmental issues behind these individual positions
cannot be addressed through the teaching and learning processes alone
(Hughes, 2010). For example if a student is ill or struggling financially
then no amount of feedback on progress will enable that student to
continue to thrive. There may be times when an upward learning trajec-
tory is not appropriate. Such situations do beg the question about whether
the student should continue on the programme of study. I have indicated
previously that sustained lack of progress without good reason should
certainly trigger a discussion on future options in the same way that any
failure to meet externally set standards requires students, parents and
tutors to look at the possibility of resits or other options (Hughes 2014).

The next challenge is about perceptions of fairness and equity. In my
previous work I have considered the possibility that under an ipsative
regime students might deliberately start from a low base to ensure that
they could produce a substantial learning gain, but I concluded that this is
unlikely. Indeed there was not any evidence of such practice in these case
studies. However, there was some concern from high achieving students
that weaker students have an advantage because they have more ground to
gain as Winstanley noted in her study:

. . . some students felt they were required to make more complex improve-
ments than their peers; they perceived the personalised nature of the com-
ments as unfairly weighted in favour of students with weaker work in the first
instance.

This might be more of a problem if ipsative grades make a substantial
contribution to a competitive award. We might also ask: when does benign
self-monitoring become obsessive self-surveillance? Asking students to track
their own progress is not necessarily easy to do and students could as equally
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underestimate as overestimate their performances. However, ipsative mark-
ing is a distant possibility and not likely to disrupt current practice in most
contexts, but it is useful to anticipate such difficult questions.

The problem of comparing two or more assessment results to produce a
learning gain measurement was documented in Chap. 2. Unless the same
test is repeated with the same students under the same conditions, any
comparison may not be valid. In most cases of learning gain measurement
students will sit different tests that are judged to be equivalent and
statistical methods can be used to ensure equivalence at scale. The validity
of comparisons at the classroom or individual level also needs addressing,
but it is not easy to distinguish between trends in learning gain and
anomalies. Hoo and Hughes explored the issue of unpredicted anomalies
in data arising from one of the assessments being more difficult than the
others. The point that ipsative assessment requires equivalent or repeated
assessments was also mentioned by Tilley and Roach. If students are
working on a longer-term piece of work as in the engineering group
projects of Tilley and Roach or in the example of the repeated perfor-
mances of the same piece of music in Boucher, Dubé and Creech, then
improvements are relatively straightforward to see. However, if the assess-
ments are of a different form or content then identifying exactly the areas
in which a learner has progressed is not easy and time constraints for
teachers may make this kind of comparison near impossible.

However, in both the case studies above, the assessment was low stakes,
so the precision of the comparison did not cause contention, and use
of self and peer assessment spreads out the workload. Nevertheless,
Winstanley expressed some concerns about the teaching resources re-
quired when ipsative formative methods are applied to large groups of
students – in this case cumulative cover sheets. Gandhi also noted that
some teachers found ‘Compete With Yourself’ time consuming because:

. . . the effort by the pupils increases tremendously . . .Teachers can get over-
whelmed by the quantity of work coming in for correction.

As mentioned earlier, digital technology can be used to capture and make
learning gain and feedback information more widely available than the
print systems of the past and so might provide some efficiency saving.
However, use of easy-to-access digital systems raised interesting questions
about who should have access to learning gain information. Hughes,
Hawkes and Neumann have suggested that this issue needs much more
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exploration and visibility of data is likely to become a key consideration in
future as assessment becomes more and more technologically mediated.
Ethical questions arise such as should learners always have access to any
information that is recorded about their progress? There was a hint of a
concern from students that an assessor’s knowledge of past performance
gleaned from the digital feedback history tool might lead to marking bias.
How much of an individual assessment history should be available to
assessors and for whose benefit? How far does the standardisation and
management of assessment that technology supports benefit learners? Or
teachers?

Answers to these questions depend on the purpose of ipsative assess-
ment: as a teaching tool or as a component of a competitive measurement
of performance. While many would support transparency of process in
teaching and learning, for the latter purpose ipsative assessment is likely to
be contentious, especially when the stakes are high. This takes us to the
final theme: the consideration of the relationship between ipsative assess-
ment and conventional summative assessment and examinations.

Theme 4: Combining Ipsative Assessment with Criteria-Referenced
Summative Assessment or Examinations

In my previous work I predicted that there would be friction between
ipsative assessment practice and well-established criteria-based assessment
that is outcomes focused (Hughes 2014). Combining two assessment
systems presents challenges for many stakeholders. For example, students
may be strongly guided by grades and view learning gain as evidenced only
by an increase in grades or marks. Qualitative evidence of learning through
feedback may be considered of secondary importance and may even be
disregarded. High achieving students who do well out of conventional and
competitive assessment may also be reluctant to embrace new entrants into
the system who are on a trajectory to succeed but may not be achieving as
highly as they do. Notions of ‘fair’ competition for scarce jobs or places on
prestigious courses may be seen by some to be compromised.

Those responsible for maintaining standards for selective assessment
may also be wary of ipsative measurements that may advantage learners
who start from a lower base and give them more parity with high fliers.
There is a view that an assessment should be objective and independent
of knowledge about the learner or the learning process. A more equal-
itarian assessment does not sit easily with meritocratic ideals of selection of
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the ‘best’ for employment or higher level of study where performance in
an examination or assessment at a particular time matters more for pre-
dicting future potential than evidence of a learning journey.

Despite these concerns, the relationship between ipsative and conven-
tional assessment appeared surprisingly unproblematic in many of these
case studies. Of course this may be because these are small-scale innova-
tions which do not challenge established assessment regimes to any great
extent. We do not know the experiences of assessments of these students
in other contexts, but it is very likely that the case study methods are
atypical of their experiences except perhaps in McIntyre’s New Zealand
school. In addition, the ipsative component of the assessments in the case
studies was low-stakes. I have argued in Hughes (2014) that the extent of
ipsative assessment might be significant and that there might be some
tolerance of small quantities of ipsative feedback and the case studies
support this.

To explore the findings of the case studies in more detail it is important
to be clear about the different ways in which ipsative and conventional
assessment can be pedagogically combined. There were several different
methods proposed or tested for combining ipsative and conventional
assessment. These fall in to two categories.

1. Ipsative feedback combined with outcomes-directed feedback.
2. Learning gain measurements or ipsative grades combined with con-

ventional marks in a summative assessment.

Feedback on progress (or self-evaluation of progress) in combination with
developmental feedback towards external goals was a theme in many of the
case studies including those by McIntyre (external school tests), Boucher
and colleagues (musical performance), Zhou and Zang (learning English
vocabulary), Tilley and Roach (engineering design project assessment
criteria). Ipsative feedback as a marginal activity did not appear to present
any problems. However, Tilley and Roach who combined ipsative feed-
back and conventional grades gave some hints that the ipsative approach
had a lower status and might be ignored. They recommend that:

. . . academics need to be comfortable with giving feedback on progress, not
just criteria based content, in live meetings with students through dialogue.
For the students, it is essential that the ipsative feedback and formative
assessment is clearly linked to the summative assessment.
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There is a danger that in a competitive assessment system, students value
‘quick fix’ feedback that can help them with short-term performance goals
rather than longer-term progression goals where the benefits are less clear
(Hughes 2014; Orsmond and Merry 2011). Modular courses in particular
may be designed as a series of largely independent hurdles for students to
jump and it is not surprising if students then want information on how to
obtain a better grade or mark or a pass mark in the next assignment rather
than information on how to develop disciplinary attributes and skills over
time (Hughes et al. 2015).

It is also difficult to judge the balance between the ipsative component
of the feedback and the outcomes-directed component of feedback
because the quotes presented in the case studies are likely to have been
carefully selected and ipsative feedback may not be that common. The
literature on feedback practice in higher education indicates that praise
and error correction or critique are more prevalent than feedback that is
clearly developmental (Orsmond and Merry 2011; Molloy and Boud
2013; Walker 2009). My previous studies of ipsative feedback have sug-
gested that references to progress and future development are oversha-
dowed by praise and/or critical feedback that refer only to the current
piece of work (Hughes 2014; Hughes et al. 2015). Some students may of
course be able to apply praise and critique to future learning and take an
ipsative approach without any explicit guidance. However, Hughes,
Hawkes and Neumann demonstrated that even doctoral level students
do not necessarily draw on feedback to develop future work without
some prompting, in this case using a reflective assignment cover sheet. It
seems likely that most students at other levels will also need assistance with
building their learning gain trajectories through feedback dialogue with
peers and/or teachers or through self-reflection. For example, Boucher,
Dubé and Creech discussed how music students were able to self-judge
their progress through viewing video recordings – but there were indica-
tions that the weaker performers might need additional support and
guidance. All in all, ipsative feedback appears not to be contentious as a
marginal activity when these activities are low-stakes and occur below the
assessment horizon.

For the second category of combing learning gain measurement and
conventional summative assessment, there were some different approaches
to be found in the case studies and here there were more hints of tensions
between the two assessment approaches. One method is to combine
ipsative and criterion-marked components and give each component a
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clear weighting which will be used to calculate an overall grade or mark.
Winstanley describes how an assessment included 20 % of the overall grade
for progress and this low weighting did not appear to be controversial
initially, although the practice has now been discontinued.

A somewhat different approach is to include ipsative criteria in a pro-
gression decision. Hughes, Hawkes and Neumann discussed how a pass
for a portfolio of work during the taught doctoral phase depended on not
only achieving good grades, but also on demonstration of the ability to
learn from feedback. Such a combination of traditional and ipsative assess-
ment may be possible because doctoral study easily fits into a ‘dual system’

(Hughes 2014) where a developmental phase that is ipsatively assessed is
separate from a summative phase where external standards and criteria are
applied to assess the final doctoral thesis. In the developmental phase,
ipsative data can be used to make important progression decisions in
borderline cases.

However, in other cases applying ipsative assessment criteria may be
unacceptable. For example, Zhou and Zang’s vision for fully ipsative
criteria or grading was not realised as the selective purpose of assessment
required numerical scores and it was considered too difficult to give
numerical scores for self-evaluations of progress.

The extent to which self-referenced criteria could be incorporated is ques-
tionable. The introduction of this chapter describes the faculty leader’s aim
to take into account student individual progress when giving their final
grades. This aspiration was not fulfilled in reality. Tutors were worried that
the presence of ‘self’ in summative assessment might be perceived as unfair
by students and university administrators.

The most successful combination of ipsative and conventional testing was
described by Gandhi in primary schools where both learning gain and
performance marks were recorded but attention was mostly given to the
ipsative assessment to direct a pupil’s future learning. So, assessment using
personal learning gain measurement may be acceptable in some circum-
stances, but not as the dominant practice. With deeply ingrained views
that competitive outcomes are more important than the learning journeys
of students, ipsative assessment will be difficult to promote. But that does
not mean that it is a waste of effort as every challenge to the tyranny of
competitive marking and qualifications gives students and teachers opti-
mism about the joy of learning.
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CONCLUDING COMMENTS

It is heartening to find so many examples of ipsative assessment in a range
of educational settings. We might speculate that there is considerably
more ipsative assessment taking place than is currently recognised and
that students world-wide may be benefiting from this practice.

However, while it remains in the shadows of assessment regimes that
value competitive performance, ipsative assessment will be limited to pock-
ets of interest and remain on the margins of assessment activity. Learning
gain is also becoming a useful tool in evaluating the quality of teaching
provision in schools and now higher education, but its application for
personal learning is yet to become widespread. There is much potential
here for gradually shifting the emphasis from large-scale learning gain data
gathering to personal learning gain measurements and making this data
more visible to both teachers and students with the aid of a growing array of
accessible digital technologies. Tracking one’s progress in fitness and sport-
ing activities through electronic devices such as digital pedometers is
becoming popular and there seems to be no reason why detailed tracking
of progress in academic matters could not become standard practice.

All the contributors have expressed their concerns with competitive
assessment and have offered alternatives and the main theme of this
collection is a call for the rebalancing of ipsative and externally mediated
assessment. Incremental change could be achieved by including small
components of ipsative assessment into existing assessments or by giving
students and assessors feedback on past learning to inform next steps. The
image that comes to mind here is a gentle cascade of sparks from ground-
based fireworks. As assessment becomes more and more attuned to stu-
dent learning, is a compromise of keeping ipsative assessment under the
radar acceptable? Perhaps while it becomes established this is the only
realistic scenario for ipsative assessment, but there are whispers in these
stories of a more radical vision.

A stronger scenario might be one in which ipsative qualitative assess-
ment and personal learning gain measurement becomes become the
norm in assessment with at least equal recognition to conventional
competitive methods. To achieve this point the path may more resemble
the flaming trail of a rocket going up with some force accompanied by
cries of astonishment. I described assessment transformation in my pre-
vious book as a ‘feasible utopia’ (Barnett 2013) – the idea is utopian and
speculative, but it might just happen if the conditions are right. Perhaps
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there is more possibility when teachers design assessment and assessment
is not heavily regulated through national testing, in other words condi-
tions are more favourable in primary education and post-compulsory
education than in secondary education. These case studies have indicated
that the bedrock for a major shift in assessment is being laid down, albeit
in a fragmented and unsystematic way, and these practitioners are among
the pioneers. Bringing these case studies together might enable more
examples of ipsative assessment from readers to be made visible and the
book has outlined some future trajectories for researchers, educational
leaders and policy makers for developing larger-scale, consistent and
integrated systems for applying ipsative assessment and recording of
personal learning gain.
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