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Introduction

We must prepare students to cope with the unknown and build their capacity to learn when the props
of a course - curriculum, assignments, teachers, academic resources - are withdrawn.
What, then, does that imply for what and how we assess?
Boud, 2014, p26

Why Take a Programme Approach to Assessment and Feedback?
Assessment and feedback1 are central to the question of how we can enhance and transform teaching and
learning in higher education. Underpinning this resource is a recognition of the benefits of adopting a whole
programme-level approach to assessment and feedback. This approach is important because:
• it allows for a more effective and efficient use of resources in balancing the requirements of both high
stakes assessment that is reliable and valid assessment that measures complex learning (Knight, 2000);
• m
 ultiple unconnected modular assessments can put student assessment efforts in one module in
competition with efforts in parallel modules, potentially resulting in a focus on the immediate rather than
on the important;
• a programme view of assessment and feedback allows staff to plan for a diversity of assessments
across the programme, both familiar and unfamiliar;
• c oherent and integrative approaches to programme assessment have the potential to support students
to develop complex understanding and challenge their learning by building on learning in previous and
parallel modules;
• institutional and student reputations affected by plagiarism and cheating are best addressed through a
multi-pronged approach at programme and institutional level (Bretag & Harper, 2016); and
• t he design and positioning of assessment and feedback within a programme is key to the integration of
learning from different modules in ways that prepare students to apply their learning successfully within
their lives and work.

1

A sectoral understanding of assessment and feedback (Assessment OF/FOR/AS Learning) developed as part of the National Forum’s
Assessment Enhancement Theme can be found in a recent Forum Insight (National Forum, 2017b). See also Earl and Katz, 2006.
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What is This Resource and Who is it For?
This resource aims to assist staff and students in exploring approaches that consider assessment and feedback
from a programme view.
It showcases the contribution of 372 staff and two students, from 14 national and five international institutions,
to the National Forum’s Assessment OF/FOR/AS Learning Enhancement Theme3. It includes:
• nine
	
commentaries from international and national experts, including one commentary based on
contributions from students;
• summaries
	
of 18 case studies of practice, submitted by staff across the Irish higher education
sector evidencing their practice with regard to programme approaches to assessment; and
• four
	
tools which may be of use to those wishing to evaluate their approach to assessment at
programme level.
This resource reflects the contributors’ personal and/or professional experience of assessment and feedback.
It aims to uncover and inform current programme-level assessment approaches in Irish higher education with
a view to giving staff and students across the sector insights, tools and examples to assist them in
enhancing teaching and learning within their own contexts. The resource, therefore, will be of benefit to all
involved in related efforts, including:
• institutional leaders,

• disabilities officers

• heads of schools or departments

• students,

• programme teams,

• assessment administrators,

• academic staff,

• learning support staff, and

• quality assurance officers

• educational developers/technologists.

How to Use the Resource
Different contributions may be of interest to people in different positions within higher education. To assist
in navigating this resource, the sections are structured and colour-coded to explore the following topics
(see Figure 1):
• D
 rivers of Change (Context)
 eading the Change: Some ideas (Leadership)
• L
 nowing What’s Going On (Evidence and Dialogue)
• K
• Making Changes Within Programme(s) (Design Interventions)

2

 verall, there were 60 participants in the Enhancement Theme Expert Groups (for a full list of Expert Groups, participants and
O
institutions, see Appendix).

3	The National Forum Enhancement Theme for 2016-18 focuses on assessment and feedback. i.e. Assessment OF/FOR/AS Learning.
The aim of the enhancement theme is to support and leverage an enhancement approach to assessment, in order to ensure that
Ireland adopts and promotes innovative, engaging, collaborative, learner-oriented and integrated approaches to assessment that take
into account the complex dynamics and requirements of higher education. A key element of the assessment theme is the design of
programme approaches to assessment and feedback, which is the focus of the resource.
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Leadership
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and Dialogue
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Interventions

Figure 1 Overview of the resource
While the submitted tools and commentaries have been reproduced here in full, the case studies have been
represented through summary paragraphs. Each case study is reproduced in full linked from the National
Forum’s programme assessment webpage, see https://tinyurl.com/NFprogramme.
This resource, therefore, serves as an introduction to the content of the online space and is a rich collection of
current practice and theoretical and personal commentaries on this topic. The resource should be a springboard
for continued dialogue and development, stimulating further discussion and supporting positive change at local,
institutional and national level.

Some places to start in this resource
• If you are an institutional leader, you might like to read the ‘Context’ and ‘Leadership’ sections.
• If you are a head of school or leader of a programme, the sections on ‘Leadership’ and ‘Evidence and
Dialogue’ are a useful start. You might also find the six case studies on programme mapping tools
particularly interesting.
• If you are a student, you might find Catherine Bovill’s commentary on students as partners interesting4.
• If you are a quality assurance officer, or a member of staff on a quality assurance committee, the section
‘Evidence and Dialogue’ may assist you in gathering evidence on programme quality, while the section
on ‘Design Interventions’ gives some ideas for quality enhancement.
• If you are an academic member of staff involved in the later years of a programme, Case Study M on
capstone assessment might be a good starting point. For a module focus, see Case Study K, which
describes a creative and integrative approach to assessment.

4	The National Forum/USI Insight on Students as Partners http://www.teachingandlearning.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Students-asPartners.pdf (National Forum, 2016) also provides useful thoughts on this subject.
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Drivers of Change (Context):
Programme Assessment

This section gives an overview of the contextual elements which surround efforts to lead and enact change
in assessment and feedback at programme level, including a specific commentary on students as partners in
assessment and feedback. Many of the case studies in subsequent sections highlight student views and their
involvement in programme assessment and feedback. The third commentary in this section provides an insight
into how students can experience assessment at programme level. The wider national and international
policies and projects that influence and support programme approaches to assessment are also outlined.
The key elements of this section are:
• two
	
overarching international commentaries on programme approaches to assessment, (one focused on
global forces affecting programme approaches to assessment and the second focused on developing a
context in which students become partners in assessment);
• student
	
experiences of assessment at programme level; and
• a	 commentary on wider national and international policies and projects that influence and support
programme approach to assessment.
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Commentary: The Wider Context of Programme-Level
Enhancement of Assessment
Prof Peter Boyd
Professor of Professional Learning, University of Cumbria, UK
Email: pete.boyd@cumbria.ac.uk

The most important principle that should guide our design of higher education programmes is that formative
assessment has learning power. Formative assessment involves a judgment of the quality of work, which
should be informed by explicit criteria, and might be made by a tutor, by a peer, or be a self-assessment. This
judgment should provide information for the learner on how to improve their work and to academic staff on
how to improve their teaching. I will return to this key issue of formative assessment, but first I want to
discuss three wider issues around programme enhancement work: the neoliberal policy framework; graduate
attributes; and our (over)dependence on learning outcomes for programme design.
In the higher education sector internationally, we are living in an age
of accountability and need to acknowledge that. As George Monbiot
Key Insight:
suggests, ‘imagine if the people of the Soviet Union had never heard of
Formative
communism’ (Monbiot, 2016). In the Western world since the 1980s,
assessment has
neoliberalism has had a huge influence on educational policies and
systems by emphasising parent/student choice as ‘customers’, high stakes
learning power.
inspection, student evaluative feedback, performativity of staff, league
tables and inevitable washback from this policy framework into teaching,
learning and assessment practice and even into how tutors and students
work together. Within this ‘age of accountability’, we need to consider the student’s position; expected to be
entrepreneurial, setting off into the world by investing in their own higher education. They have come through
a schooling system obsessed with testing, grading and target-setting – so who would be surprised if they
tend to adopt surface or strategic approaches to learning when arriving in higher education. We also need to
consider the academic staff, subjected to high accountability policies and procedures on recruitment, teaching,
and assessment, not to mention research outputs and/or high teaching workloads – who would be surprised if
these academics tend to be sceptical or cautious when asked to pursue a collaborative programme-level inquiry
into assessment of, for and as learning. An action research approach, including its ethical framework, can
help to provide a ‘safe’ learning environment for teaching teams. As academics, we need to more powerfully
articulate and design for the wider aims of education and Gert Biesta proposes three overlapping purposes of
qualification, socialisation and subjectification. His meaning or socialisation includes preparation to be a citizen
and family member as well as an employee. And ‘subjectification’ relates to education enabling a student to
become a unique human being, to respond to the curriculum in creative and personalised ways that might
surprise tutors.
Within the challenging wider context, a programme level approach is particularly helpful in enhancing
assessment strategies and practices because there is a tendency, especially in modularised systems, for us to
forget that the award of a degree is a public declaration of the student’s demonstration of programme-level
requirements. These programme-level requirements include subject discipline knowledge, understanding and
skills, but also ‘graduate attributes’. In recent times, under the influence of the neoliberal policy framework,
higher education institutions have particularly focused on ‘employability’. A key challenge for teaching teams
is to integrate these institutional requirements fully into their programmes within the subject discipline or
professional field. Failure to embrace and integrate such programme-level requirements could lead to the
imposition of ‘bolt-on’ modules or student experiences and even lead to pick-and-mix programme structures
that lose the traditional and valuable student experience of socialisation into the discipline or field
– the experience I enjoyed of gradually ‘becoming a geographer’ during my first degree
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Currently in education we tend to design and assess learning using ‘learning outcomes’. It is arguable that
the paradigmatic dependence on well-defined and thus measurable ‘learning outcomes’ is a consequence of
the wider policy context. Learning outcomes are the cutting edge of neoliberal education policy. In reviewing
programme-level aims, learning outcomes, and assessment strategies, we might consider how the programme
provides sufficient space or subjectification. On a practical level and working within current constraints, it is
possible to take a step towards this by ensuring that at least one of our learning outcomes, for each module
or course we design, is open-ended enough to give some degree of autonomy to students, to invite creative
and innovative responses. Alternatives to the over-emphasis on learning outcomes include a focus on key
concepts, but this approach would have to avoid the perils of a content-based approach to programme planning.
There is an interesting ongoing international debate around the school curriculum that provides some useful
insight, building on the thinking of Durkheim and Bernstein around social realist perspectives of knowledge,
with contributions from Michael F. D. Young (2008) among others. The focus on learning outcomes links to
approaches to grading student work and providing written feedback. It tends to encourage the idea that grading
can be criteria-based and analytic, as if an academic could evaluate a complex assignment such as an essay
against fi e learning outcomes. In practice, at least in the light of my own research with Sue Bloxham, many
academics tend to make holistic judgments that involve an element of norm referencing. They will perhaps
refer to the published assessment criteria to confirm boundary judgments or provide some key words to
ensure that the written feedback matches the grade awarded. A key challenge for us within a high
accountability context is to consider to what extent we admit to students that holistic judgment by subject
discipline experts is a big part of assessment in higher education. We would be acknowledging publicly that
learning outcomes, assessment criteria and transparency are useful tools but have their limits.
I began this discussion by emphasising the learning power of formative
assessment. In place of ‘formative’ I prefer the term ‘low stakes’
assessment because it better captures the significance of a safe learning
environment in which struggle and mistakes are welcomed as learning
opportunities. For students to benefit from formative assessment they
need to believe that they can improve through effort (developing a growth
mindset) and yet their experience of education in the age of accountability
may have included much labelling of learners using incoherent terms such
as ‘ability’. Perhaps an even greater challenge is that academic staff must
also believe in the malleable intelligence of their students, avoiding labelling
and setting high expectations for all. Both academic staff and students
need a ‘safe’ learning environment within our age of accountability.

Key Question:
To what degree
do we welcome
struggle and
mistakes as learning
opportunities within
programmes?

References
Biesta, G. (2012). The future of teacher education: Evidence, competence or wisdom? Research on Steiner Education,
3(1), 8-21.
Monbiot, G. (2016, April 15). Neoliberalism – the ideology at the root of all our problems. The Guardian. Retrieved from
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/apr/15/neoliberalism-ideology-problem-george-monbiot
Young, M. F. D. (2008). Bringing knowledge back in: From social constructivism to social realism in the sociology of
education. London: Routledge.
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Commentary: Who Has Responsibility for Assessment?
Dr Catherine Bovill
Senior Lecturer in Student Engagement, University of Edinburgh, UK
Email: catherine.bovill@ed.ac.uk

The design and discussion of assessment in higher education is often
considered to be the territory of academic staff. Indeed, many staff are
Key Insight:
shocked when I suggest that students have a valuable role to play in
Students have a
designing and discussing assessment. Yet, in the last few years we have
valuable role to
witnessed a substantial increase in research and practice relating to
student-staff partnership in learning and teaching in higher education with
play in designing
some of these partnerships focusing on assessment. Some of the shock,
and discussing
or perhaps reluctance to allow students to be part of assessment design
assessment.
decisions, might relate to the continued understanding that assessment
means ‘assessment of learning’ – a summative test of what students learn/
recall. Yet there have also been shifts in understanding assessment over
recent years, with more and more academic staff coming to see the benefits of moving beyond assessment
of learning. Many are recognising the benefits of using ‘assessment for learning’ where assessment is
formative, offering the opportunities to learn through the assessment process. Others are highlighting the
value of ‘assessment as learning’, which involves students in the process of assessment in authentic ways,
such as through peer, self and co-assessment, and which enable students to learn about how they learn and
to develop a metacognitive understanding of assessment.
Throughout the years of a degree programme, students need to be able
to develop ‘assessment literacy’ in order to understand how to meet
Key Question:
assessment requirements, to understand the purposes of assessment,
How might we open
and to be able to develop a deeper understanding of their own learning.
Dr Susan Deeley, who lectures in public policy at the University of Glasgow,
up assessment
has been working in partnership with her students for a number of years to
to make it a
try to enhance assessment literacy and promote assessment as learning
more transparent
(Deeley, 2014; Deeley & Bovill, 2017). She has used a range of different
and democratic
ways of opening up assessment to make it a more transparent and
process in our
democratic process, including co-designing grading criteria with students,
peer assessment and co-assessment. Co-assessment involves Susan
own programme
grading the students’ work and each student grading his/her own work,
contexts?
and then Susan and each student meet individually to compare grades
and discuss the rationale for giving the grade before finally negotiating
the final grade. Susan still has the final say in the grade awarded, but
this is openly discussed and negotiated. So although there might be some limits or rules within assessment
partnerships, these can be openly negotiated and discussed. Underpinning Susan’s approach, and that of
others trying to democratise the assessment process (see also chapter by Kruschwitz and chapter by Hudd in
Cook-Sather et al., 2014) is a belief that students have valuable knowledge and experience to bring to
discussions of assessment design, and that we do not help students to develop their understanding of
assessment and learning by closing off assessment from collaborative discussion.
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There is of course still a place for testing student knowledge. I would rather walk across a bridge designed
by a civil engineer who passed her exams, and be operated on by a doctor who had passed his assessments
– students will still need to demonstrate their knowledge and competence. However, students are much more
engaged when they can see the relevance of learning and assessment, when they can actively learn through
the process of assessment, when assessment is considered to be fair, and when they can enjoy- yes enjoy assessment.
So how can students become co-creators in assessment? They do not necessarily enter higher education as
experts in Angoff scoring of multiple choice questions, but they will be experts in their individual experience of
assessments at school or in other settings. I suspect we rarely tap into these previous experiences to support
the transition to learning about assessment in higher education. Students are not going to become experts
in higher education assessment immediately, but they will learn about assessment much more slowly if we
don’t start having assessment discussions, providing more choice within assessment and offering students
opportunities to influence assessment early in their time in higher education. Ultimately, students and staff can
work in partnership to design assessment as they build greater understanding of assessment and learning.
All of this requires a pretty seismic shift in thinking about assessment from many staff and students, particularly
about who has responsibility for assessment.

References
Deeley, S. J. (2014). Summative co-assessment: a deep learning approach to enhancing employability skills and attributes.
Active Learning in Higher Education, 15(1), 39-51.
Deeley, S. J., & Bovill, C. (2017). Staff student partnership in assessment: Enhancing assessment literacy through democratic
practices. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 42(3), 463-477
Cook-Sather, A. C., Bovill, C., & Felten, P. (2014). Engaging students as partners in learning and teaching. San Francisco,
CA: Jossey Bass
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Commentary: Student Experiences
This commentary was compiled from anonymous student contributions to the Assessment
OF/FOR/AS Learning Enhancement Theme. Two students, who shared very different experiences
of programme approaches to assessment, were asked to take part in interviews during which a
full account of their experiences were recorded and are summarised here.

Experience of Student A

Student A:
A challenging,
integrated yet
extremely valuable
experience... if
you asked me to
start that module
again I would have
absolutely no
problem doing so.

In an undergraduate programme, this male business student was
undertaking a module in which he had to research into and develop a
product. It was a 5-credit elective final-year module, spread over two
semesters, that could be taken by different disciplines within this higher
education institution. As part of the assessment activity, students were
assigned into groups from across different disciples.

During the first semester, the students were asked to conduct a feasibility
study – working with students from a different field of study to agree a
concept and carry out primary research, secondary research and compile
accounts and marketing strategy. The assessment included a diary and an
initial business plan. During the second semester, the assessment focused
on preparing the product for competitions, further developing the business
plan, doing a presentation and presenting the product at a stand.
During the module, the students met with lecturers every week for feedback on how they were doing. General
feedback was given in class to the whole class. Individual feedback was given during one-to-one interactions
between classes. The student seemed to know how well he was doing throughout. He read and gave peer
feedback on others work, although some students did not engage with the peer feedback approach.
Despite the student reporting that the module consumed a lot of time and had a high workload, he was
overwhelming positive about his experience of the module: ‘As a subject, it was my favourite one... it was
extremely beneficial... I personally think the module should be mandatory for fourth years’. He highlighted how
the module had integrated knowledge and skills from parallel and earlier modules: ‘In that module, you basically
get to taste every bit of [the subject area]... everything I’ve learnt outside is basically all funnelled into this...
that’s why I can’t understand why more students are not doing the module’.
He described it as a very authentic experience and, as he did not have an opportunity to go on work placement,
it was the closest he could get to a sense of running his own business. In particular, he found that working
with other disciplines was highly valuable: ‘Working with the other students also is very much eye-opening...
different schools have different ways of doing things... I thought it was absolutely fantastic that I got to
experience it... the fact even that I had disagreements with the other discipline students, I still realised it’s
never going to be plain sailing. At least through this I was able to get experience in dealing with those type of
things... it was an experience, I was able to get over it’.

Despite the challenge and the high workload, when asked was it worth it, he said, ‘Completely. Absolutely. It’s
the one module I hated but I absolutely loved it!... You’d have to be very very small-minded to think just because
there’s a lot of work it’s not beneficial. The stuff you learn, as long as you take it away, will stay with you for life.’
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Reflecting on the value of the module within the programme as a whole, the student shared: ‘I know it might
be very hard to do... I don’t understand why it isn’t mandatory... even if they had to remove modules there’s
one or two that they could possibly remove and make an elective, I do think that is should be made
mandatory’. He alluded to the authenticity of the module: ‘You get to use all the different knowledge that
you’re learning and also the fact that you don’t have placement [in the programme], it’s something that you
could certainly talk about in an interview, which I have already... You get to actually think. You’re not learning
stuff off. You get to think.’

Experience of Student B
This student was enrolled in a master’s programme in a similar field to
Student A. It was a full year, full-time programme, six months taught, six
months on placement. The student group was large (approximately 100,
with a range of non-business backgrounds.

Student B:
Completely overassessed to the
point where people
weren’t actually
going to classes...
I would never
go back.

The programme began with two 5-ECTS-credit modules, including
assessments, scheduled within the two weeks prior to the first semester.
The first semester (2 weeks) had eight modules, each 5 ECTS credits,
plus two half modules in preparation for work placement in the second
semester. Assessments were mainly a mixture of individual assignments,
group assignments, interview, presentation and exams. The second
semester (six weeks) had four 100% group project modules, each worth 5 ECTS credits. Some of the
weighting in three of the modules was for individual effort. However, the overall grade was dependent on
working in a team. There were many assessments in addition to the four project outputs, resulting in a total of
13 assessments within the six weeks.

The student, who explained that she was a hard worker and wanted to get good grades, was adamant that she
was over-assessed. The first semester ‘was insane’, while in the second semester students were ‘completely
over-assessed to the point where people weren’t actually going to classes... in the last three weeks in one of
my lectures six people showed up consistently [out of 50].’
She also felt the modules in the programme were ‘not equal at all. I don’t know, are they meant to be equal?
In terms of the actual effort and the time it would take, parts of them were not even close to being equal.
Considering they were all five-credit modules it’s a bit strange. Or it felt a bit strange at the time anyway’. The
student felt they were doing considerably more hours per credit than they should have been during the second
semester, that the effort in those four modules outweighed the effort in the previous eight modules combined.
‘We essentially did the same amount of work that we did in the 12 weeks in the first term but they squashed
it into half the time (six weeks)... academically, if you had 12 weeks and you could do parts of it yourself it
probably wouldn’t have been so bad’.
She acknowledged that there were some good modules with passionate and supportive lecturers: ‘One of my
lecturers in the second term was a really interesting guy and so obviously passionate about what he did and he
put so much work into his lectures and again by the last month no-one was coming because we had so much
work... by the end you’re kind of like, what does this mean, am I going to be assessed on this? I could be
doing something else. Yes, this is interesting but is it relevant to what I am handing into the office right now?’.
The student did not like that fact that the second semester was made up entirely of group work and that
there no aspect for which she was personally responsible and she could control the outcome. She found this
frustrating and that it was reflected in her grades: ‘In first term I didn’t like the group work because of my
personal preference but it was fine. I was able to deal with it to the extent that it was getting done and the
grades were good. It was in the second term where I had a serious problem with it and actually the entire
class did because it got to the stage where nothing we did was actually any of our own work. And it ended up
with a number of students, one of which was me, who just did all of the work. And there was a good 40% of
the class who were just following along. And that reflected in the grades, which was really unfair in the end
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because they were big projects that should have had a few people working on them. And we had such a tight
timeline. I think we only had six weeks for a couple of them. It got very frustrating and it wasn’t just me, just
my natural preference’.
Asked how the approach to assessment within the programme affected her learning, the student responded:
‘Negatively, without a doubt. I like being on time to class and I like going to class and if at all possible I will go
to class but even by the end where there was six of us in class it was getting to the stage where I was like
“should I go to this three-hour lecture/tutorial or should I try and finalise the project and actually get to sleep
before midnight?”... it was just so much pressure that you couldn’t actually do anything about it. It was just
about getting it done and handing it in.’

Lessons to be Learned from the Student Experiences
The two students in this commentary were faced with high workloads within their programme/module,
were expected to participate in group work and participated in five-credit modules. Both were diligent
and willing to do their best to get the most from their learning encounters. However, the students’
experiences were very different. Notwithstanding the fact that students’ interests, skills and
circumstances often differ, what can be learned from the experiences of these two students?
There were indications in both cases that the credit load of modules did not always reflect the effort
invested, and that the efforts required for the same credit loads sometimes differs between modules.
Although the level of effort required for the same assessment can differ between students, the
experiences described here do highlight the need for programme staff to be very careful in ensuring
effort invested is reflected in credits awarded.
The experience of Student A illustrates how a well-constructed authentic assessment can draw
together learning from across a programme in ways which have a lasting positive effect into the careers
of graduates.
The experience of Student B, however, provides an insight into how poor planning with regard to
programmatic assessment can result in student learning being curtailed and their experiences of higher
education becoming negative. When asked what one thing she would change about the programme,
the student gave a particular insight into the link between her experience of being over-assessed
and the need for effective programme-level assessment planning: ‘I would have a long talk with the
lecturers about speaking to each other when they do assessments. Instead of everyone just assessing
and just thinking of their own module, perhaps some actual communication so the students don’t end
up with what happened to us.’
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Commentary: Policies and Projects Related to
Programme Assessment
National Forum Team
The National Forum Enhancement Theme 2016-18 focuses on Assessment OF/FOR/AS Learning. The aim of
the enhancement theme is to support and leverage an enhancement approach to assessment, in order to
ensure that Ireland adopts and promotes innovative, engaging, collaborative, learner-oriented and integrated
approaches to assessment that take account of the complex dynamics and requirements of higher education.
There are a number of phases in the enhancement theme process: (i) the theme is informed through
consultation with the sector and relevant literature, (ii) evidence is built regarding current practice, (iii) structured
and unstructured conversations take place to build capacity across the sector, (iv) good practice is shared and
(v) the work in the theme is monitored and evaluated on an ongoing basis.
As part of the building capacity phase of the assessment enhancement theme, advisors and experts from
around the country were invited to gather and discuss a number of aspects of the theme, considered
to be enablers to reaching the overall aim (see Appendix). These aspects included developing a sectoral
understanding of assessment, clarifying assessment principles within the Irish context, enhancing
understandings of the meaning and application of authentic assessment, discussing needed policy
developments to enhance assessment practices, and promoting effective programme assessment practices
within and across institutions and fields of study. While each of these aspects interact, it is this latter element of
the assessment theme, programme approaches to assessment and feedback, which is the focus of the current
collection of resources. Figure 1 illustrates the evolution of this aspect of the enhancement theme alongside
the overall enhancement theme development.

Overall Enhancement Theme
Sept 2015 - Nov 2017
Seminar series
Review of literature
Meetings with National Forum Board & Associates
National Summit
Informing the
theme

Building the
evidence

Building capacity
through
conversations

Sharing good
practice and
policies

Monitoring and
evaluation

July 2016 - March 2018
Proÿle of assessment practices
IRC project on technology-enhanced assessment
Project on enabling policies
Case studies of programme approaches to assessment

•
•
•
•
•

Sept 2016 - Dec 2017
Building a sectoral understanding of assessment
Programme approaches to assessment
Authentic and work-based assessment
Principles of assessment
Policies related to assesssment

April 2017 - Dec 2017
Sectoral understanding of assessment - Forum Insights
Students as partners in assessment - Forum Insight
Case studies of programme approaches to assessment - This
resource and associated online materials and workshops
Work-based assessment-Forum Insight and workshops
Exemplars of high order e-assessment - format to be decided

Programme Aspect of
Enhancement Theme

Seminar organisers
and authors of related
literature invited to
participate in structured and
unstructured conversations
regarding programme
assessment

Workshops took place
to build capacity and
determine best way to
share good practice on
programme assessment
approaches resulting in
collection of case studies

Case studies on
programme assessment
being shared through
this resource and related
online space

Online space to be
monitored and case
studies regularly
added and updated

Oct 2015 - Mar 2018
Monitoring and evaluation

Figure 1 The place of this resource within the National Forum Enhancement Theme 2016-18
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Place Within National and International Policies and Projects
There are a range of international and national policies and projects that influence and support programme
approaches to assessment. These are presented below with reference to leadership, gathering evidence for
change, and design interventions.

Leadership
Strategic vision and leadership is needed to fully engage staff in the potential offered by new modes of
learning, teaching and assessment (European Commission, 2014, p27). Nationally, institutional leaders are
now required, through their institutional mission-based compacts, to benchmark their programmes by the
appropriate assessment of teaching and learning (HEA, 2013, p11). Students should be involved in these
institutional benchmarking processes and become involved in the design and implementation aspect of
programme assessment (HEA, 2016). In addition to dialogue with students, programmes should be developed
through dialogue and partnerships with graduates and other stakeholders (European Commission, 2013, p41).
To support this leadership activity at national level, in addition to the National Forum Enhancement Theme, the
Professional Development Framework for All Staff who Teach in in Higher Education supports the idea of staff
‘leading’ the development of programme assessment and feedback approaches (National Forum, 2016). For
example, the Framework sets out the following professional development elements that should be developed/
pursued by those in this leadership role:
 upportive of active student-centred approaches to learning that engage students and build towards
• S
students as partners in their learning.
• D
 esign and management of sessions, modules and/or curricula (programmes) appropriate to the
learning environment.
• A
 pplication of appropriately aligned assessment and learner-oriented feedback approaches from
one’s own discipline and, where relevant, from other disciplines.
Connected to the ongoing pilot of the Framework, a non-accredited digital badge on ‘Programme Focused
Assessment’ is in under development. This will assist programme leaders to develop skills in this area in the
future. Also connected to the Framework, the most recent round of Teaching and Learning Enhancement Funds
focused on supporting the creation and provision of professional development opportunities for middle/senior
managers across collaborating institutions that align with the new Framework and support their development as
leaders of teaching and learning enhancement and as digital champions.
Another national development which promises to support the enhancement of programme approaches to
assessment across the sector is the recently-launched discipline-focused National Forum learning impact
award, the Disciplinary Excellence in Learning, Teaching and Assessment (DELTA) Award. Assessment OF/FOR/
AS Learning is one of the key elements to be considered by disciplines in preparing their applications for the
award. This key element includes the following statements:
 eaching and Learning Enhancement requires systematic, coherent, creative planning and development
• T
of assessment approaches within a programme.
 he discipline group’s assessment policies and procedures should highlight their commitment to a
• T
student-centered approach to assessment and feedback: developing students’ abilities to peer-review
and self-monitor so they can regulate their own learning and demonstrating a commitment to students
as partners in Assessment OF, FOR and AS learning.
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Gathering Evidence for Change
There are national requirements to gather and discuss evidence on assessment and feedback approaches
that currently exist in the programme. The National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 (Hunt Report)
recommends that higher education institutions should put in place systems to capture feedback from students,
and use this feedback to inform institutional and programme management (Department of Education and
Skills, 2011). In addition, the HEA (2013) institutional mission-based compacts emphasise using student
feedback to inform programme content and delivery (p11). Suitable measures should be put in place across
the institution to ensure that students are facilitated in providing feedback (HEA, 2016). As a consequence of
these drivers, institutions and programmes are supported at national level in the use of ISSE (Irish Survey of
Student Engagement), which specifically gathers eedback on students’ experience and engagement in their
programmes (ISSE, 2016).
A National Forum project that supports the idea of gathering existing evidence for the purpose of enhancing
student learning and wellbeing, is the National Forum project Learning Analytics and Educational Data Mining
for Learning Impact (National Forum, 2017).

Design Interventions
There has been a range of international and national policies that support the idea of the development of
student as partners, a key aspect of this assessment enhancement theme. The European Standards and
Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG) emphasises that institutions
should ensure that programmes are delivered in a way that encourages students in an active role (European
Commission, 2015). The HEA working group report, in particular, maintains that students as partners is key in
moving beyond legal compliance to embed a culture of engagement throughout the institution (HEA, 2016). It
also notes that institutions should embrace innovative learning techniques which incorporate the student as
creator of their own learning.
Whereas many policies highlight the importance of timely feedback to students (European Commission, 2015;
QQI, 2016), there is also a recognition that students have a part to play in developing their own judgements
(Assessment AS Learning):
• to encourage a sense of autonomy in the learner (QQI, 2016); and
• t o empower students in the learning process, i.e., the principles of universal design for learning
(HEA, 2015).
As highlighted by ISSE, students gain most when they invest time and energy in their learning and institutions
and staff have key roles to play in providing an environment that both encourages and facilitates that
engagement (ISSE, 2016).
The National Forum has some ongoing and earlier projects that link with the Assessment Enhancement theme
and in particular link with a programme approach to assessment, for example:
• Supporting Transition: Enhancing Feedback in First Year Using Digital Technologies (Y1Feedback)
• Assessment for Learning Resources for First Year Undergraduate Mathematics Modules
• ePrePP (Preparation for Professional Practice)
• Technology Enhanced Assessment Methods (TEAM) in Science & Health Practical Settings
These national and international polices and projects give some sense of the context in which programme
approaches to assessment and feedback are situated.
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Leading the Change in Programme Assessment:
Some Ideas (Leadership)

Programmes of study can be complex entities. They can span many years, schools, disciplines, institutions,
countries and/or continents. Student cohorts and teaching staff can be diverse and bring with them varied
knowledge, skills and competencies. Enhancing an individual programme and/or a range of programmes across
an institution requires strong leadership in order to mobilise resources and to support staff and students in this
challenging task.
The key elements in this section are:
• a commentary by a head of department on her experience, over time, of managing and interrogating
programme assessment; and
• s ummaries of case studies from four Irish higher education institutions which describe their experiences
of institutional approaches to enhancing programme assessment practices. The case studies are
at different stages of leading change, with some at the planning stage and others having already
implemented significant insti utional change.
Challengers and enablers to leading change are described in the case studies, as well as some of the
processes involved. The importance of staff professional development and the benefits of involving students as
partners in leading assessment change are common themes.
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Commentary: Head of Department’s Experience
of Managing and Interrogating Programme-Level
Assessment – Asking Questions
Dr Marion Palmer
Head of Department of Technology and Psychology, IADT, 2012-2016
Email: mjpalmer25@gmail.com

Key insight:
The key task for a
head of department
is to ask questions
about assessment
- questions about
student effort
and learning and
questions about staff
effort and workload.

Working with students, programmes teams and lecturers as Head of
Department meant supporting them in terms of assessment. I had a duty
of care to students to ensure that their assessment was fair, consistent and
worthwhile and a duty of care to staff to ensure that their workload was
appropriate.
In doing so, it became evident that I needed an overview of the assessment
of a programme. Students tend not to grasp their assessment workload.
They aren’t always sure how many assessment tasks they have at any one
time. They aren’t confident about the assignments they have submitted and
can be confused about when they get results and/or feedback or
both. Lecturers don’t always see the assessment load that students have.
Having a programme assessment strategy enabled me to develop an
understanding of the student assessment experience.

Developing a programme assessment strategy (QQI, 2013) requires that programme teams ask and answer
questions about assessment.
Some of the questions are:
• How many assignments do students have over the year?
• How long is needed between submission of student work and the issue of provisional results and
feedback?
• What assessment methods assess the programme and module learning outcomes?
• What assessment methods do students experience over the whole programme?
• Over the course of a full programme, do students have enough/too many essays/projects/tests?
How many essays (or other assessment methods) do students do in Year 1 (2, 3, as appropriate)?
• Is there over- or under-assessment? Are all the assignments/tests/projects/exams needed?
• How do the assessment methods link within and across modules?
• How does the assessment planned for a module meet the module learning outcomes?
What does it contribute to the assessment of the programme learning outcomes?
• Where do students develop the academic referencing and writing skills needed for the
programme?How are these assessed?
• How do assessments fit with the student effort hours per module? Have students time to read,
to practise skills or to just think?
• Do students have time to prepare for exams?
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A coherent team approach leads to practices that have a positive impact on students. Lecturers are aware of
assignments, projects and other assessments across the programme. It can help manage assessment
fashions – do students need four different reflective journals at any one time?
With a programme assessment strategy, programme teams work together to see how their assessments link
from one module to the other over the duration of a programme. Lecturers do not make individual agreements
with classes, they make decisions through consultation with both students and colleagues. When programme
team members change, the programme team can support new team members with the programme
assessment strategy and, hopefully, previous assessments.
Programme teams can be resistant to developing a programme assessment strategy, yet programme
approaches to assessment support lecturers in developing their assessment.
As a head of department, questions that I asked were:
• D
 oes the assessment assess the module learning outcomes?
How does it contribute to the assessment of the programme learning outcomes?
 ill the assignment give you reasonably accurate information?
• W
How will you use the information?
How will students use the information?
• Is the assessment/assignment of value to the students?
Is it worthwhile?
Does it engage the students and/or you?
• Is it worth your time to mark/assess/grade it?
How long will it take you to assess?
Will you get it returned to students in the agreed time for the programme?
• W
 hen do you assess student work?
When you receive assignments from students, how do you manage your work?
Can you spend the working day on the assessment?
I think the key task for a head of department is asking questions about assessment. Questions about student
effort and learning and questions about staff effort and workload challenge but they provide a means of
interrogating assessment at a programme level; they help lecturers and programme teams make professional
decisions about assessment and improve the quality of programme assessment and student learning.
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Case Studies Related to Programme and
Institutional Leadership

Key Insights from Case Studies Related to Leadership
• The case studies highlight the importance of (i) assessment developments being embedded within
holistic, institution-wide development initiatives and (ii) a focus on building capacity with the
programme team as a key facilitator of positive change.
• Cross-disciplinary approaches are also evident in the case studies, as is student involvement. Student
involvement takes a number of forms, from their involvement in the dialogue on assessment change
to their support in developing additional skills.
• Importantly, the professional development of staff is a common feature in all three institutional case
studies. (The National Professional Development Framework may be useful in helping institutions to
ensure that staff have an opportunity to align their existing knowledge, skills and competencies with
regard to programme assessment and identify where further development is needed.)
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Case Study A: An Institutional Approach to
Programme Mapping (UCD)
Áine Galvin
Director of UCD Teaching and Learning, University College
Dublin Email: aine.galvin@ucd.ie

As part of a strategic university-wide Curriculum Review and Enhancement Project, a curriculum mapping
exercise was undertaken with respect to all taught programmes (circa 600). The purpose of mapping was
to ensure that the teaching and learning activities, assessments, and content of each programme aligned
with the programme outcomes.
In advance of mapping, programme teams came together to discuss and agree (i) a vision and values
statement for their programme and (ii) programme outcomes. Programme teams were strongly
encouraged to consult with key stakeholders, particularly students and recent alumni, to ensure the
relevance and transparency of the programme’s vision, values and outcomes. These outputs were
captured in a central online repository, linked to the institution’s curriculum management system.
An online mapping tool was developed in-house by the Management Services Unit (UCD IT Services) to
support the curriculum mapping process. The tool was based on the Programme Outcomes Mapping
Matrix – a tool researched and designed by UCD Teaching and Learning (O’Neill & Noonan, 2013). The
intention was to provide programme teams with a simple synoptic tool to map the relationship between
programme outcomes and the extent to which they are addressed and assessed in modules. The output
from the process - the curriculum map - comprises a series of summary tables, which provide a visual
representation using simple scoring and a colour-coded pattern, of the degree to which programme
outcomes appear to be addressed and assessed (see Table 1). The extent of summative and ‘formative
only’ assessment of programme outcomes was also captured (Table 2). Summative assessment was
defined as assessment that is primarily for the purpose of certification, i.e., it counts towards the overall
module grade. Formative assessment was defined as assessment designed to provide feedback on
students’ learning, which is often not graded.
Once individual module coordinators had mapped their modules, the programme director convened the
programme team to review and interpret the map, facilitating a critical opportunity for collegial dialogue
about the programme as a whole. Programme teams were asked to comment on the following
assessment issues:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Programme outcomes which appear to be over or under-assessed
Opportunities for programme-level or stage-level outcome assessment, across multiple modules
Variety of assessment methods and the extent to which they are balanced within and across modules
and stages
Opportunities for formative assessment and students’ self-monitoring of their own learning
The extent to which the assessment methods utilised meet the needs of diverse learners
Opportunities for technology-enhanced assessment

Table 1 Extent to which programme outcomes are addressed by the modules

Module
Title

Programme Outcomes
(K = Knowledge; S = Skills; A = Attitudes)
Take a leadership role
Integrate a range of
in designing and
teaching and learning
organising curriculum
technologies to
initiatives
enhance teaching and
collaboratively (KSA)
learning app (KS)

Demonstrate a
systematic
understanding of
teaching and
learning issues in
higher education
(KS)

Critically
differentiate a
range of teaching
and learning
approaches (KS)

Adapt creatively
teaching and
learning
strategies to
specific
disciplinary
requirements
(KSA)

A

Achievement

Achievement

Achievement

Introduced

B

Further Developed

Achievement

C

Further Developed

Further Developed

Further
Developed
Achievement

D

Further Developed

Further Developed

Achievement

Introduced – to indicate that students are introduced
to this outcome by this module

Synthesise
teaching
evaluations to
devise implement
and reflect on
future actions
(KSA)

Disseminate new
teaching and learning
case studies (KSA)

Develop scholarship
and research in the
area of teaching and
learning (KSA)

Further Developed

Introduced

Further Developed

Introduced

Introduced

Introduced

Introduced

Further Developed

Further Developed

Further Developed

Achievement

Introduced

Achievement

Further Developed

Achievement

Further Developed

Further
Developed

Further Developed

Further Developed

Further Developed – to indicate that the outcome is
further developed by this module

Achievement – to indicate that student have now
demonstrated achievement of this outcome by this
module

Blank – to indicate that the outcome is not addressed
by this module.

Table 2 Number of times that each programme outcomes is assessment and purpose of that assessment

Module
Title

Programme Outcomes
(K = Knowledge; S = Skills; A = Attitudes)
Take a leadership
Integrate a range of
role in designing and
teaching and learning
organising curriculum technologies to
initiatives
enhance teaching
collaboratively (KSA)
and learning app (KS)

Demonstrate a
systematic
understanding of
teaching and
learning issues in
higher education
(KS)

Critically
differentiate a
range of teaching
and learning
approaches (KS)

Adapt creatively
teaching and
learning strategies
to specific
disciplinary
requirements (KSA)

A

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

B

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

C

Formatively
Assessed Only

Formatively
Assessed Only

Summatively
Assessed

Formatively Assessed
Only

Summatively
Assessed

D

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Formatively Assessed
Only

Summatively Assessed - assessment which is primarily for the purpose of certification.
This includes all assessment that receives a grade contributing to the overall module grade

Summatively
Assessed

Synthesise
teaching
evaluations to
devise implement
and reflect on
future actions
(KSA)

Disseminate new
teaching and learning
case studies (KSA)

Develop scholarship
and research in the
area of teaching and
learning (KSA)

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Formatively Assessed
Only

Formatively
Assessed Only

Formatively Assessed
Only

Formatively Assessed
Only

Summatively
Assessed
Summatively
Assessed

Formatively Assessed
Only

Formatively Assessed Only - assessment designed to provide feedback on students’ learning and
overall progress towards the achievement of learning outcomes. Formative assessment is often
not graded

Formatively Assessed
Only

Blank – the outcome is not
assessed in this module
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Some of the key enablers of this approach
• The appointment of local Project Champions to support and guide programme directors through the

•
•
•

process – clear guidelines and workshop resources were made available by the T&L unit.
The simplicity of the mapping tool, combined with a visual output, ensured that the process was not
overly onerous for individual module coordinators, and patterns of assessment were quickly apparent.
Mapping at this scale was made feasible through the development of an online mapping tool which
integrated with the university’s curriculum management system. Mapping data on all programmes
university-wide was captured, collated and reported via this system.
The most important aspect was the collegial dialogue and collaborative decision-making that arose
from the mapping process.

Some of the key challenges and suggestions
•
•

•

The risk that the mapping exercise would be regarded as bureaucracy. This is best countered by a clear
statement of purpose, an emphasis on team dialogue and a focus on specific areas for enhancement.
Our mapping tool was deliberately ‘light touch’, providing a synoptic view of the extent to which
programme outcomes were addressed and assessed by the contributing modules. To get a detailed
picture of assessment across the programme, a follow-up audit would be required.
The definitions of summative and formative assessment that were adopted in the mapping exercise
were contested by some faculty. In some cases, this led to debate and discussion about different
assessment strategies, which was welcomed. However, in other cases it caused a level of unhelpful
distraction from the core objective of the initiative.

Impact on students, programme and institution
•

•
•

The mapping process, and follow-up discussions with programme teams, led to the articulation of
evidence-based action plans for programme enhancement. Programme Boards have been charged
with oversight of action plan implementation, leading to enhanced educational experience for students.
Engagement with process was very high (approximately 90% of programmes completed the process).
Programme-level assessment and feedback emerged as a persistent challenge university-wide, which
has led to a further institutional project on changing the culture of assessment and feedback at the
university.
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Case Study B: The Trinity Assessment Framework:
Developing an Institutional Approach (TCD)
Ciara O’Farrell
Senior Academic Developer, Trinity College
Dublin Email: ciara.ofarrell@tcd.ie

There is considerable consensus in the research literature that a variety of assessment strategies should
be employed purposefully over a full programme to promote learning (Ramsden, 1992; Brown & Knight,
1994; Jessop et al., 2014) and that the increased complexity of learning needed for the 21st Century
graduate cannot be adequately assessed through examinations (OECD, 2014). This is compounded by a
modularised system where assessment is often broad but not deep, and focused on the micro/module
level.
Trinity College Dublin is a research-led university, Ireland’s highest ranked university and one of the
world’s top 100. It is home to 17,000 undergraduate and postgraduate students across all the major
disciplines in the arts and humanities, and in business, law, engineering, science, and health sciences.
The Trinity Education Project (TEP, 2016) aims to re-articulate a shared vision for Trinity education across
the University. It is motivated by the knowledge that our curriculum ‘must continue to evolve in light of
new discoveries in disciplinary knowledge, pedagogy, and also in the recognition that the context in which
our graduates participate is ever-changing’:
Transformational changes are occurring in education; some are the effect of developments in
technology and globalisation, others are a result of the changing needs and expectations of students,
employers, and of society at large. Trinity has always made changes to its educational offering to
ensure that we are at the frontiers of learning. The current plan to renew our education is part of that
tradition. (TEP, 2016)

It is against this backdrop that the Trinity Assessment Framework was developed.

Trinity Assessment Framework
This is an institutional approach to assessment, moving from assessment of learning to assessment for
and as learning. It stemmed from the assessment strand of the TEP, which was tasked with bringing
forward a proposed assessment framework for undergraduate students and proposals on how to support
academic staff in developing assessment methods that are authentic, relevant and integrated. The
assessment strand is chaired by Ciara O’Farell and consists of academic staff and student representation
from across the disciplines. We are currently in the early days of implementation. The first layer (outside
circle) of our framework shows the tenets, or underpinning principles that inform assessment in Trinity.
The middle circle delineates institutional enablers of assessment change. The innermost circle represents
the areas of focus that are currently recommended by the assessment strand (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1 Trinity Assessment Framework

Collectively, the framework depicts a structure for enabling transformation in assessment practices and
policy in Trinity. In relation to programme-focused assessment, the framework states:
Assessment is an integral part of programme design and development. A range of purposeful
assessment tasks are mapped and integrated throughout a programme. By shifting the focus away
from end-of-year summative assessment, more integrative assessment practices are considered.

Programme-focused assessment shifts the focus of assessment from being purely at the module level,
and encourages design and delivery of assessment that is integrated in nature (i.e. demonstrate
achievement of programme/learning outcomes across modules/semesters/years). It also ensures that
graduate attributes (which often sit at programme level) can be assessed throughout the programme. It
encourages academic staff and students to experience their programme as a cohesive and coherent
whole. Whilst recognizing the importance of disciplinary knowledge and depth of learning in Trinity, the
new curriculum architecture states that programmes must also enable students to learn beyond their
discipline, through Trinity electives (available to students from all disciplines across the University) and
approved modules (fields related or complementary to the student’s core subject area). It also requires all
students to undertake an exit capstone project so that they can synthesize their learning across the
programme. Departments have broad leeway to define the nature of the capstone project appropriate to
their programmes of study, though creative approaches linking learning to the real world are encouraged.
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Some of the key challenges and suggestions
The greatest challenge to this approach is that it requires the whole institution to redefine assessment, to
move beyond traditional assessment approaches, and to embrace new and creative ways of assessing
between and beyond traditional discipline boundaries. This means embracing broad scale curriculum
change as well as cultural change. We are attempting to achieve this through: leadership from course
directors, buy-in from staff, staff professional development, quality assurance and technology. Encouraging
programme teams to engage in conversations about the whole programme, mapping assessments and
discussing the results is a large undertaking, especially in a modularised system which encourages us to
teach in silos. A significant challenge in our Institution is mapping assessment in large or joint programmes
with many possible pathways.

Trinity Education Fellows and Trinity Teaching Fellows
For the Assessment Framework to be successfully implemented, adequate opportunities for on-going
professional development are key. In October 2016, six Trinity Education Fellows (all with a strong record
in teaching and learning) were appointed to support schools and departments to implement key priorities
of the Trinity Education Project, including programme-based approaches to delivering graduate attributes
and to assessment. The Trinity Teaching Fellows, appointed for an academic year on a two-day-per-week
fractional secondment, work with schools/departments outside of their own disciplinary area. They are a
significant enabler in facilitating professional development and acting as a conduit for communication
between schools and the TEP. They are currently facilitating almost 40 ‘ideas exchanges’ over a threemonth period to our College Community on assessment. Students are invited to partake in these sessions
and we are currently arranging for them to blog their experiences of assessment.
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Case Study C: DIT Programme Re-Design Initiatives
Jen Harvey
Head of Learning Teaching & Technology Centre (LTTC), Dublin Institute of
Technology Email: jen.harvey@dit.ie

One of the goals of the Teaching, Learning and Assessment Strategy of Dublin Institute of Technology is
to create a quality curriculum that strives to support students to attain an agreed set of programme
graduate attributes. A key focus within this is the development of a programme team culture where both
staff and students become involved within a holistic approach to curriculum review and design.
Programme teams have been encouraged to become engaged by the provision of timely professional
development alongside formal recognition and incentives including the following:
•
•

•

Instigation of a Programme Intensives initiative with staff teams identified from all four Colleges
A series of associated high profile programme-orientated events with practice exchange
opportunities for staff (e.g., Prof Chris Rust, Programme Assessment Strategies; Dr Mark Kerrigan,
Map my Programme; and Prof Rhona Sharpe, Course Intensives)
Targeted funding to support multi-disciplinary teams involved in the development of five new
programmes under the auspices of the Technological University for Dublin (TU4D) reimagining the
curriculum working group

The Programme Re-Design Initiative (PRDI) differs from other team-based methods in that it adopts a
holistic approach to programme design. Initiatives aim to develop the practice of curriculum design and
development in expanded, multi-disciplinary teams. This process is based on the Oxford Brookes
University CDI Model and links to the Deakin University Live the Future.
As a curriculum development process, PRDIs align directly with Graham Gibbs's recommendation that
"funding for innovation, both within institutions and by national bodies, should be targeted on programmes
rather than on modules and on the involvement of entire programme teams rather than on
individuals" (2012, p. 10). PRDIs are used to support curriculum development of all kinds: assessment
redesign, the development of brand new courses, designing for graduate attributes, even redesign of
whole suites of undergraduate programmes.
PRDIs are designed for schools/programme teams who have already made a commitment to change and/
or some specific curriculum innovation. The process of redesign is intended for degree-programme teams,
who work in parallel during the process and share good practice as they re-think their programmes and
undertake their design work.
PRDIs are instigated by heads of school/department or programme coordinators who work with Learning
Teaching & Technology Centre (LTTC) staff to co-design their tailored workshop series. Re-designs are
facilitated through a series of negotiated LTTC inputs, over 3-6 months, whereby teams review and
redesign, for example, assessment and feedback strategies, student development of graduate attributes
or flexibility/enhancement of learning through use of technologies, and build towards the design of, for
example, new resource materials and/or the preparation of documents to be submitted for validation
purposes. A shared online space for the school/programme and LTTC staff is created to support these
ongoing processes.
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Some of the key enablers of this approach
•
•

•
•

The strength of a PRDI is the involvement of the head of school/department in the negotiation of the
design and the LTTC staff working with the full programme team over a period of time.
A perceived identified need of a school or programme team for a redesign such as an imminent school
review or an anticipated future change of student cohort, etc. One recent initiative involved work to
better align a programme with changes in professional body requirements.
An experienced Learning, Teaching and Technology Team who were able to facilitate design
workshops and tailor programme development resources to meet the needs of the programme team.
Institutional buy-in and funding made available to encourage the establishment of cross institutional/
multi-disciplinary teams to work together in the creation of new TU4Dublin Programmes for the
Future.

Some key challenges to this approach
•
•

•

The practical and resourcing implications: a substantial time commitment is required in terms of heads
of school/department during the negotiation stage and of LTTC staff in the design support phase.
The need to involve full programme teams throughout the PRDI process can slow up the process and
emphasise the importance of having clear actions, roles and responsibilities at each stage of the
process.
Negotiating and agreeing sets of redesign actions and potential changes to current practice at
programme level can also be challenging to staff unfamiliar with new methods. However, such
negotiation can also lead to more success at the implementation stage.
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Case Study D: A Framework for Assessed Group Work:
Development and Initial Implementation of an
Institution-wide Approach (DkIT)
DkIT Learning and Teaching Subcommittee of Academic Council
Dundalk Institute of Technology
Email: moira.maguire@dkit.ie

Dundalk Institute of Technology (DkIT) offers a wide range of programmes at NFQ levels 6-10 to
approximately 5,000 students. There are four academic schools: Business and Humanities; Engineering;
Health and Science; Informatics and Creative Media. As is typical in the Institutes of Technology (IoT)
sector, many of our programmes have an applied and practical focus and this is valued by our students.
In 2014, DkIT implemented a Student Voice Policy. This committed the institute to ‘closing the feedback
loop’ and has had a positive impact.
Assessed group work has been consistently highlighted as both a positive and a negative experience in
feedback from our students (Programme Boards, ISSE and the SU). Student Services have also raised
concerns about the volume of group work and the negative impact on some students. These issues have
also been highlighted in the literature (e.g. Noonan, 2013). In response, the Learning and Teaching
subcommittee undertook (i) a review of assessed group work within the institute, consulting with staff and
students; and (ii) a review of the literature. It was clear that a programme or stage approach was needed
to address some of the key concerns: the (in) visibility of group work, the number of simultaneous group
projects and scaffolding/developing group-work skills. The consultation also identified examples of good
practice.

Outcome
We then developed a framework to support programme teams in planning and implementing assessed
group work https://www.dkit.ie/system/files/groupwork_framework_guidelines_2016.pdf. It emphasises
the need to consider the role of group work within the programme (see Figure 1). Group work is
experienced by students within the context of the programme. Questions for the programme team to
consider are: why is group work used on this programme? How does it contribute to the programme
learning outcomes and graduate attributes?
Addressing these should inform the nature of the group work, where it sits in the curriculum, how it is
introduced and how the skills are developed over time. While these questions are particularly pertinent at
the programme development stage or during Programmatic Review, it is important that group work is
reviewed by Programme Boards on an ongoing basis. This helps to ensure that (i) the group work is
appropriate in terms of the programme learning outcomes and graduate attributes, (ii) there is a coherent
approach to group work across the programme and expectations are consistent, appropriate and
reasonable, (iii) students receive the training and support they need, when they need it. In particular, it is
important that Programme Boards consider the amount of group work facing students in a given semester
and ensure that this is reasonable.
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Suggested actions
•
•

Table group work as an agenda item at a Programme Board
Talk to students about the role of group work on the programme, for example, as part of
induction

•

Identify group work/group projects on the continuous assessment schedule

•

Consider group work as part of the programmatic review process

Implementation and impact
The framework was accepted by Academic Council on the 9th December, 2016. The Centre for
Teaching and Learning (CELT) and Registry are working together to support implementation and
ensure that department and programme teams are aware of the framework. Implementation is
focusing on the following:
•
•

Staff: information and specific staff development/CPD on group work
Students: consultation with student class representatives, the Student Union and tutorial support for
group work

The learning and teaching sub-committee will seek feedback from students and staff as part of an initial
evaluation in June, and will use this to review the framework and implementation.

Challengers and/or enablers to this approach
Given the framework has only very recently been adopted it is too early to say very much. The process
and particularly the extensive consultation has been a key enabler, helping to raise awareness and support
among students and staff. The seminars for staff and tutorials for students are important in building
capacity and should support implementation. This approach would work well in other contexts to deal
with a specific issue or concern. The narrow strategic focus was central to the success of this approach in
our context.
At a minimum, we hope that the framework has made assessed group work more visible across a stage
and programme and reduced the volume of assessed group work that a student is involved with at any
one time. Longer-term, if properly implemented, the framework should support more constructive and
programme-appropriate development of group work skills and more positive learning experiences.
Time pressures are likely to be a challenge in terms of discussing group work at programme boards and
potentially making changes to assessment. However, there are real opportunities to embed more
programmatic approaches as Programmatic Review is on the horizon. We will be in a position to report in
more detail in June 2017.
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Knowing What’s Going on in your Programme
(Evidence and Dialogue)

While the enhancement of programme assessment and feedback practices should be an evidence-based
process, gathering data on the experiences and practices of students, staff and other stakeholders is only the
first step in such a process. There is also a need for programme team dialogue to take place in order to
consider the causes and implications of the collected evidence and to discuss strategies for enhancement. The
collection and interrogation of evidence is the focus of this section.
The section presents programme assessment review tools that involve the gathering of data to evaluate
students and/or staff views on programme assessment and feedback practices. In addition, it presents case
studies of a variety of programme mapping tools in use across Irish higher education.
The key elements of this section are:
• A
 n international commentary on how students and staff can learn from the evaluation of programme
approaches to assessment.
• Tool 1: ISSE: Using ISSE Data to Inform and Enhance Changes to Assessment OF/FOR and AS Learning.
• Tool 2: The EAT Framework: Considerations for Programme Leaders and their Students.
• T
 ool 3: The Programme Design Dialogue Tool: To Support Staff in the Review of their Programme
Assessment and Feedback Practices.
• Tool 4: TESTA and its Potential to Enhance Programme Assessment.
• S
 ix case studies of programme mapping tools in use. A comparison of these tools explores assessment
load, diversity and additional information, such as variety, amount and/or timing of assessment methods.
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Commentary: Learning from the Evaluation of Assessment: How Faculty and Staff Can Use Results to Inform
Practice1
Prof Natasha Janowski
Director, National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment, USA
Email: njankow2@illinois.edu

Key Insight:
An ongoing evaluation of
assessment results and
practices can be useful to
inform the development
of effective programme
approaches.

There are various reasons why those of us in higher education
assess student learning. It may be done as assessment for or
of learning, or other such distinctions, but a shared impetus for
the work is that students advance their individual learning. Yet,
students are not the only participants in assessment that can
learn from the process or results. Through assessing student
learning, a wide range of data and evidence on students
and their learning are collected that can inform faculty and
staff practices and processes such as teaching, learning, and
curriculum design.

When thought of as a re-occurring cycle that promotes the use of evidence to inform practice, one might move
through the following, cyclical steps:
• Plan and identify outcomes
• Collect data
• Analyse data
• Share results
• Identify and implement changes
• Evaluate impact of changes
On first review of the evaluation cycle, one might notice a close alignment to scholarship or inquiry in the
process of engagement with evidence. The first two stages of planning and collecting data are completed
mainly through the act of assessment activities: for example, collecting data on:
• programme assignment and examination grades;
• diversity, sequence and amount of assessment in a programme;
• common errors highlighted in feedback comments;
• opportunity for students to self-assessment and/or peer review in a programme; and
• number of failed questions within an assignment.
The following stages occur through discussion, deliberation, careful analysis and interpretation of results and are ongoing. The last step before beginning the cycle of use again is acting on the evidence implementing changes to learning design or teaching and examining the impact of the changes.
1

This commentary was adapted from Kinzie, Hutchings & Jankowski (2015).
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act on the evidence we collect?’ can be a useful first step in using
assessment results to improve learning.
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Key Question:
Asking of ourselves,
‘how will we act on
the evidence we
collect?’ can be a useful
first step in using
assessment results to
improve learning.

In our work at the National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment (NILOA) based in the United States,
we have found that providing faculty and staff space for reflection on evidence gathered from examining
student learning reinforces connections between assessment and improvements in teaching and learning as
well as fosters evidence-based conversations and scholarship of teaching and learning. Providing space and
time for faculty and staff for evidence-focused discussions and intentional consideration of the impact of action
taken can help to move teaching and learning discussions through the full evaluation cycle presented above.
To inform the work of using evidence to improve teaching and learning, we offer several principles for
consideration including:
1.

The value of assessment of student learning should be based on the extent to which evidence is used
(for example, the extent to which examinations and assignments are improved in the following year). Are
questions of practice driving the application of results? Is potential use considered from the onset?

2.

 lear targets for the use of evidence of student learning should be part of the design of evaluating
C
assessment efforts and the process of sharing results. Who are the different faculty and staff members
that should be part of the discussions around the results? How is evidence used and what was the impact
on student learning and success? What is the practical value of the evidence of student learning for faculty
and staff?

3.

 egin assessment of student learning processes and activities with an end use in mind. What are the
B
questions of greatest interest to faculty and staff? What do faculty and staff expect to find? What might
be changed based on conversations (i.e. increase in diversity of assessment; developing some choice of
assessment; design of more authentic assessments)?

4.

 emember that the process is a continuous one, where making decisions based on evidence of student
R
learning is important, but is the beginning of a new cycle. What was the impact of the change? Did it
lead to improvement in student learning (for example, the extent to which the changes improve student
assessment success rates, reduced student anxiety, etc.)?

Fostering a culture of evidence-based change requires follow-through and time. Through conversations informed
by evidence of student learning, faculty and staff are better positioned to implement meaningful changes in
teaching and learning and assessment of student learning that lead to higher levels of student accomplishment.
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Tool 1: Using ISSE Data to Inform and Enhance Changes to
Assessment OF/FOR and AS Learning
National Forum Team
In the Irish context, an important tool for gathering evidence on students’ experience of their programme is the
Irish Survey of Student Engagement (ISSE). ISSE is an annual survey that explores students’ experiences of
higher education. First piloted in 2013, ISSE is designed to inform developments within institutions while also
providing a national set of data. The survey collects responses during February - March each year ‘to ensure
that first years have enough experience of higher education to comment in an informed way, while avoiding
the additional demands on all students’ time (first year, final year and taught postgraduates) towards the end
of the academic year’ . Since its establishment, ISSE has collected over 90,000 student respondents. Its main
objectives are:
• to increase transparency in relation to the student experience in higher education institutions;
• t o enable direct student input on levels of engagement and satisfaction with their higher education
institution;
• to identify good practice that enhances the student experience;
• to assist institutions to identify issues and challenges affecting the student experience;
• t o serve as a guide for continual enhancement of institutions’ teaching and learning and
student engagement;
• t o document the experiences of the student population, thus enabling year-on-year comparisons
of key performance indicators;
• to provide insight into student opinion on important issues of higher education policy and practice; and
• to facilitate comparison with other higher education systems internationally (ISSE, 2016).

1

Studentsurvey.ie
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As part of the National Forum Assessment Enhancement Theme (2016-2018), the National Forum identified
15 questions in the ISSE survey that broadly related to Assessment OF, FOR or AS Learning2. Three questions
related to Assessment OF Learning, four related to Assessment FOR Learning and eight related to Assessment
AS Learning. In addition, although not specifically highlighting assessment, eight General Outcomes questions
gave some indication of the intentions of assessment in the students’ curricular and extra-curricular activities
(see Table 1).

Table 1 Assessment-related questions in ISSE 2016
Assessment FOR Learning
During the current academic year,
about how often have you:

During the current academic year,
to what extent have lecturers/
teaching staff:

Discussed your performance with academic staff?

Clearly explained course goals and requirements?
Provided feedback on a draft or work in progress?
Provided prompt and detailed feedback on tests or completed
assignments?

Assessment AS Learning
During the current academic year,
about how often have you:

Asked questions or contributed to discussions in class, tutorials,
labs or online?
Asked another student to help you to understand course material?
Explained course material to one or more students?
Prepared for exams by discussing or working through course material
with other students?
Worked with other students on projects or assignments?
Discussed course topics, ideas, or concepts with academic staff
outside of class?
Evaluated what others have concluded from numerical information?
Worked on assessments that informed you how well you are learning?

Assessment OF Learning
During the current academic year,
about how often have you:

Made a presentation in class or online?
Combined ideas from different subjects / modules when completing
assignments?
Included diverse perspectives (political, religious, racial/ethnic,
gender, etc.) in discussions or assignments?

General Outcomes
How much has your experience at
this institution contributed to your
knowledge, skills and personal
development in the following
areas:

Writing clearly and effectively?
Speaking clearly and effectively?
Thinking critically and analytically?
Analysing numerical and statistical information?
Acquiring job- or work-related knowledge and skills?
Working effectively with others?
Solving complex real-world problems?
Being an informed and active citizen (societal / political /
community)?

2

See National Forum 2017 for a sectoral understanding of Assessment OF, FOR and AS Learning
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A Snapshot of ISSE Assessment Data Across the Irish Sector for 2016
As part of the National Forum’s recently published profile of documented assessment practices across the
higher education sector (National Forum, 2016), 2016 ISSE data related to students’ experiences of assessment
was explored. In all, data from 14,076 first year undergraduates and 10,650 final year undergraduates was
included in the report.
The data was analysed to see if there were identifiable similarities/differences across fields of study and across
programme stages. In particular, given the literature’s emphasis on the importance of feedback and student
self-monitoring in first year (Knight, 2000; Taylor, 2008) and the importance of students as partners in
assessment (Cook-Sather, Bovill, & Felten, 2014), the differences between first and final year Assessment FOR
and AS Learning were explored.
Interactions with staff involving feedback on assessments were found to happen more often than general
discussions on performance. The likelihood of a student receiving feedback on a draft/work in progress varied
between field of study and stage in programme (see Figure 1). Final year Education students were least
likely to receive such feedback often/very often. In contrast, first and final year Services students and Arts &
Humanities students and first year ICTs student were found to be more likely to receive such feedback.

Figure 1 During the current academic year, to what extent have lecturers/teaching staff provided feedback on
a draft or work in progress? (ISSE, 2016)
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The frequency of prompt feedback was also higher in first year, compared to final year, across all fields of
study and was lowest amongst students in the final year of Education and of Agriculture, Forestry, Fisheries
and Veterinary (see Figure 2).

Figure 2 During the current academic year, to what extent have lecturers/teaching staff provided prompt and
detailed feedback on tests or completed assignments? (ISSE, 2016)
As Figure 3 illustrates, across the fields of study, final year students were more likely than first year students
to find themselves explaining/discussing course material.

Figure 3 During the current academic year, about how often have you prepared for exams by discussing or
working through course material with other students? (ISSE, 2016)
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Using ISSE as a Tool at Institutional Level
As assessment FOR and AS learning are gathering more attention both nationally and internationally, the related
ISSE questions may be of particular interest for staff and programme teams to investigate at institutional level.
ISSE aims to inform, support and encourage enhancement discussions and activities, particularly at institutional
level. Within institutions, the lead role for the ISSE may reside within units, committees or within the offices of
Registrars or Vice Presidents. Most institutions ensure that academic and administrative staff and local student
representatives are fully informed of the importance of the survey and of analysis and interpretation of results.
According to the ISSE team, staff and students are best placed to ‘own’ and to interrogate institution-level data
(ISSE, 2016). The national project is committed to promoting and supporting local analysis via national, regional
and bespoke workshops3.

3	More information on the use of ISSE data can be found at http://studentsurvey.ie/colleges/colleges-using-survey-data/. Queries related to
ISSE can be directed to info@studentsurvey.ie or to the ISSE Project Manager, c/o THEA, Fumbally Square, Fumbally Lane, Dublin 8.
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Tool 2: The EAT Framework: Considerations for
Programme Leaders and their Students
Prof Carol Evans
Professor in Higher Education, University of Southampton
Email: EvansEAT@soton.ac.uk
The ‘Evans Assessment Tool’ (EAT) Framework demonstrates a research-informed, integrated and holistic
approach to assessment and feedback practices. It has evolved from extensive research on assessment
feedback (Evans, 2013) and use in practice within higher education institutions. EAT (Evans, 2016) is
underpinned by a Personal Learning Styles Pedagogy (PLSP) approach (Waring & Evans, 2015). The Framework,
in drawing on PLSP, stresses the importance of agency, collaboration, and sensitivity to the needs of the
context (discipline; programme, etc.) to support the development of strong student-lecturer partnerships
in order to build student self-regulatory capacity in assessment and feedback. EAT can be used to explore
assessment practice at a variety of levels in order to identify and act on assessment priorities (individual;
discipline; faculty; university)1.
EAT includes three core dimensions of practice:
• Assessment Literacy (AL)
• Assessment Feedback (AF)
• Assessment Design (AD) (see Figures 4 and 5)
These three interconnected dimensions each have a series of four areas for lecturers, students and programme
leaders/directors to consider. Figure 1 sets out 12 areas for the lecturer to explore (teacher-focused) and there is
a series of EAT scoring cards associated with these. Similarly, given its student-focused approach, Figure 2 sets
out 12 areas with associated questions for students to consider as part of a self-regulatory approach.
The possibility of using the EAT Framework at programme lead/faculty/university level highlights scaling-up
considerations:
We must find ways to stimulate and scale change across institutions - as well as to sustain those
changes - if we are to create models that serve the expanding needs of our learners... [This leads to the
core question of] where should we put strategic and sustainable efforts to improve uneven performance
and variable outcomes.
(Ward, 2013)

1	For details on how to use the Framework, please see the full EAT guide. The Framework resources, the EAT cards and the EAT guide can
be accessed by emailing EvansEAT@soton.ac.uk. The materials are available under a standard Creative Commons license and you will be
required to accept these licensing terms before accessing the materials.

Figure 1 EAT Framework: 12 teacher-focused areas (three dimensions x four areas)

Figure 2 EAT Framework: 12 student-focused areas and questions (three dimensions x four areas/questions)
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Key Considerations for Programme Leaders (to be read in conjunction with EAT cards)
1.

Rationale and goals. Is the key driver/rationale underpinning change to assessment and feedback
practices clear to all? Are short and long-term goals transparent? Using the EAT Framework, it is possible to
identify measured steps and ‘quick gains’ that can be achieved that are aligned to longer term goals. A key
question is how priorities are being identified and communicated

2.

Being clear about the essential elements of a scaling-up initiative is critical (Gabriel, 2014). The EAT
Framework’s essential elements are: (i) inclusivity with an emphasis on developing autonomy and agency
for staff and students in the promotion of self-regulatory learning behaviours as part of a universal design
approach; (ii) the integrated holistic framework considering all dimensions of assessment practice; (iii) theoretical underpinnings (cognitive constructivist and social constructivist/social-critical theoretical perspectives
(PLSP, Waring & Evans, 2015)).

3.

Developing shared understandings from staff and student perspectives about ‘what constitutes
good and how this can be developed’. A key tenet of the EAT framework is the importance of exploring
stakeholder beliefs and values about assessment practices to ensure buy-in and ownership of ideas (the
EAT Framework has identified principles of effective assessment and feedback practice based on extensive
reviews of the literature and practice-based evidence (see Evans, 2016, p.15; Evans, 2013; Evans, Muijs, &
Tomlinson, 2015).

4.

Alignment with institutional priorities and structures. The EAT Framework supports the development
of manageable and sustainable assessment feedback practices. Aligning the Framework with institutional/
faculty/programme priorities with top-down and bottom-up support involving the engagement of senior
leaders, students, and staff is important along with integrating the Framework into existing structures to
ensure its inclusion in the ‘institutional higher education fabric’ and to avoid duplication of effort (Hounsell &
Rigby, 2013).

5.

Building a community of practice and shared ownership of the initiative. In developing a holistic
approach to assessment, bringing teams together to explore at programme level how assessment can
work most effectively is imperative (Bass, 2012). A key element of this work is on-going focused training
and support using research-informed evidence nuanced to the requirements of the context/discipline
(Evans et al., 2015). Identification of advocates and clarifying the mechanisms for how networks are to be
created, maintained and developed are fundamental to the longer-term sustainability of the initiative.

6.

Reward. Individual (staff and student) recognition and reward for engagement in the development
of assessment practices should be an integral part of higher education reward structures. Ensuring
manageability and efficiency are key concerns within the EAT Framework, mindful of the competing
pressures on colleagues’ time from research, leadership and enterprise activities, in addition to teaching
commitments. An effective ‘one-stop shop’ website to pool resources, encourage collaboration, promote
shared understandings, and to provide links to key areas of activity is essential.

7.

Measuring what is meaningful. Relevant learning gain measures should be an integral part of holistic
assessment designs and they should be subject to on-going evaluation and review by staff and students.
The effectiveness of the overarching assessment feedback strategy in meeting immediate and longer term
goals requires iterative analysis to enable fine-tuning and attention to the requirements of the disciplines. A
critical pedagogy perspective, that considers who is advantaged and disadvantaged by assessment
practices, is required in order to address differential learning outcomes (Mountford Zimdars, Duna, Moore,
Sanders, Jones, & Higham, 2015; Waring & Evans, 2015).
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The EAT Framework is a tool that promotes dialogue on, and contextualised improvement to, assessment and
feedback and can be used by lecturers, students and/or programme leaders. The Framework strongly supports
the promotion of students’ self-regulatory practice in assessment (assessment AS learning). Based on a strong
evidence base, the guiding set of statements and questions it presents (Figures 1 and 2), along with its key
considerations for programme leaders, make it a very useful tool.
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Tool 3: The Programme Design Dialogue Tool: To Support
Staff in the Review of their Programme Assessment and
Feedback Practices
Geraldine O’Neill* and Diane Cashman**
*UCD Teaching and Learning, **UCD School of Veterinary Medicine
Email: geraldine.m.oneill@ucd.ie; diane.cashman@ucd.ie

Context
Blended and online activities are becoming more mainstreamed in the changing higher education environment.
However, many staff are new to the process of related design at module and programme level. There are
international tools available that have been used to assist academic staff and educational technologists/
developers to enhance their programme or module design through a self- and peer-review process. However,
some of the language in these tools, and the ways in which they are used, may not suit the Irish context.
Therefore, a tool and a process that is more suited to the Irish context and is informed by those working in Irish
higher education, the ‘Programme Design Dialogue Tool’, was created through a two-stage study. This tool is an
Irish programme and module review tool for online, blended and face-to-face contexts.

Methodology and Findings
Stage 1 of this Irish study (based on Whiting, Rutjes, Reitsma, Bossuyt, & Kleijnen, 2003), engaged 18 experts
across Irish higher education institutions to discuss the underpinning conceptual aspects, develop a rationale
of the new tool, and contribute to the initial generation of items in the tool (O’Neill & Cashman, 2015). As a
result, 100 programme design statements and 80 module design statements were created that highlighted key
considerations of best practice in programme and module design. The statements were then organised into
several categories, which are listed in Table 1.

Table 1 Overarching categories
Programme Design Categories

Module Design Categories

Programme philosophy and models

Module learning outcomes

Programme context

Module assessment and feedback

Programme outcomes

Module interaction

Programme organisation and structure

Module learner support

Programme teaching and learning strategies

Module learning materials

Programme assessment and feedback strategies

User experience in the module

Programme evaluation

Module evaluation

Programme support
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Stage 2 of the study used a two-round Delphi methodology to gain further consensus on which statements
should be included in the tool. The programme design statements were thus reduced from 100 to 48 and
the module design statements from 80 to 31 (O’Neill & Cashman, 2016a). Although many of the high scoring
statements related specifically to digital aspects (e.g., ‘The online learning environment is well organised,
consistent and easy to navigate’), many of the statements presented in Stage 1 and scoring highly in Stage 2
were more general teaching and learning statements, such as ‘The programme has a coherent structure’. This
implies that the tool could also be valuable in programmes that have no online aspect.

Using the Tool1
The experts highlighted the importance of using the tool in an enhancement process incorporating ‘collegial’
self- and peer-dialogue. They also suggested that it should be flexible and adaptable for local contexts, drawing
on a core set of statements and an optional bank (O’Neill & Cashman, 2016a).
The statements in the tool are scored by staff as either Exemplary (E) Achieved (A) Further Development
Needed (FD) or Significant Development Needed (SD). There are eight categories in the programme design
section (see Table 1). The category of Programme Outcomes is important in relation to the constructive
alignment of assessment. The category of Programme Assessment and Feedback Strategies includes the
ten statements set out in Table 2. These relate to many of the concepts in the Assessment OF, FOR and AS
Learning Enhancement Theme. For example, the third statement, ‘There are many opportunities for students to
self and peer monitor their performance throughout the programme’, relates to assessment AS learning.

Table 2 The programme assessment and feedback strategies category
Category: Programme Assessment & Feedback Strategies

1

1

The assessment workload is appropriate for both staff and students in the programme.

2

The programme contains a balance of formative and summative assessment.

3

There are many opportunities for students to self and peer monitor their performance
throughout the programme.

4

A consistent and coordinated approach to programme assessment and feedback should
be evident.

5

Students are given information on the programme’s assessment and feedback strategy.

6

Each programme should have a defined assessment and eedback structure that Module
Co-Coordinators should be aware of and adhere to.

7

There are procedures in place to ensure the reliability of the programme’s assessment.

8

All assessments are checked for academic honesty and can be reviewed by a third party
(external examiner etc.)

9

Students have opportunities to be assessed by different approaches in the programme.

10

The technology used is supportive of the assessment strategies in the programme.

For details on using the full version of the tool see O’Neill and Cashman, 2016b.
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When using this tool, in order to ensure that there is a coherent approach to the enhancement of the
programme, any conversation around improvements to the programme are best conducted as a team as this
will create a climate for change in which all stakeholders are invested. The team should include a variety of
stakeholders, including key staff (such as academic staff, educational technologist/developers and librarians),
current and past students, employers, clinicians, etc. Given the importance of a team-based approach to this
approach, Figure 1 illustrates suggested steps for programme teams when using the tool.

1. Initial selfassessment

2. Consolidate the
team’s consensus

7. Re-evaluate

3. Gather further
information and
revise

6. Implement ideas

5. Create some
actions

4. Programme
team conversation

1.

Self-assess to gather your own thoughts, initially individually self-assess against the programme
statements prior to a programme team meeting.

2.

Consolidate the team’s consensus of the ratings of the statements, in, for example, a programme
team meeting or by email (or online survey?)

3.

Gather further information and revise to answer any outstanding questions (i.e., student feedback,
programme documents). This could be any additional module data, including the use of the module
self-assessment section of this tool. Revise the programme team’s assessment.

4.

Programme team conversation. At this point, it is useful to have peer conversations on the finding
of your programme team’s assessment, for the purposes of discussing enhancement. Develop some
initial ideas for action with your colleagues.

5.

Create some actions and prioritise some key actions for change.

6.

Implement changes. Carry out any actions that are manageable within the time and resource
constraints of the programme.

7.

Re-evaluate using the tool after an appropriate period of time.

Figure 1 Steps in using the Programme Design Dialogue Tool
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This study has produced a valid tool and process for the review and enhancement of blended, online and faceto-face programme and module designs. The tool should enable staff working in this area to self- and/or peerreview their designs at early or post-implementation stages. Their designs can be discussed, reflected upon
and, where appropriate, changes can be made. Given the importance of the dialogue around the results of the
review, the tool, which was originally titled ‘The Programme and Module Review Tool for Online, Blended and
Face-to-Face Contexts’ was retitled ‘The Programme Design Dialogue Tool’. While the tool is now available to be
used (see O’Neill & Cashman, 2016b), it does require further piloting. In its current form, however, it is hoped
that it can be used by programme teams to
a) engage in dialogue on their assessment and feedback approaches;
b) support innovative, valid and reliable approaches to assessment and feedback; and
c) foster an approach to the assessment process which views students as partners.
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Tool 4: TESTA (Transforming the Experience of Students
Through Assessment) and its Potential to Enhance
Programme Assessment
National Forum Team
TESTA is an approach developed in the UK that, as its title suggests, aims to transform the experience of
students through assessment (Jessop, El Hakim, & Gibbs, 2014; Jessop, 2012). Its focus is on exploring
assessment and feedback through the lens of a programme. TESTA emerged from a joint UK National Teaching
Fellowship Project involving four partner universities: Bath Spa, Chichester, Winchester (lead partner) and
Worcester. The project was funded by the UK Higher Education Academy for three years (2009-2012).
The TESTA approach:
	has been used in more than 100 programmes in over 40 UK universities, as well as in Australia, India
and the USA. TESTA works with and for academics, students and managers to identify study behaviour,
generate assessment patterns to foster deeper learning across whole programmes, and debunk
regulatory myths which prevent assessment for learning.
(TESTA, 2017)
TESTA was developed to address an issue often associated with a modular curriculum: that the sum of the
parts (modules) does not equate to a ‘whole’ programme (Jessop, et al., 2014). The approach reviews (i) the
quantity of assessment (ii) the balance between formative and summative assessment (iii) the variety and
distribution of assessment (iv) the impact of assessment on student effort, feedback practices, the clarity of
goals and standards; and (v) the relationship between these factors and students’ overall perception of their
degree (TESTA, 2017). A key aspect of the TESTA approach is the engagement of a programme team to discuss
the implications of the data gathered.
In TESTA, as in recent Irish literature (National Forum, 2017), summative assessment is defined as that which
‘carries a grade which counts toward the degree classification’. TESTA’s definition of formative assessment
is ‘assessment that does not count towards the degree (either pass/fail or a grade), elicits comments and
is required to be done by all students’ (TESTA, 2017). This differs slightly to the National Forum’s recently
published sectoral understanding of assessment terms which considers low-stakes graded assessment,
when used for feedback purposes, an example of formative assessment (National Forum, 2017).
The TESTA methodology of gathering data on a programme’s assessment and feedback approaches is a mixed
methods approach and usually includes the following three aspects:
• A Programme Assessment Audit
• The Assessment Experience Questionnaire (AEQ)
• Focus Groups with Students (TESTA, 2017).
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The Programme Assessment Audit
The Programme Assessment Audit consists of an interview with the programme leader focused on course
documentation. It involves sampling cover sheets and scripts to quantify the volume of written feedback
students typically received. The audit draws on nine aspects of assessment, which relate to characteristics of
programme-level assessment (Gibbs & Dunbar-Goddet, 2009). The nine elements are:
• number of summative assessments;
• number of formative-only assessments;
• variety of assessment methods;
• volume of oral feedback;
• volume of written feedback;
• timeliness of feedback;
• proportion of examinations to coursework;
• explicitness of goals, criteria and standards; and
• alignment of assessment with programme learning outcomes.
The TESTA website gives some guidance on how to carry out the 10 steps in auditing the programme.

The Assessment Experience Questionnaire (AEQ)
The AEQ was originally developed to measure how students respond to their assessment in individual
modules. It clusters questions into ‘scales’, based on a review of empirical and theoretical literature concerning
how assessment affects students (Gibbs & Simpson, 2004). The TESTA website provides the templates for
using a programme-level version of this tool (Dunbar-Goddet & Gibbs, in press). The scales include:
• quantity of effort,
• coverage of syllabus,
• quantity and quality of feedback,
• use of feedback,
• appropriate assessment,
• clear goals and standards,
• surface approach,
• deep approach, and
• satisfaction.
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Student Focus Groups
The TESTA website provides some guiding questions for the student focus group and also advises on how to
conduct focus groups and analyse resulting data.
Using the above three methods, the programme team are encouraged to develop strategies for improving
assessment and feedback approaches. At the recent Y1 Feedback conference in Maynooth, Jessop (2017)
highlighted some strategies for addressing programme assessment and feedback issues:
• Formative feedback – informal, immediate, conversational
• Peer feedback
• Audio and screencast feedback
• Blogging on academic texts with informal threads
• Developmental feedback (measuring performance against past performance)
TESTA can be run by individual institutions or programme teams using the resources, templates and guiding
case studies provided by on their website (TESTA, 2017). TESTA has been used over the last 7- 8 years in the
UK to assist in reviewing, discussing and exploring programme assessment patterns (Jessop & Tomas, 2016).
It has also begun to be used in some Irish institutions to assist in such programme review processes.
For more details on the TESTA approach, please contact:
Professor Tansy Jessop
Southampton Solent University
East Park Terrace
Southampton
SO14 0YN
tansy.jessop@solent.ac.uk
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Key Insights from Case Studies Related to Programme Mapping
The mapping exercises described in these case studies involved key programme stakeholders working
together and awareness being raised of students’ experiences of assessment across the programme.
Key insights from these practices were:
• the importance of ensuring that while assessments are aligned with programme outcomes they
retain a sense of fluidity to allow the needs of students and staff to be met as they arise;
• the importance of ensuring that assessment mapping exercises increase staff efficiencies an are
not too onerous in themselves; and
• exploring data on assessment (learning analytics) can be used to promote staff improvements to
programme assessment and feedback.
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Case Study A: An Institutional Approach to
Programme Mapping (UCD)1
Áine Galvin
Director of UCD Teaching and Learning, University College
Dublin Email: aine.galvin@ucd.ie

As part of a strategic university-wide Curriculum Review and Enhancement Project, a curriculum mapping
exercise was undertaken with respect to all taught programmes (circa 600). The purpose of mapping was
to ensure that the teaching and learning activities, assessments, and content of each programme aligned
with the programme outcomes.
In advance of mapping, programme teams came together to discuss and agree (i) a vision and values
statement for their programme and (ii) programme outcomes. Programme teams were strongly
encouraged to consult with key stakeholders, particularly students and recent alumni, to ensure the
relevance and transparency of the programme’s vision, values and outcomes. These outputs were
captured in a central online repository, linked to the institution’s curriculum management system.
An online mapping tool was developed in-house by the Management Services Unit (UCD IT Services)
to support the curriculum mapping process. The tool was based on the Programme Outcomes Mapping
Matrix – a tool researched and designed by UCD Teaching and Learning (O’Neill & Noonan, 2013). The
intention was to provide programme teams with a simple synoptic tool to map the relationship between
programme outcomes and the extent to which they are addressed and assessed in modules. The output
from the process - the curriculum map - comprises a series of summary tables, which provide a visual
representation using simple scoring and a colour-coded pattern, of the degree to which programme
outcomes appear to be addressed and assessed (see Table 1). The extent of summative and ‘formative
only’ assessment of programme outcomes was also captured (Table 2). Summative assessment was
defined as assessment that is primarily for the purpose of certification, i.e., it counts towards the overall
module grade. Formative assessment was defined as assessment designed to provide feedback on
students’ learning, which is often not graded.
Once individual module coordinators had mapped their modules, the programme director convened the
programme team to review and interpret the map, facilitating a critical opportunity for collegial dialogue
about the programme as a whole. Programme teams were asked to comment on the following
assessment issues:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Programme outcomes which appear to be over or under-assessed
Opportunities for programme-level or stage-level outcome assessment, across multiple modules
Variety of assessment methods and the extent to which they are balanced within and across modules
and stages
Opportunities for formative assessment and students’ self-monitoring of their own learning
The extent to which the assessment methods utilised meet the needs of diverse learners
Opportunities for technology-enhanced assessment

1 Note: This case study also features in the earlier section on Leadership.

Table 1 Extent to which programme outcomes are addressed by the modules

Module
Title

Programme Outcomes
(K = Knowledge; S = Skills; A = Attitudes)
Take a leadership role
Integrate a range of
in designing and
teaching and learning
organising curriculum
technologies to
initiatives
enhance teaching and
collaboratively (KSA)
learning app (KS)

Demonstrate a
systematic
understanding of
teaching and
learning issues in
higher education
(KS)

Critically
differentiate a
range of teaching
and learning
approaches (KS)

Adapt creatively
teaching and
learning
strategies to
specific
disciplinary
requirements
(KSA)

A

Achievement

Achievement

Achievement

Introduced

B

Further Developed

Achievement

C

Further Developed

Further Developed

Further
Developed
Achievement

D

Further Developed

Further Developed

Achievement

Introduced – to indicate that students are introduced
to this outcome by this module

Synthesise
teaching
evaluations to
devise implement
and reflect on
future actions
(KSA)

Disseminate new
teaching and learning
case studies (KSA)

Develop scholarship
and research in the
area of teaching and
learning (KSA)

Further Developed

Introduced

Further Developed

Introduced

Introduced

Introduced

Introduced

Further Developed

Further Developed

Further Developed

Achievement

Introduced

Achievement

Further Developed

Achievement

Further Developed

Further
Developed

Further Developed

Further Developed

Further Developed – to indicate that the outcome is
further developed by this module

Achievement – to indicate that student have now
demonstrated achievement of this outcome by this
module

Blank – to indicate that the outcome is not addressed
by this module.

Table 2 Number of times that each programme outcomes is assessment and purpose of that assessment

Module
Title

Programme Outcomes
(K = Knowledge; S = Skills; A = Attitudes)
Take a leadership
Integrate a range of
role in designing and
teaching and learning
organising curriculum technologies to
initiatives
enhance teaching
collaboratively (KSA)
and learning app (KS)

Demonstrate a
systematic
understanding of
teaching and
learning issues in
higher education
(KS)

Critically
differentiate a
range of teaching
and learning
approaches (KS)

Adapt creatively
teaching and
learning strategies
to specific
disciplinary
requirements (KSA)

A

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

B

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

C

Formatively
Assessed Only

Formatively
Assessed Only

Summatively
Assessed

Formatively Assessed
Only

Summatively
Assessed

D

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Formatively Assessed
Only

Summatively Assessed - assessment which is primarily for the purpose of certification.
This includes all assessment that receives a grade contributing to the overall module grade

Summatively
Assessed

Synthesise
teaching
evaluations to
devise implement
and reflect on
future actions
(KSA)

Disseminate new
teaching and learning
case studies (KSA)

Develop scholarship
and research in the
area of teaching and
learning (KSA)

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Summatively
Assessed

Formatively Assessed
Only

Formatively
Assessed Only

Formatively Assessed
Only

Formatively Assessed
Only

Summatively
Assessed
Summatively
Assessed

Formatively Assessed
Only

Formatively Assessed Only - assessment designed to provide feedback on students’ learning and
overall progress towards the achievement of learning outcomes. Formative assessment is often
not graded

Formatively Assessed
Only

Blank – the outcome is not
assessed in this module
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Some of the key enablers of this approach
• The appointment of local Project Champions to support and guide programme directors through the

•
•
•

process – clear guidelines and workshop resources were made available by the T&L unit.
The simplicity of the mapping tool, combined with a visual output, ensured that the process was not
overly onerous for individual module coordinators, and patterns of assessment were quickly apparent.
Mapping at this scale was made feasible through the development of an online mapping tool
which integrated with the university’s curriculum management system. Mapping data on all
programmes university-wide was captured, collated and reported via this system.
The most important aspect was the collegial dialogue and collaborative decision-making thatarose
from the mapping process.

Some of the key challenges and suggestions
•
•

•

The risk that the mapping exercise would be regarded as bureaucracy. This is best countered by a clear
statement of purpose, an emphasis on team dialogue and a focus on specific areas forenhancement.
Our mapping tool was deliberately ‘light touch’, providing a synoptic view of the extent to which
programme outcomes were addressed and assessed by the contributing modules. To get a detailed
picture of assessment across the programme, a follow-up audit would be required.
The definitions of summative and formative assessment that were adopted in the mapping exercise
were contested by some faculty. In some cases, this led to debate and discussion about different
assessment strategies, which was welcomed. However, in other cases it caused a level of unhelpful
distraction from the core objective of the initiative.

Impact on students, programme and institution
•

•
•

The mapping process, and follow-up discussions with programme teams, led to the articulation of
evidence-based action plans for programme enhancement. Programme Boards have been charged
with oversight of action plan implementation, leading to enhanced educational experience for students.
Engagement with process was very high (approximately 90% of programmes completed the process).
Programme-level assessment and feedback emerged as a persistent challenge university-wide, which
has led to a further institutional project on changing the culture of assessment and feedback at the
university.

Reference
O’Neill, G. & Noonan, E. (2013). Programme Outcomes Mapping Matrix: User guide. Retrieved from
http://www.ucd.ie/t4cms/UCDTLP0067.pdf.
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Case Study E: Mapping the Bachelor of Business Studies
Programme in Singapore: Large Programme Scale Does
Not Always Prevent Assessment Mapping and Change
Orna O’Brien
Director of Centre for Distance Learning Programme,
UCD Email: orna.obrien@ucd.ie

University College Dublin (UCD) is one of Ireland’s largest higher education institutions. The background to
this case study is the Curriculum Review and Enhancement Project at UCD, which was completed for all
programmes during the academic year 2016/17 (see Case Study A). The Bachelor of Business Studies,
which was established 20 years ago, is housed in the College of Business and is offered at Level 8 on the
National Qualifications Framework1. This case study explores the mapping of the University’s Bachelor of
Business Studies programme based in Singapore. This programme was perceived by some as one of the
more complex programmes to review given the volume of students and the number of modules involved.
With 3,000 students, 48 modules and ten pathways, it is one of the larger undergraduate programmes at
UCD. The entire programme is delivered, in co-oporation with a local programme partner, on site in
Singapore and has two intakes each year, one in April and one in September. As a result, there are a
variety of stakeholders in the programme including UCD professional and academic faculty, UCD staff
from Belfield and Singapore, the local programme partner and the student population.
As part of the Curriculum Review and Enhancement Project, a mapping project was first completed which
mapped each module on the programme to the programme outcomes to ensure there was sufficient
alignment (see Case Study A). The Curriculum Review and Enhancement Project provided an impetus for a
very healthy discussion and analysis of assessment offerings. The project was further progressed to then
review the assessment approach of each module. This assessment matrix provided a succinct insight into
the scale, timing, variety and scope of assessments across the programme. The matrix also allowed for a
review of the balance of individual and group assessments.
The complexity of such a task may seem to be daunting. However, this was overcome with a systematic
approach, conducting a stage-by-stage analysis. A simple Excel spreadsheet was utilised to manage the
data and draw together key observations across the review team. A filter allowed the team to sort the
module offerings for each pathway to observe the balance of assessment which was suitable to each
pathway. As a result of this exercise, a series of workshops was put in place to explore assessment
change. An example of the assessment matrix is provided in Table 1. As can be seen, once the
assessment details were reviewed proposed revisions to assessment methods and timings were agreed
in response to the picture that emerged (see right-hand columns). As a direct consequence of this and the
institutional Curriculum Review and Enhancement Project, the assessment weightings will be reviewed for
all pathways for September 2017.

1

http://www.qqi.ie/Articles/Pages/National-Framework-of-Qualifications-(NFQ).aspx

Table 1 Assessment matrix for UCD’s Bachelor of Business Studies programme based in Singapore
Pathway

Module
Code

Module Title

Assessment
Strategy/Component
weightings

PCA Assessment
Type

Main Assignment
Assessment Type

Exam

Proposed Revision

Proposed
Assessment
Type

Core

FINXXXXS

Econ Policy and the
Global Environment

Individual Essay
Assignment

Individual Essay
Assignment

YES

MKTXXXS

Individual Essay
Assignment SWOT

Group Essay
Assignment Marketing Plan

YES

Core

BMGTXXXS

Marketing
Management
(previously Managing
Change)
Management of
Organisations

YES

MISXXXS

Individual Essay
Assignment Report
MCQ

Group Essay
Assignment

Core

Group Essay
Assignment

YES

Core

BMGTXXXXS

Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%
Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%
Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%

Individual Essay
Assignment

YES

Core

HRMXXXXS

Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%

Individual Essay
Assignment Report

YES

Mid-semester Assignment:
30%
Examination: 70%

Individual Essay

Core

BMGTXXXS

Human Resource
Management
(previously HRM:
S&P)
Business Strategy

Individual Essay
Assignment Interview/Report
Writing
Individual Essay
Assignment Report

Pre-course Assignment:
30%
Examination: 70%
Pre-course Assignment:
10%
Assignment: 30%
Examination: 60%
Pre-course Assignment:
30%
Examination: 70%
Pre-course Assignment:
30%
Examination: 70%
Pre-course Assignment:10%
Assignment: 30%
Examination: 60%

Individual Essay
Assignment

Core

Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%
Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%

Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%

Individual Written
Assignment

Individual Essay
Assignment Report

YES

Pre-course Assignment:
30%
Main Assignment: 70%

Case Study

Core

BMGTXXXS

Project Management

Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%

Individual Essay
Assignment Report

YES

FINXXXXS

Security Analysis and
Portfolio
Management

Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%

Individual Essay
Assignment

YES

Pre-course Assignment:
10%
Assignment: 30%
Examination: 60%
Pre-course Assignment:
30%
Examination: 70%

Project
Management
Process Case

Elective

Individual
presentation 10%
and Individual
Essay 10%
Individual Case
Study Assignment

Data Analysis for
Decision Makers
(previously MRP)
Cross Cultural
Management

Group Essay
Assignment Marketing Plan
Individual Essay
Assignment
MCQ

Report Writing

Computational
Analysis

Elective

FINXXXXS

Treasury and Risk
Management

Elective

ACCXXXS

Elective

FINXXXS

Acc Info for Managers
(previously
Management
Accounting)
Corporate Financial
Management

Elective

BMGTXXXXS

Operations
Management

Elective

BMGTXXXS

Global Business
(previously
International
Business)

Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%
Pre-course Assignment: 10%
Main Assignment: 20%;
Examination: 70%

Individual Essay
Assignment

Individual Essay
Assignment

YES

Case Study

Case Study

YES

Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%
Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%

Individual Essay
Assignment

Case Study

YES

Individual Essay
Assignment

Group
Presentation
(5%)/Group Essay
(25%)

YES

Pre-course Assignment: 20%
Main Assignment: 30%;
Examination: 50%

Individual Essay
Assignment

Group Essay

YES

Pre-course Assignment:
30%
Examination: 70%
Pre-course Assignment:
30%
Examination: 70%

Computational
Analysis

Mid-semester Assignment:
30%
Examination: 70%
Pre-course Assignment:
10%
Assignment: 30%
Examination: 60%

Essay style
question and
computation
Case Study and
reflective review

Mid-semester Assignment:
30%
Examination: 70%

Cross Cultural
Management
Questionnaire,
essay and
reflective insight

Analysis of set of
company
accounts
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Some key enablers of this approach
The strong programme team relationship between the programme management team and module
coordinators very much enabled this process and allowed for all staff to work together to enhance the
programme experience for students.
Mapping programme content and assessment can appear to be a complex task. This case study attempts
to demonstrate that in the context of a large programme, a systematic approach can be taken to review
programme content and assessment. A strong programme champion helps to progress the project and
engage stakeholders through each stage. The value of being able to share the overall programme ‘story’ of
an integrated curriculum and assessment helps to empower staff and was a useful mechanism to build a
stronger programme community across the different stakeholders.

References
O’Neill, G. (2015). Curriculum design in higher education: Theory to practice. Dublin: UCD Teaching &
Learning. http://www.ucd.ie/t4cms/UCDTLP0068.pdf
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Case Study F: Zoom in to PASS - Mapping Assessment
in a Business Programme
Colin Cooney*& Angela Short**
Head of Department of Business Studies*, Lecturer**, Dundalk Institute of
Technology Email: colin.cooney@dkit.ie; angela.short@dkit.ie

This case study describes the use of the PASS schedule on the Bachelor of Business in Business and
Management programme (Level 7) in Dundalk Institute of Technology. The programme, which boasts the
largest enrolment in the Institute, registers over 100 students each year, many attracted by the generic
nature of the qualification and the variety of electives offered. However, with volume and variety comes
challenge, as evidenced by high attrition rates, particularly in first year. This challenge was addressed in
the last programmatic review (2013), resulting in a shift away from terminal exams to a strategy of
continuous assessment (CA) – 100% CA in a majority of first year modules and a better balance between
CA and final exam in subsequent years. This strategy is grounded in a theory of learning as developmental,
encouraging students to make sense of concepts throughout the semester rather than at the end of the
module. In doing so, it aims to encourage deep learning across modules and years of the programme.
However, the increased use of CA in the programme, designed to spread the assessment and reduce test
anxiety, presented its own challenges around the timing and coordination of the assessments. Firstly, the
range of programme modules and the large class sizes, results in 15 individual staff members being
involved in teaching 11 modules in Year 1, with even greater numbers of staff involved in Years 2 and 3.
While staff work side by side on the campus, the individual nature of their work results in sketchy
knowledge of practices within and between modules on the programme. These were the challenges that
prompted the development and use of the calendar-based Programme Student Assessment Schedule
(PASS), a tool that addresses the issue of teaching and assessing in isolation.
A single version of the schedule (Figure 1), using Google Sheets, is shared via a short link amongst all staff
teaching on the programme, who then fill in the detail and timings of their assessments. The sheet details
the modules, the breakdown between CA and final exam and the dates on which the CA will be
administered. Using an assessment matrix, the data is analysed for workload volume and balance and the
ratio of group to individual assignments. Occasionally lecturers are asked to review the timing or frequency
of assessments, although the PASS process has its own self-regulation mechanism built in. This is
important because, for example, in advance of completing the PASS lecturers involve students in the
assessment decisions, thereby avoiding clashes. The PASS also allows for the provision of special
supports for students with specific learning agreements.

Figure 1 Sample continuous assessment schedule for Year 1, Semester 2
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Some key enablers of this approach
There are a number of significant enablers of PASS use. Firstly, the simplicity of the Google Sheets format
means that staff do not need to have any specific training or skills to complete the document - they simply
click the link, fill out their assessment schedule, which updates immediately, allowing for the sharing of
real-time data with the programme team.
A second enabler of the use of the PASS product is the assessment literacy skills of the staff involved,
many of whom have completed or are in the process of completing the Masters in Learning and Teaching
programme at Dundalk IT, and who continuously review their assessment strategies. Changes in approach
can be tracked through the schedules over semesters and years.
However, it is in the PASS process that we feel most is to be gained. The holistic view of the programme
assessment that the schedule enables allows staff to benchmark or review the frequency and volume of
their assessments against those of their colleagues. This ongoing use of two lenses, a zoom lens for the
modules and year, and a wide-angle lens for the programme overview, will inform the review of
assessment in the upcoming programmatic review.
It is often argued that students are over-assessed and this may well be the case. However, the modular
system of learning, coupled with the individual nature of teaching, often makes it difficult for teaching
teams to see the big picture. Students suffer from the same myopia, often failing to see connections
between modules. Addressing this concern, the next step for the programme team is to use the PASS to
start a conversation around how synoptic assessment could be employed across the modules in each
year. Combining assessments across modules requires staff and students to adopt a ‘big picture’
approach where the emphasis moves from the reproduction of content to the evidencing of graduate
attributes. This in turn shifts the students thinking from subject-centredness to problem-centredness,
thereby supporting knowledge transfer.
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Case Study G: Real-Time Programme Mapping Through
an Extended Assessment Calendar
Ciarán O’Leary*& Jen Harvey**
Lecturer*, Head of Learning Teaching & Technology Centre**, Dublin Institute of
Technology Email: ciaran.oleary@dit.ie; jen.harvey@dit.ie

Programme mapping is an exercise that often takes place at the time of programme design, programme
validation and programme review. At these time points, the programme and module learning outcomes,
assessment methods and teaching and learning methods are mapped and aligned to ensure, inter alia,
appropriate coverage of learning outcomes, diversity of assessment, and so on. In reality, as a programme
is implemented, decisions are made by individuals on a programme team or by the programme team
collectively which may enhance or otherwise interfere with the designed alignment. This is a natural
consequence of the implementation of the programme as a living entity, and for the most part, this type of
decision making should be encouraged as part of a continuous improvement process.
The challenge, then, for the programme team is to monitor the various alignments which are core to the
maintenance of the quality of the programme to ensure, for example, that all programme learning
outcomes and graduate attributes are being appropriately assessed and that there remains a diversity of
assessment on the programme. For a programme team to function effectively, this data needs to be
collected and made available to the team throughout the academic year so that changes can be made
which bring a programme back into alignment, if necessary. Collecting data from a programme team can
be quite challenging, however, given the pressure of the academic workload through the academic year.
There is, however, a process which is implemented by all programme teams in DIT on an annual basis
which engages all programme team members. This is the process of collecting assessment dates which
are required to be published for students as part of their online student handbook. Typically, when
submitting their assessment data to the programme chairperson, a programme team member is only
required to provide the date and, at most, a cursory description of the assessment required to be
submitted on that date.
This case study describes the development of a prototype tool using Google Documents which invited
programme team members to submit their assessment data using a Google Form, through which they are
prompted to supply not just the date and description of the assessment, but also the mapping of the
assessment to the programme learning outcomes and graduate attributes. The collective set of data is
made easily available to members of the programme team through a downloadable spreadsheet enabling
them to collectively reflect on the distribution and diversity of assessment, as well as to identify
programme learning outcomes and graduate attributes which are being over-assessed or not assessed at
all. The dates and brief description are still made available through an automated process which populates
a Google Calendar which is integrated into their course tutor module in the Blackboard Virtual Learning
Environment.
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Importantly for this approach, the programme team is provided with a mapping based on the actual
enactment of the programme in real-time rather than the intended enactment of the programme from
design time.

Some of the key challenges and suggestions
Currently, the tool is available as a prototype implemented in Google Documents. This requires
considerable manual setup for each programme team intending to use it, in order to make the programme
team members’ task as simple and intuitive as possible. If funding was available to develop a tool, this
system could be rolled out to a larger number of programmes across multiple institutions.
Another challenge relates to ensuring that all members of the programme team engage with the process
of submitting their data. Linking the process to the collection of assessment calendar data has proven
fruitful for several of the programme teams involved in the pilot. We have also provided functionality which
enables a programme team member to roll over their entry from the previous year with the dates
appropriately updated, which minimises the amount of data entry required. Even if all programme team
members do not submit their data, once a critical mass of data is collected the programme team can get a
good picture of how the programme is being implemented which can lead to meaningful debate at a
programme team meeting and encourage the programme team to reflect upon their programme
collectively and on an ongoing basis.
The prototype tool was demonstrated as part of the National Forum Seminar Series Event on Coordinating
the Programme Team for Assessment and Feedback which took place on 6th May 2016 (see http://
www.teachingandlearning.ie/event/coordinating-the-programme-team-for-assessment-and-feedback/).
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Case Study H: Mapping Expectations of Assessment to
Reality of Requirements - The Transition to ProgrammeLevel Assessment
Mary Fitzpatrick
Lecturer in Educational Development, University of
Limerick Email: mary.fitzpatrick@ul.ie

In 2010, a Level 9 Specialist Diploma in Teaching, Learning and Scholarship was established at the
University of Limerick and offered with early-career academics and PhD students with teaching
responsibility in mind. The programme was weighted at 30 credits with 10 modules delivered over
two semesters, each module assuming three credits with five modules per semester. The first
semester of five modules focussed on teaching and learning and Semester 2 focused on the
scholarship of teaching and learning (which included a residential writer’s retreat which was the
delivery method for two modules).
Semester 1:
•

Teaching and Learning: Planning and Preparation

•

Assessing Student Learning and Giving Feedback to Students

•

Teaching and Learning Observation

•

Reflective Practice and Learning Theory

•

Teaching Innovation and Enhancement

Semester 2:
•

Research Planning and Preparation

•

Scholarly Presentation and Dialogue in Research and Academic Writing

•

Feedback and Revision in Research and Academic Writing

•

Professional Development and Publication Strategy

•

Scholarly Innovation and Creativity

Originally, each module was assessed via in-term 100% assessment on a piece of work that was aligned
to best practice within the module – for example, in Teaching and Learning: Planning and Preparation, the
students engaged in applying the learning theory to their planning in addition to producing key artefacts in
this regard. The next module, Assessing Student Learning and Giving Feedback to Students, required that
students engage in short piecemeal elements of a 100% assignment to again follow through with the
module material applied to their actual practice. There was a good deal of reflection required in the
modules with reflective logs included to some extent in terms of the process rather than the product. For
the majority of modules, there was more than one piece of assessment with only three modules requiring
submission of a single piece of assessment.
The programme was informally and formatively reviewed on an ongoing basis. As cohorts of students
passed through the programme, and the demographic of students varied from very early career
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through to more mid-career participants, an appetite emerged for a variety of awards to reflect the level of
engagement and credits in the area of teaching, learning and scholarship. As the demographic changed,
there was increasing feedback on the high level of assessment in relation to the module credit and the role
of reflective practice in the programme. Consequently, as module leaders worked with the groups tailoring
activities to the level of experience and using the students’ experience as the focus of the module, it
became evident that a programme-level approach to assessment was required. Hence, the focus and
expectations around the assessment strategy changed and the conduction of a comprehensive
programme review with consideration of key stakeholder feedback (students, graduates, external
examiner, module leaders, etc.) was considered timely.
The programme was redesigned to incorporate the feedback from the programme review, resulting in
three new awards – a certificate (21 credits), a graduate diploma (60 credits) and a master of arts (90
credits). There is now a focus on taking a programme-level approach to assessment which is agreed at
course team level in advance of each semester and agreed with the students in terms of deadlines and
requirements. The assessment strategy is aligned to work that participants should be engaging in as part
of their role as teaching academics, with a clear focus on applicability to their practice. As a consequence,
the participants receive more interim feedback on their assignments with a focus on incorporating this into
their submissions. All stakeholders are aware of dates, deadlines and assignment types from the
beginning of the programme and participants are focussed on how they can build their knowledge from
one module to the next as there is clear fluidity through the programme with a mix of both teaching/
learning and scholarship in both semesters.

Some of the key challenges and suggestions
Engaging in a programme review can be challenging in terms of time and other resources. The enablers to
the review was the open communication and engagement of the programme team, some of whom are
external experts, in the process and the dialogue. Each module leader worked together to ensure we
adopted a programme-level approach to teaching, learning and assessment, ensuring that links were clear
between modules and semesters.
The outcome was transparency for all – those leading modules, taking modules, examining modules and
moderating modules. A clear project plan with key milestones and identified stakeholders was useful in
progressing the review in a timely manner and allowed organisational goals to be recognised and
acknowledged.
This programme-level approach to assessment requires clear communication between module leaders and
results in overcoming any potential for over-assessment of the same learning outcomes or indeed any
clash of deadlines. Increased transparency results in realistic and clear expectations both among the
programme team and the programme participants.
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Case Study I:Developing a Systematic Programmefocused Assessment and Feedback Strategy
James Brunton, Mark Brown, Eamon Costello & Orna Farrell
Dublin City University
Email: orna.farrell@dcu.ie

This case study describes the development and introduction of a programme-focused assessment and
feedback strategy to the Humanities Programmes in Open Education, DCU. There are four
online/distance humanities degrees delivered by Open Education, as part of the National Institute for
Digital Learning in DCU; BA Humanities, BA English & History, BA Single Module, and the BA Humanities
(Psychology Major).
The aim of this initiative was to design a systematic programme-focused assessment and feedback
approach which ensured that students had a reasonable opportunity to meet all of the programme learning
outcomes. The development of a programme-focused approach would ensure a wide variety of
assessment types that were appropriate to the disciplines and had a customised appropriate feedback
approach for each assessment. The development of the programme-focused assessment and feedback
approach was underpinned by Hassan’s (2011) “assessment drives learning” philosophy, coupled with an
acknowledgement of the important role of feedback to the student experience (Simpson, 2014), and of the
function of assessment as not just to measure learning but rather to encourage student engagement and
development of learning (Boud et al., 2010).
There were four phases to the development of a programme-focused assessment approach for the
humanities programmes:

1. The first phase consisted of auditing the programme learning outcomes and assessments. Then an
assessment and feedback matrix was created for each programme, whereby the assessment was
mapped to the modules and to the programme learning outcomes. The assessment and feedback
matrix became the vehicle to encourage change and gain staff and student buy-in in the second phase
of the project.
2. All stakeholders in the assessment and feedback process (assessment writers, tutors, students,subject
leaders, assessment monitors, academics) were consulted about increasing the variety of assessment
and mapping the assessments to the programme learning outcomes (see Figure 1).
3. In phase three of the project, information and training of staff and students was the main focus.This
involved the creation of an online course, Creating Assessments for Online/Distance Education
Students, and several supporting workshops which explored different assessment types, sample
feedback files, designing rubrics and assessment and feedback principles.
4. The final phase focused on embedding the programme-focused assessment and feedback processinto
the programme’s quality assurance processes, by working with the assessment monitors to ensure they
were familiar with the different assessment types and feedback files.
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Programme Chair/
Programme Board

Administrative Support

External Examiner

Academic
Coordinators/Digital
Learning Specialists

Subject Leader &
Assessement Monitor

Learning Material
Writers and Editors

Assessment Writers
and Markers

Online Distance
Education Tutors and
Research Project
Supervisors

Figure 1 Online Distance Education Model

This project began in 2013, and is now in its fourth iteration and the assessment and feedback matrices
have evolved and changed over the years and now include varied assessments such as reflections,
ePortfolios, online discussions, peer review, presentations, research reports and group work, as
evidenced here and here.

Some key suggestions
This case study exemplifies the possibility to build a programme-focused assessment and feedback
strategy. Presented below are the key recommendations for other programme teams aiming to ensure
students receive high quality feedback as part of a coherent programme-focused assessment and
feedback strategy:
•
•
•
•
•

Explicitly align assessment and feedback processes with both programme and module learning
outcomes
Provide supportive resources for assessment writers - important to provide templates and examples
of marking guidelines, rubrics, and other types of feedback
Provide support for assessment writers through communication and professional development
Establish a formal link between assessment and feedback strategy and quality assurance processes
All elements of a programme team’s assessment and feedback strategy must remain underconstant
review and be adaptable to change as new technologies emerge
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Making Changes Within Programme(s):
Some Design Interventions

This section presents some programme design interventions. The key elements of this section are:
• t wo commentaries from the National Forum Expert Group (one commentary introduces horizontal
and vertical approaches to programme assessment integration, the other focuses on designing in
assessment OF, FOR and AS learning in a programme);
• a n international commentary which advocates the development of more ‘slow time’ in a
programme; and
• n
 ine case studies exploring a selection of design interventions, planned and existing, across Irish
higher education. In addition to examples of integrative assessment, such as capstone assessment
and themed assessments, the case studies explore:
- authentic assessment for the disciplines1 (see Case Study K; Case Study R);
- inclusive assessments for diverse cohorts of students (Case Study J);
- students self, peer and group review skills (Case K);
- cross-disciplinary collaboration (Case P);
- creative and critical thinking approaches (Case K; Case Q); and
- sequencing of disciplinary knowledge (Case Study R; Case Study N).

1

More information on authentic assessment can be found in National Forum 2017.
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Commentary: An Introduction to Horizontal and Vertical
Approaches to Programme Assessment Integration
National Forum Expert Group on Programme Assessment
Graduate attributes and programme outcomes can be achieved through activities in either what is often
described as the ‘assessed curriculum’ (contributes to institutional grading system) or through extra and cocurricular activities (see Figure 1). Students need multiple opportunities to develop and integrate their knowledge
and skills throughout their programmes and staff need to design the sequence of learning opportunities to
achieve the most efficient and effective balance between assessment OF, FOR and AS learning (Knight, 2000;
O’Neill, Donnelly, & Fitzmaurice, 2013).
It is important within a programme that there are some integrative assessments that draw together students’
experiences (i) across modules and years in the programme, (ii) across programmes/disciplines, and (iii) between
the programme and life outside of the programme. This can be challenging in a modularised curriculum and while
it can be more easily achieved in programmes that have high levels of structure, it is particularly challenging in
those with multiple pathways. In general, there can be two forms of integration in a programme (see Figure 1):
• H
 orizontal Integration of Assessment: These are assessment OF/FOR/AS learning opportunities that occur
during the same period of time and are linked across modules and/or within a module.
• V
 ertical Integration of Assessment: These assessment OF/FOR/AS learning opportunities build on
students’ previous and current experience throughout the module, year and/or programme.
In programmes with higher levels of structure, integration can be developed through the following (see Fig 1):
• C
 apstone modules or assessment: These are assessment OF/FOR/AS learning opportunities at the end of
a programme that vertically integrate previous learning in other modules (Case Study M).
• P
 rogressive assessment: This is a series of module assessments, where assessment OF/FOR/AS learning
approaches vertically build on assessment from an earlier module(s). This requires that such earlier
modules are pre-requisites or that it is known that students have had opportunities to build these skills in
other linked modules or recognised prior learning (Case Study Q; Case Study N).
• W
 ork or community-based assessments: These are assessments that build on work or community
placement experiences in and outside of the institutional environment and help students to integrate a
wide range of their life, professional and other personal skills. These assessments can have both a vertical
and horizontal integration. They are often assessed by student portfolios that can be linked with a series of
competencies (Case Study L).
• T
 hemed assessment: This describes an examination/assessment that often draws horizontally on learning
across other modules that focus around a theme (Case Study O; Case Study P).

 ithin-module integration: This describes an assessment that draws horizontally on learning within the
• W
module. It could be focused around a problem/case (Case Study K).
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In programmes with less structure, diverse work experiences and/or multiple pathways, the student may have to
put their own coherence on the assessment experience. This can be achieved, for example, through:
• C
 apstone modules linked with the student’s portfolio: This is also a capstone module. However, in
this case, the student needs to build coherence based on their unique learning journey that has been
documented over the programme in their own portfolio (Case Study M).
 tudent portfolios. These are developed over the programme and may have more student-driven content
• S
than those in the more structured programme or work-based portfolios.
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Figure 1 Programme assessment OF, FOR, AS learning interventions
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Commentary: Designing in Assessment OF/FOR/AS
Learning Throughout the Programme
National Forum Sectoral Understanding Expert Group
Throughout a programme, assessment should be a dynamic interaction between the three overlapping
purposes of assessment and feedback (see Figure 1). Students self-regulating and critically evaluating their
performance (assessment AS learning) is at the core of this activity (see Figure 2).
At various points, assessment will be influenced by groups of different stakeholders and different learning
contexts. Early in the curriculum students are strongly influenced and supported by family and friends. At this
early stage, students need to start to develop their self-monitoring and self-regulatory skills (O’Regan et al.,
2016), which need to be scaffolded initially by feedback and feed-forward from staff.
As a student progresses on this journey, another key group is their student peers. Students need to learn to
give feedback to and receive feedback from peers and engage in more dialogue with other students. Studentto-peer feedback needs to be supplemented with teacher feedback (Kauffman & Schunn, 2011). In addition,
students need training on how to do this as they need ‘time to make sense of instruction and to incubate and
develop self-regulatory skills in order to apply these to new and other learning contexts’ (Evans, 2013, p.88).
As the journey progresses, these communication approaches and the power relationships can change.
At specific points in a programme, usually at the end of semester or end of year, students are required to
demonstrate and be judged on their learning for progression/certification (assessment OF learning). Student
expectations are often set by standards and explicit or implicit assessment criteria in these assessment OF
learning tasks. As part of this assessment activity, students receive, and at times give, feedback. Peer review
is a powerful learning experience (Nicol, Thomson, & Bresli, 2014). It is very valuable for students if they can
get or give feedback to make changes in time for these graded assessment OF learning tasks. There is a need
to also design self, peer and staff feedback so that it is incrementally built upon throughout the programme,
moving them from monologue to dialogue (Nicol, 2010). This allows students to build capacity in these skills and
for staff to focus their feedback.
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and receive a grade for
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‘High stakes’ graded end
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both grade the work
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Figure 1 Programme assessment OF, FOR, AS learning interventions.
http://www.teachingandlearning.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Sectoral-insight-web-ready.pdf
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Assessment OF Learning
(to demonstrate achievement)

Assessment AS Learning
(to self-regulate and critically evaluate)

Assessment FOR Learning
(to give feedback on learning and teaching)

Assessment opportunities during a progamme of study

Figure 2 Assessment OF/FOR/AS learning throughout and beyond a programme

Throughout a programme, there can be overlap between assessment OF and FOR learning (see Figure 1)
where graded low-stakes continuous assessment (OF) is used by staff primarily for student feedback purposes
(FOR) and/or as an extrinsic motivator for keeping students focused on the task. This has been described both
negatively, as a ‘conveyor-belt’ process of numerous small assessment OF learning pieces (Harland, McLean,
Wass, Miller, & Nui Sim, 2015; see also Harland, 2017 in this resource), and positively, as it allows students
in the early years to continuously know how they are doing (Taylor, 2008). Programme teams need to explore
the positive and negative impact of this overlap across the programme for staff and students. As a programme
progresses, the staff, institution, other students and the discipline/subject groups all become increasingly
strong influences on assessment.
Later in the programme, students need to become less dependent on staff for their feedback and become
more autonomous, self-regulated learners. As illustrated in Figure 2, it is assessment AS learning that connects
learning within a programme to life and work beyond higher education. It is at this stage that employers,
professional bodies and wider societal groups may become more influential in the assessment OF/FOR and
AS learning approaches. Towards the end of a programme, students should also become more empowered in
graded assessment OF learning opportunities, e.g. by becoming co-designers of assessment, having choice
of assessment methods or choice of questions, developing assessment criteria, trying out summative coassessment, etc. (see National Forum, 2016). The power relationship should move from staff to students-aspartners in both assessment OF and FOR learning (Cook-Sather, Bovill, & Felten, 2014; Carless, 2015).
As students prepare to exit a programme, they need to have developed a strong sense of responsibility for
their own learning, including their self-monitoring and regulatory skills for employment, further study and
lifelong learning.
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Commentary: A Case for Slow Scholarship: Implications
for Programme Assessment Design
Prof Tony Harland
Head of Department, Higher Education Development Centre, University of Otago, New Zealand
Email: tony.harland@otago.ac.nz

The ‘assessment arms race’ is about the proliferation of graded
assessments in a modular system of mass higher education (Harland, et al.,
Key Question:
2015). The findings of this study showed that frequent graded assessments
Do we have an
altered the learning experiences of students making certain higher-order
objectives harder to achieve. The observed increases in graded work were
understanding
driven by student demand and a desire by lecturers to regulate student
of how students
study behaviour. If a task was not graded, a student was likely to ignore it
experience the
and so teachers on different modules competed with each other for student
assessment load
attention. This created an ‘arms race’ in which assessment frequency had
that results from
reached a point at which the grade had become the determining factor of the
student experience. Students were so busy with assessment requirements
our programme
that they had little space and time for thinking or doing any study outside of
planning?
assessed course requirements. The need to grade had led to the
fragmentation of experiences and the miniaturisation of knowledge as
learning happened in micro-modules. Neither students nor lecturers
were entirely happy with this situation and it caused the research team to reflect carefully on their own
teaching practices.
I teach ecology at the University of Otago, New Zealand, and I would like to reflect on how the ‘arms race’
research influenced practice. The ecology programme has been undergoing gradual change for the last 15
years and it has led to the development of many educational ideas. In 2002, student numbers were expanding
rapidly and we set out to ensure that all students, regardless of ability, would come away with a worthwhile
education. We began by asking ourselves how we learned as academics and reasoned that whatever we did
would be good enough for students. The idea of teaching students as researchers was born and ecology has
this research thread running through that starts on the first day our students set foot in university (Harland,
2016). Students are seen as research apprentices and are trained in research by doing the same activities as
academics. These include developing original research questions, writing grant proposals, designing
experiments, doing field work, presenting at seminars and symposia, and so on. Students are trained over
three years in analytical techniques and peer review, and by the start of their third year, some are capable of
producing work publishable in international journals. However, what we have found is that all students benefit
from this curriculum approach and we have evidence that ecology students have qualities, in terms of critical
thinking, organisational skills, problem solving and levels of self-motivation that others at a similar stage in their
education do not possess. In addition, teachers have benefited from this approach, in particular the
improvement of their own research.
The arms race research first led the ecology team to cull the number of graded assessments and then to take a
close look at specific parts of the curriculum where we thought we could alter the course to achieve an
integrated approach to assessment. The first task was simple and resulted in getting rid of any assessment
that was more about keeping students on task than being essential to the knowledge project. The second was
much more complicated because change had several restrictions that we needed to meet. I will give one
example to illustrate the challenge we faced.
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The curriculum change concerned student peer review at second year (Harland, Wald, & Randhawa, 2016).
Students were required to go into the field, develop an authentic research idea, return to university to write a
grant proposal, and then carry out the research the following year (this strategy breaks the modular system).
During the grant proposal writing stage, students peer reviewed each other’s work. Here we wanted to create
a space in which students had unhurried time to think deliberatively about the task in hand thus engaging in
‘slow scholarship’. To achieve this, each new stage of the peer review process needed to build on the previous
one so students understood that if they failed to complete any part, they would not be able to complete the
course. This change required a shift in thinking as all students were required to work for each other to improve
the quality of ideas and writing. The old system had been an exchange of grant proposals for anonymous peer
review that had two grading points and took two weeks. The new curriculum took place over five weeks and
students not only provided anonymous peer reviews, but also produced a rebuttal in response to comments
on their own proposals. Only the final product was graded and we found that the quality of the proposals far
exceeded what had been achieved in previous years.
In this case, we created the same type of space that academics value in
their research and changed the way students understood their education as
Key Insight:
they shifted from working individually for a grade to working to benefit each
Students need
other. Even though the peer review exercise initially lasted only five weeks,
freedom
to learn,
this sustained period of knowledge production contrasted with the more
common short-term student experiences. All were ‘encouraged’ to take part
but they also need
but this took a lot of careful planning to ensure that no student, within
structure to scaffold
reason, would fail in any of the tasks. I currently think of this as ‘highly
a good learning
structured freedom’ and this idea seems to me to be central to teaching
outcome.
students as researchers. Like any researcher, they need freedom to learn,
but because they are research apprentices and pulled in many directions by
other courses and assessment requirements, they also need structure to
scaffold a good learning outcome. The lecturer’s role then becomes more like that of a postgraduate supervisor
aimed at getting the best out if each student.
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Key Insights from Case Studies and Commentaries Related to Design Interventions
The key insights from this section are:
• vertical approaches support progressive integration;
• horizontal approaches integrate learning across concurrent modules;
• the importance of slow-time in the programme;
• value of within-programme and cross-disciplinary dialogue with colleagues and students
in order to develop a more systematic approach to design interventions; and
• ideas for more efficient, diverse, creative and authentic assessments.

LEARNING

ASSESSMENT

ENHANCING PROGRAMME APPROACHES TO ASSESSMENT
AND FEEDBACK IN IRISH HIGHER EDUCATION:
Case Studies, Commentaries and Tools

LEARNING

Case Study J: Assessment for All
Dr Arlene Egan*, Dr Laura Costello**
Lecturers, National College of Ireland
Email: laura.costelloe@ncirl.ie

This case study relates to a Postgraduate Diploma in Learning and Teaching (Level 9), a one-year taught
programme designed for existing and future educators in higher, further and adult education settings. This
programme has been running for close to ten years and the initiative outlined below was prompted by a
desire both to offer a more inclusive learning environment and to highlight to learners a range of strategies
that will allow them to teach for inclusion in their respective educational practice settings.
In 2015, Dr Leo Casey and Dr Arlene Egan created a checklist or 'Statement of Inclusion', designed to
enhance awareness of strategies for inclusion in learning and assessment. The statement proposes the
following:
Make Inclusion Visible
 Discuss and acknowledge differently developed approaches to learning
 Make students aware of your inclusive approach
 Encourage student feedback on improving inclusivity
Provide Time & Space for Deep Learning






Provide quiet time
Provide discussion time
Provide catch-up time
Encourage peer discussion
Use one-minute papers

Help Students Build Concepts and Frameworks

 Encourage student feedback on improving inclusivity, use examples that are concrete, relevant and







authentic
Provide structure
Tell stories
Encourage active note-taking rather than transcription
Mind maps
Multiple media
Sign-posts, advance organisers, forward and back referencing

Target Student Performance








Encourage student feedback on improving inclusivity
Student self- and peer-assessment using rubrics
Clearly indicate what is expected
Discuss exam strategies
Encourage checklists, illustration, bullet points and multiple modes in assessment
Encourage students to scaffold their assessment response
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This Statement is presented at the beginning of all modules in our Postgraduate Diploma in Learning and
Teaching and the components of the checklist are discussed at regular intervals throughout the
programme. Additionally, the strategies outlined in the Statement are modelled across all modules on the
programme. For instance, [focusing specifically on assessment]:




For all written examinations, learners prepare their own individual exam papers and submit a
'Schedule of Questions' for pre-approval, allowing learners to create an exam strategy that is tailored to
their educational practice context.
In a module on the programme entitled Personal Development, Coaching and Mentoring, the first
continuous assessment task asks learners to set a personal goal for themselves and to make a plan for
goal attainment based on coaching approaches. Learners are asked to report on that goal, selecting
between a 2,500-word report and a digitally-based report of approximately 15 minutes duration. This
allows learners to select the format that best suits their preferred approach to learning and the digitally
based report could take the form of a vlog, an interview, a recording or an animation, whatever the
learner prefers. 33% of students taking this module in the 2016/17 academic year chose to submit a
digital piece rather than a written piece, citing that for them, it was a more time efficient and focused
approach to thinking and responding.

Students regularly participate in self-and peer-assessment activities, including peer review of writing,
group evaluation of group outputs (both formal and informal) and self-assessment checklists prior to
submitting assessments. This encourages learners to consider their performance both individually and in a
group context and encourages peer feedback throughout the programme.

Some key enablers and challenges
This inclusive approach to assessment is enabled by a learning environment that is supportive of
innovative pedagogies and a willingness by learners to recognise the importance of engaging with a variety
of teaching, learning and assessment strategies that might be useful in their own educational context. It
also requires an openness across the programme team to adopt a more inclusive approach to assessment,
as well as to engage in multiple programme-level discussions in relation to assessment in order to ensure
a co-ordinated approach.
However, we have discovered that some learners are somewhat wary of what might be considered nontraditional approaches to assessment and therefore can be reluctant to select alternative assessment
formats. Equally, considerable input – in the form of workshops – is required from the programme team to
guide learners towards preparing their own exam questions that are sufficiently demanding and
appropriate for a Level 9 postgraduate programme. Additionally, it is crucially important to design robust
rubrics that allow for assessments in a variety of formats to be assessed in a fair and reliable manner.
Nonetheless, it is our experience that adopting a more inclusive approach to assessment facilitates a more
engaged teaching and learning environment whereby students can approach concepts and theories in a
manner that is best suited to their particular approach to learning.
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Case Study K: An Integrative and Creative Approach in
Science Education: Working in Small Groups to Research
and Present on a Scientific Breakthrough
Michael Wride
Academic practice and eLearning (CAPSL) and Adjunct Associate, Trinity College Dublin
Email: wridem@tcd.ie

This case study focuses on a creative approach to assessment with a class of 30 first year undergraduate
students of functional biology and of plant science at Trinity College Dublin, all taking the Workshops,
Tutorials and Seminars module. The module involved two two-hour sessions, two weeks apart. The first
session took place in a flat seminar room while the second session, consisting of presentations, took place
in the old-style botany lecture theatre.
The first session incorporated an exploration of the role of problem solving and creativity in science,
exploring different types of approaches to problem solving through a self-assessment questionnaire. There
was also a discussion about the pros and cons of working in groups and group working styles.
Using a mixture of lecturing and activities, creativity in science was explored regarding the scientific
method, reflecting on quotes from science students and scientists, definitions of creativity, and
philosophical considerations; i.e. the universe as intrinsically creative versus the universe as a mechanism.
The session finished with a whole-group creative problem solving activity consisting of a card puzzle.
Students were provided with a list of potential assessment topics, but it was also made clear that they
could pick their own topics. Suggested topics included:








Barbara McClintock and transposable elements;
Nikolai Vavilov: Crop genetic resources and seed banks;
Melvin Calvin, Andrew Benson and James Bassham: Photosynthesis (Calvin cycle);
Kerry Mullis and PCR;
John Sulston: Programmed cell death;
Alexander Fleming: Insulin; and
August Kekule: Structure of benzene.

One month after the second session, the students handed in a short (800-word) summary of their topic
and a short reflection on the group process and their own problem solving abilities and creativity (200
words). In their groups, the students presented their topic in a creative way (more details below). I filled in
a feedback sheet, which was returned to the students with their marks (which also incorporated marks
regarding their presentations).
The project also involved peer assessment. Before the presentations, students were engaged in a
discussion about the grading criteria (which I provided) and what makes a good creative presentation.
An example of a movie made in a previous year was shown to the students. The grading criteria
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consisted of the following categories: clarity of scientific content, quality of presentation, and creative
expression. Students were asked to incorporate anything else that they thought to be important into the
grading criteria. Each group was graded by each student and by myself on a 5-point scale, with a score of
5 being excellent. The final mark for each group was the mean score from each student for each category
combined equally (50:50) with my mark for that group.
The composition of the groups was chosen by the students - plant science and functional biology students
worked together. The students were told that they had to work in groups to research their topic and
produce a 10-minute creative presentation. A list of URLs of 'resources for presenting creatively' was
provided. Some suggestions were given about the method of presentation, e.g., writing a poem or song,
making a movie, performing a play, producing a quiz show, talk show interview or producing a puppet
show.
The students were asked to consider the following questions related to the scientific process when
working on their project: what was the story behind the science and the scientists involved? What
motivated them? How did they come to recognise the problem? How did they develop the solution? How/
why did they make the creative leaps that they made? What was the fundamental creative insight that
changed the way they looked at the problem and led to the new insight/solution?
Feedback from students was overwhelmingly positive; e.g.:
"This exercise was honestly one of my favourite assignments I have completed in college. I found since
studying science that we may have lost our sense of creativity somewhere along the way but this
assignment has shown me that science can actually be creative and enjoyable."
"Science and art are at a first glance totally different fields. We are made to believe so by years of
education, where our minds are squeezed into tight fitting boxes of lay-outs, marking schemes and past
exam papers. After years of following sheepishly what I have been told, I can honestly say I feel less
clever, and certainly less creative than before."
"I noticed a change in the spirit of the group. People have an interesting response to being creative or
'playing' I think it is very healthy and it has opened my eyes to the fact that not all of the best work is done
staring at a computer screen. I particularly enjoyed how Watson and Crick were using cardboard cut outs
of nucleotides to attempt to identify the way they're assembled. The fact that a method like that can win
a Nobel prize assures me that there's hope for us all."

Some challenges, enablers and suggestions
Although many science educators feel that creativity should be a central focus of science education, they
are often restrained by pragmatic issues relating to their own internalised norms and values as well as
institutional cultures and structures. The tacit assumption is that purveying scientific knowledge is
sufficient. Science education still suffers from 'the tyranny of content'. There are 'things' that the students
must know and therefore there are 'things' that we must teach them. However, students are very capable
of a creative exploration through virtual information space. Enabling and empowering students to find out
information for themselves is advantageous. It instils in them a sense of what the research process is all
about. Research and learning go together because they are complementary to each other: research is
learning, learning is research. Both are creative explorations.
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Individual science lecturers can certainly make a difference when it comes to encouraging creative thinking
in their students by using creative approaches in their teaching like that presented here. But the lecturers
themselves will have to overcome some of their own inhibitions related to trying out such approaches,
particularly handing over some power to the students and letting go of control of the situation (Wride,
2015). Creating a group dynamic for teaching and learning that instils confidence in students is important
for overcoming fear of failure or of being creative, students can also self-assess and then peer-assess each
other's work. In the process students learn about science communication through using the language of
science. Allowing for and enabling reflection is also important.
Overall, both my students and myself found this an overwhelmingly satisfying experience and I continue to
use this approach. It could be easily adapted for any subject area.
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Case Study L: Student Diary Pro: An Online Portfolio
Tool Used to Capture Competences on Placement
Geraldine McDermott & Denise Mac Giolla Ri
Lecturers, Athlone Institute of Technology
Email: gmcdermott@ait.ie; dmacgiollari@ait.ie

Student Diary Pro (SDPro), an online portfolio tool, is used in all three faculties within Athlone Institute of
Technology (Science, Business and Engineering) and at various levels of study. However, this case study
is based on the use of the tool within the Department of Social Sciences and Design. The BA (Hons) in
Social Care Practice is a well-established programme within the Institute and has a placement component
embedded across each year. The online portfolio tool was used to capture student learning while on
placement, in the form of diary entries, and provide formative feedback on their learning. The use of the
online portfolio tool is primarily within the context of assessment FOR learning. Students are given
formative feedback while on placement and are encouraged to use this feedback to improve their work
before the final submission date, where the focus is then on assessment OF learning.
Traditionally, students completing a placement on the programme would have been assessed on a pass/
fail basis, based on a recommendation by the placement agency supervisors. However, this has recently
been changed, and the placement is now graded by academic staff from the Institute involved in the
programme. This change necessitated an investigation into ways of capturing student learning while on
placement. The placement committee tasked with updating the placement policy within the Institute
decided that an online portfolio tool could be used to map learning to predefined competences. SDPro
was chosen because it appeared to be relatively user-friendly and, more importantly, staff at Institute of
Technology Tallaght were already using the tool successfully for placements on their social care
programme.
The Institute of Technology Tallaght had originally developed the online portfolio tool and shared it with
Athlone Institute of Technology, where further mutually agreed upgrades were implemented. The tool is
now a plugin for the virtual learning environment, Moodle, and can be shared as a compressed file.
The process of using SDPro for placement supervision involves a number of steps, which are outlined
below:
1.

2.
3.

The programme team decides on the competences they would like students to achieve while they
are on placement. These may be based on learning outcomes or requirements from professional
bodies, and are communicated to students prior to leaving the Institute.
The SDPro activity is set up on the relevant Moodle page and each of these competences are
entered, resulting in a checklist that is made available to staff and students as a drop-down list.
Students are required to provide a specific number of diary entries, detailing their experience while
on placement. For each diary entry, they are required to map their experience to one or more of the
competences listed.
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Students are encouraged to provide reflective diary entries, moving away from the descriptive
accounts of their placement, and are provided with exemplars in advance of their placements to help
them with this.
Academic staff provide students with feedback on their diary entries at different intervals during the
placement.
The expectation is that students will engage with this feedback and implement any changes
necessary, either in their diary entries or more generally within their placement.
At the end of the placement, students are required to export their diary entries as a pdf document to
be submitted for grading through the VLE assignment activity.

From a user perspective, SDPro is relatively easy to engage with. Once students are enrolled on a course
within Moodle, they have access to the activity in the same way as they do every other activity on
Moodle. Figure 1 is a screenshot of the student homepage for SDPro.
They can add a diary entry and access a competency report, as well as a competency overview, which
shows competences achieved or not achieved. They can also export the diary entries to a PDF document,
which may be stored for their own purposes or submitted as an assignment. They can also filter the diary
entries according to a number of criteria.
Staff can set up the SDPro activity as an activity on the Moodle page and have access to support from the
Computer Services Department (Moodle Administrator) and the Learning and Teaching Unit for any
queries.

Figure 1 Student home screen of SDPro
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Some challenges and suggestions
There have been some procedural and technical challenges for staff using SDPro with students. Firstly,
the decision on the number of diary entries that students should include and the amount of feedback that
is feasible over the period of the placement requires careful consideration. A sufficient allocation of
timetabled hours is required for this to be completed in a satisfactory manner. This is also dependent on
student numbers.
Additionally, determining student engagement with SDPro is not currently possible, beyond the use of
core Moodle analytics. SDPro analytics features have not yet been developed.
Finally, there is no version history within SDPro. This would allow students to address the feedback given
to them and feed it forward to an updated diary entry. Staff would then see how the feedback has been
implemented through a comparison with earlier versions of the diary entry.

Some enablers to this approach
SDPro does provide a link between the Institute and the students and it has received positive reviews, in
the main, from the staff who are using it. Students like using the assessment tool (Mac Giolla Ri, 2017)
and value the feedback given.
Additionally, because it provides a record of student progress and allows staff to link in with students
while they are on placement, issues that arise can be dealt with in a timely manner.
It also provides students with an opportunity to reflect on their learning within the placement agency and
enables them to become self-regulatory learners, in terms of identifying areas they need to improve on or
experience more of while on placement.
Finally, it supports the Institute's Standards, Assessment and Awards, which encourages the use of
formative assessment for "enhancing the student experience and improving learning" (Athlone Institute of
Technology, 2011, p. 5).

Other contexts
SDPro may also be used to map student learning to competences determined by external accreditation
bodies. One such example in Athlone Institute of Technology is the use of SDPro for students on the BSc
in Veterinary Nursing. Their core benchmarks for learning are determined by the Veterinary Council of
Ireland.
SDPro has also been used in the context of second language learning, using learning outcomes as the
basis for identifying competences.
Finally, the use of SDPro could also be beneficial for mapping students’ learning to graduate attributes, as
part of a faculty-wide or institute-wide initiative.
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Case Study M: Could ePortfolios be an Effective Capstone?
A Student-Centered Approach to Programme Assessment
Cicely Roche
Associate Professor, Trinity College Dublin
Email: rocheci@tcd.ie

The Trinity Education Project (TEP) (see Case Study B for more information) has approved a common
architecture in which a capstone project/dissertation/experience will be a common feature across all
programmes (Healey, 2017). This will be an independent piece of work completed by undergraduate
students in the final two years, providing an integrative exercise which allows students to showcase the
skills and knowledge they have developed across a range of subject areas and across their four years of
study.
For disciplines that are more writing- and research-focused, the “capstone” is often synonymous with a
“dissertation”, a long research paper that investigates a specific area of scholarship in-depth. For
disciplines that develop learning through multiple modes — perhaps including field work and placements,
laboratory experiments, or independent creative projects — writing may be only a component of the
capstone. Depending on the ‘programme’, the requirement for a capstone can stimulate the generation of
new and creative ways of assessing beyond module boundaries. A capstone might be considered a
catalyst to enable students to reflect on their learning from their programme as a whole.
Additional challenges arise when a student undertakes, for example, a joint honours route. Each subject
may consider itself an ‘integrated programme’ – but, from the student’s perspective, each is only part of
his/her ‘degree’. While a student may choose to pursue a ‘capstone’ related to one or other of the
individual subjects, this example proposes consideration of an alternate approach.
The proposal under consideration is that the student would integrate demonstration of learning related to
subject expertise and a range of graduate attributes in an ePortfolio – content for which might derive from
across the core curriculum, electives and co-curricular activities (Crowther & Hill, 2012; Mossa, 2014).
Specific criteria (Jasper and Fulton, 2005) for evaluation of the ePortfolio capstone might be agreed at an
institutional level (e.g., to include institution-prioritised graduate attributes), or be determined at
programme level, or be a mixture of institutional and programme expectations. It would, however, be up
to the student to identify, develop, integrate and highlight relevance of the artefacts presented in the
ePortfolio. It is likely that the ePortfolio would include a reflection on the process – enabling the student to
articulate understanding of the relationship between the artefacts in the ePortfolio and the criteria
deemed appropriate to a capstone. While some artefacts relevant to the capstone might be physical (e.g.
a sculpture), the structure of the online hosting, rather than ‘paper-based’ portfolio, should additionally:
•

•
•
•

enable capstone ‘learning outcomes’ to be demonstrated in a manner that can be objectively
assessed, e.g., evidence of ‘independent thinking’ and ‘effective communication’ can be
incorporated into the criteria;
provide a means by which students might be supported on an ongoing basis, regardless of
location;
enable evidence of continuous development over a given period of time; and
be consistent with the expectation that all graduate should be committed to continuous
development and lifelong learning.
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Support for ePortfolio development would be required across the programme. Digital badges could be
integrated to the initiative. A requirement might be to provide a reflective ‘piece’ (written, visual,
auditory, other) that links the relevance of inclusions in the ePortfolio to the degree being awarded, and
to the graduate attributes prioritised by the institution.

Challenges, enablers and suggestions for this approach
This approach accommodates the general acceptance that student preparation of a major project or
capstone in the closing stages of a degree programme is desirable (Healey, 2017).
Demonstration and assessment of ‘troublesome’ graduate attributes (e.g., to ‘think independently,
communicate effectively, develop continuously, act responsibly’) may be effectively addressed at
programme, and/or extra/co-curricular level … and this student-led approach has the potential to facilitate
emphasis on whatever attributes an institution values.
The approach may also align with developments with respect to ePortfolios across disciplines and the
expectation that all graduates will have developed the competencies to commit to lifelong learning.
Capstones have the potential to be particularly problematic for some students undertaking joint honours
and programme directors of joint or multiple subject degrees may be particularly interested in exploring
options that accommodate these contexts.
A range of supports would be required if this approach was to be piloted, to include the following:

a)
b)
c)

Support for students developing reflective ePortfolios early in and throughout the higher
education experience, i.e., introduce students to the process of reflection and the use of an
online portfolio as a vehicle
Support for academics seeking to identify appropriate methods of demonstration and
assessment of graduate attributes – and access to specific expertise when creative forms of
demonstration are introduced by students in their ePortfolios
Quality assurance of assessment where presentation of ePortfolios could (legitimately) vary
widely to include, e.g., images, photographs, videoclips, interviews, poetry, prose, academic
writing, reflective writing, peer review, critique, playwriting, gaming, cartoons
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Case Study N: An Alternative Certification Examination
(ACE) for Procedural Skills
Marie Morris
Clinical Skills Tutor, Trinity College Dublin
Email: morrism4@tcd.ie

This case study describes an integrative examination format which can be used for assessment OF
(summative) and FOR (formative) learning of procedural skills in health sciences. It can be used in the
clinical years of medical training, namely years three, four and five.
Undergraduate assessment is a prerequisite to licensure, culminating in the awarding of a basic
qualification to practice medicine. Medical schools strive to ensure that students have acquired the
expected knowledge, skills and attitudes over a broad range of general and speciality medicine to ensure
patient safety. Regulatory bodies have a statutory responsibility to set and maintain the standards of basic
medical education during undergraduate training and internship. The ultimate aim of all medical schools is
to adequately prepare graduates for joining the hospital workforce. An assessment format that reliably
measures the breadth of knowledge and clinical skills acquired over the entirety of the medical curriculum
is paramount to ensure that that only safe students pass. Graduates of medical training must be able to
apply the knowledge that they have accumulated during their training. Ultimately, they must demonstrate
competence in the domains of professional practice, namely: clinical skills, communication skills,
scholarship, professionalism, relating to patients, collaboration and team work, and management (including
self). At the core of all requirements is ensuring patient safety and quality of patient care (see Figure 1).

Figure 1 Domains of professional practice (adapted from Irish Medical Council, 2014)
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There are many methods of summatively assessing competence in these domains among medical
students, with the most common method being an objective structured clinical examination (OSCE). This
is a fragmented approach with students moving to different skills and different procedures every six
minutes and only “showing” what they know (Miller, 1990, Figure 2). Despite standardisation of
assessment of procedural skills with checklists and global raters, the demonstration of competence over
a series of independent skills does not, however, guarantee the ability of a student to manage an entire
patient episode.

Figure 2 Millers pyramid of assessment (Miller, 1990)

It is believed that acquirement of competence in core procedural skills require a more holistic approach.
With this in mind, a new assessment format was devised that requires students to attain information from
a variety of sources, assimilate these findings and ultimately translate such findings into a rational
diagnosis with a resultant instigation of a management plan. This project was undertaken with the final
year medical students in TCD. The intention behind this project was to allow students to integrate the
skills into full patient encounters in line with actual clinical practice. From the students’ perspective,
feedback from the OSCE format consists of an overall percentage score. With this new integrative format,
the students receive qualitative feedback from multiple examiners on their actual levels of performance.
Current undergraduate examination methods robustly assess up to five of the eight required skills. This
new assessment format, the alternative certification examination (ACE), assesses all eight of the required
domains in surgical cases. The ACE format consists of four sequential patient encounters observed by two
independent examiners (see Figure 3). The new format was piloted and ratified by the Curriculum Planning
Committee in the School of Medicine at TCD. Further details on the pilot can be found in Morris et al.
2013 and 2014.
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Figure 3 ACE format

Competence in the domains of professional practice are assessed in the following ways within the ACE
format:
1.

By the ability of the student to score at least 3/5 (barely adequate for Intern/Foundation Year 1 level
practice) in all four encounters. Domains assessed: Scholar, Clinical Skills, Relating to patients,
Communication skills, Self-management including time and collaboration.

2.

By demonstrating the domain of professionalism – i.e. avoiding the following:

3.

•

Inappropriate attire

•

Poor rapport with the patient

•

Displays of disinterest

•

Lack of regard to patient anxiety, discomfort or pain

•

Inappropriate familiarity with the patient – casual approach

• No attempt to involve patient in the management plan – paternalistic approach
• Disregard of patient concerns
A yellow note is applied to the marking sheets to allow for concerns re professionalism and the
reasons for same to be listed on the marking sheets under comments. This is a decision made by the
examiner in collaboration with the simulated patient.
By demonstrating the domain of patient safety and quality of patient care i.e. identifying a critical
differential diagnosis during the patient assessment and management.
The rationale for the inclusion of a patient safety measure as pass criteria is to ensure those achieving
a pass mark demonstrate competence in all eight domains, as required by certifying bodies. Students
who do not identify the critical differential diagnosis have a red note applied to their marked sheets
and are awarded a final score of 2/5 which is a fail. Both examiners make this assessment
independent of each other.

All students receive a written copy of their coded marked assessment sheets with examiners' comments.
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Student evaluations of the ACE format
As part of the pilot of this format, all students (n = 137) completed an evaluation form on the ACE exam
format. The evaluation form utilised was devised by the research team and included a five-point Likert
scale and the opportunity for free text. Students were asked to compare the ACE format with an OSCE.

Question

Statement

1
2

I found the ACE exam process a useful learning experience

Median Score 1-5
(Inter Quartile Range)

The ACE exam helped me identify my strengths and weaknesses

4 (4:4)
4 (4.5:5)

3

The ACE exam format is better than the OSCE exam for clinical
skills assessment

4 (4.5:5)

4

Being examined by two examiners simultaneously is better than one examiner 4 (4.5:5)

5

The ACE exam helped me be more integrative i.e., join the dots
between history, exam, investigation, and case management

4 (4:5)

6

The ACE exam format prepares me better for managing a patient in
clinical practice when compared to the OSCE exam format

4 (4:4)

Example of open-ended responses included:
“This exam looks at the bigger picture of managing a patient episode, not just doing a history or doing a
cannula.”
“I think it's a more suitable exam to determine who will be a safe doctor.”
“Good format as it's helped me direct my study.”
“Good as the format allowed you to formulate your own management plan including follow-up.”
This alternative integrative approach to assessing clinical skills, ACE, had a marked effect on participant's
self-reported confidence in their ability to undertake the intern role. Participants reported very positive
attitudes to this new method of assessment, specifically relating to the integration of previously acquired
knowledge and skills. In summary, participants were very positive about this new assessment approach
stating that it "drew all the information together" and highlighted their need to manage an entire patient
episode, "which was a scary albeit real concept".

Summary
The ACE format was reported by examiners as an acceptable examination methodology for formative or
summative assessment of surgical cases at the end of a primary medical degree. In summary, the ACE
exam format is standardised, integrative and has excellent inter-rater reliability. The ACE overtly assesses
the domains of professionalism and maintenance of patient safety. The ACE shows potential as an
alternative examination to the OSCE in assessing all eight domains of professional practice. Reliability is
an essential component of the validity of any assessment. The ACE format proved a reliable assessment,
achieving an inter-rater reliability (IRR) of 0.907 (CI 0.766, 1) Cronbachs Alpha.
The ACE shows potential as an alternative assessment format to traditional methods. Ensuring specificity
in clinical skills examination in medicine remains a challenge to educators. The results of

ASSESSMENT

ENHANCING PROGRAMME APPROACHES TO ASSESSMENT
AND FEEDBACK IN IRISH HIGHER EDUCATION:
Case Studies, Commentaries and Tools

LEARNING

the pilot study for this format indicate that students and examiners found the ACE format comprehensive
and discriminatory by identifying those not yet at a level expected to provide safe patient care. Inclusion of
the identification of critical differential diagnoses in the examination standard setting programme may
increase specificity.

Enablers and challenges to this approach
The ACE format has great potential for use as an alternative to an OSCE in all health sciences and is
currently being piloted by the School of Dentistry at TCD.
With regards to cost of running, it is less expensive to run when compared to an OSCE.
The ACE format assists the early identification of students who are struggling to attain proficiency and
allows for targeted remedial teaching to ensure the required levels of competence are attained by the end
of the training programme.
The quality of feedback to students is much improved. Students report that the feedback from the ACE
assists them focus on areas for revision and improvement.
The ACE assessment is a fair assessment as it is standardised, thus all students experience cases of equal
complexity.
This assessment format is currently in use in Year 3 and 5 as assessment FOR learning and there is a plan
to utilise it as assessment OF learning in 2017.
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Case Study O: A Faculty-led Model of Integrated
Assessment: Collaboratively Prepared Themed Exams
Cicely Roche
Associate Professor, Trinity College Dublin
Email: rocheci@tcd.ie

The Trinity Education Project (TEP) Assessment Strand aims to bring forward proposals on how to support
academic staff in developing assessment methods that are authentic, relevant and integrated (Harden,
2000; Treleaven & Voola, 2008). In context, the TEP also seeks to semesterise summative assessment
and to restructure the academic year in a manner that reduces end-of-term examination periods to a
maximum of one week (more information on TEP can be found in Case Study B).
Quality assurance processes governing summative assessment leading to the award of degrees tend to
anticipate that objective and evidence-based assessment methodologies be employed. Management of
perceived risks of impersonation and plagiarism in an appropriately objective manner can be difficult to
quality assure. Notwithstanding that inclusion of a variety of assessment methodologies is commonplace
within programmes, written examinations remain a preferred approach to summative assessment in many
disciplines. While this reliance on written assessment may ameliorate with time, the current reality is that
a majority of programmes in Trinity retain written examinations as a major component of summative
assessment.
The modular system in Irish higher education accentuates the ‘assessment load’ implications of this
reliance on written exams. Students typically engage with up to six modules per semester and must
generally complete separate exam papers for each relevant module. In addition, students typically
‘compartmentalise’ subjects by module and struggle to integrate the learning across modules.
This case study focuses on a proposal for academics to collaborate in the preparation of ‘multi-module’
exam papers such that a series of questions, posed to the student in a coherent manner, would combine
content from several modules across an agreed ‘theme’.
One approach to the use of this methodology might be summarised as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

A range of academics delivering the programme agree on a theme, e.g. a disease state, historical
period or author.
The group collaboratively prepares a coherent series of questions – as appropriate to the range of
disciplines involved.
The student is required to answer all questions.
Separate answer books facilitate, where relevant, that the questions are graded by the relevant
‘expert’ (author of the question).
Depending on individual programme or progression requirements, marks may be subdivided amongst
disciplines (or modules).
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Enablers and suggestions for this approach
This approach has the potential to reduce multiple papers to one, thereby reducing the summative
assessment load on both students and academics while the desegregation of module assessment has
the potential to increase students’ integration of material in an authentic manner.
It also accommodates the expectation that (a) assessment load should be reduced (Jessop & Tomas,
2016) and (b) desegregation of ‘modules’ in order to increase integration of assessment is to the benefit
of student learning (Harland et al., 2015).
A format of this approach is used for the Scholarship exams in Trinity. One undergraduate student’s
reaction to the approach was summarised as follows:
I really enjoyed the recent scholarship exams where I had to do a general paper. It was different to what
we usually do as there was no pre-learnt content involved. It was just me and the ideas I could come up
with, with the raw material I was given. I was discovering things about the subject – everything I learnt
and everything I read. I wouldn’t have done that all myself.

While the first iteration of this approach in a given programme may require both a ‘champion’ and a few
face-to-face meetings, subsequent use of the methodology should be more straightforward.

References
Harden, R. (2000). The integration ladder: a tool for curriculum planning and evaluation. Medical
Education, 34, 551-557.
Harland, T., McLean, A., Wass, R., Miller, E., & Kwong, N. S. (2015). An assessment arms race and its
fallout: high-stakes grading and the case for slow scholarship. Assessment & Evaluation in
Higher Education, 40(4), 528-541. doi: 10.1080/02602938.2014.931927
Jessop, T., & Tomas, C. (2016). The implications of programme assessment patterns for student
learning. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education. doi:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2016.1217501
Treleaven, L., & Voola, R. (2008). Integrating the development of graduate attributes through
constructive alignment. Journal of Marketing Education, 30, 160-173.

ASSESSMENT

ENHANCING PROGRAMME APPROACHES TO ASSESSMENT
AND FEEDBACK IN IRISH HIGHER EDUCATION:
Case Studies, Commentaries and Tools

LEARNING

Case Study P: Cross-Disciplinary Collaboration to
Integrate Learning: Street Law
Siobhan Cullen & Brónagh Heverin
Lecturers, Letterkenny Institute of Technology
Email: siobhan.cullen@lyit.ie; bronagh.heverin@lyit.ie

This case study describes an example of cross-disciplinary collaborative assessment and integration of
knowledge involving students from the Department of Law and Humanities and the Department of
Computing in LYIT in an experiential learning module/project.
Street Law is a new 10-credit level 7 elective module available to Year 3 students on both of the law
programmes in LYIT. It forms part of the clinical legal education pathway in LYIT where the focus of the
modules is on the development of both the students’ ‘lawyering skills’ and their ‘transferable skills’ to
include a specific “emphasis on generic skills, especially those required for the workplace and for active
citizenship” in all undergraduate curricula (Department of Education and Skills, 2011, p.56). Other
modules include workplace learning, a standardised client module and a variety of clinical modules using
simulated role-play assessments. All these forms of clinical legal education provide the opportunity for
students’ general and intellectual skills to be developed and enhanced (Kerrigan, 2011). As we are both
advocates of the benefits of clinical legal education modules, a primary motivation in the development of
this module was to expand our offering to enhance student choice and create valuable community links in
the context of limited additional resources.
The live-client model of clinical legal education is under-developed in Ireland for various reasons, although
it is best practice internationally. The Street Law module goes some way to addressing this deficit. In
practice, Street Law involves law students teaching law in the community using an interactive, activitybased methodology, which is believed to be learner-centred and emancipatory. It is a form of public legal
education where the recipients select the areas of law that interest them and lessons are then tailored to
suit the target audience. The current LYIT Street Law module is being delivered in secondary schools to
TY pupils and examples of the legal topics covered include cyberbullying, sport and the law, what is a
crime? and human rights.
There are several aspects to the assessment of the law students, which include observation of their
participation in training, preparation and planning of lessons, performance and delivery of the lessons, and
reflection throughout to enable their lifelong learning skills.
Interactive learning is the pedagogic basis of the students’ teaching methodology, which requires
comprehensive and detailed lesson planning. However, a feature of the module, echoing the Street Law
ethos of open access, is to make the lesson plans openly available to others to encourage and facilitate
engagement by others in the Street Law programme. A website with a repository of these lesson plans
was selected as the best vehicle for their dissemination. The second level pupils participating in the Street
Law programme are not formally assessed but they are required to evaluate the programme and blog
about their progress in preparing for an inter-school competitive mock trial, which is the final part of the
Street Law module. A further section of the website is devoted to this blog.
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The website is therefore a key component in the delivery of the Street Law module and, as student
engagement is also a priority, we decided to collaborate with the Computing Department in LYIT and
involve their computing students in the design and development of the website. A computing lecturer
designed the brief for the development of the website but three volunteer Year 3 computing students
effected the project. The brief was based on a professional-client model where the computing students
were furnished with a client brief and list of requirements. The client, being the Street Law module, was
represented by two academic co-ordinators, one postgraduate student and two Street Law undergraduate
student representatives. Each computing student had a designated role (for example, one of the students
was the client liaison and contact person and this proved to be essential, especially during busy periods
such as examinations).
The Street Law representatives met with team representatives of the web-design team on a weekly basis
in order to inform the process. It was essential that the website would be user-friendly and accessible to
both the law students and TY pupils. Communication was key to this and the computing students were
receptive to ideas from the Street Law team, even attending a sample Street Law class as members of
the audience in order to fully appreciate the Street Law methodology and understand why the lesson plan
repository and blog is crucial to its success. This enabled valuable peer-to-peer learning. Student feedback
generally was very positive regarding their exposure to other disciplines, recommending further
development of this integration.
Overall, this involvement of the computing students was extremely successful and the computing
students are due to receive a minor award in Industry Studies for their work, which was assessed by their
own lecturer from the computing department, albeit based on feedback and evaluation provided by the
Street Law team. The website is a success and the Law students are pleased with its design and
functionality.

Challengers, enablers and suggestions for this approach
This approach requires co-operation from programme leaders across a range of disciplines, as well as
between lecturers responsible for delivery and assessment in the various disciplines, so may be logistically
challenging. Simple practical matters such as agreeing a mutually convenient meeting time even proved
challenging at times (ultimately resolved by selecting a pre-class slot at 9am each week on the basis that
whoever was available would attend, clearly this alone might deter others).
A clear and common understanding of the expectations and deliverables of the respective disciplines must
be established at the outset of this type of project, to avoid disappointment or frustration on either side. A
written brief was provided by Street Law to the computing team, yet there were still instances where
ambiguity arose as to certain aspects of the project in terms of roles and responsibilities (for example, the
provision of a legal disclaimer on the website - this had to be resolved decisively during the process) to
ensure that both sets of students and the integrity of the assessment process is protected. Clear
communication between all parties, in particular the academic staff, was crucial.
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The collaborative nature of the process however provided clear benefits to both sets of students, who
were not only exposed to the skills required by other disciplines but also created a sense of camaraderie
between students whose paths might never have crossed in the absence of this collaboration. It
provides an excellent opportunity for students to engage in “real life” projects as part of their
assessment brief, which undoubtedly gives added value and meaning to the experience. The integrated
approach also provided opportunities for academic staff to collaborate and learn from other academic
perspectives and reap cross-disciplinary benefits. There are undoubtedly opportunities for replication of a
similar approach with other disciplines, which would generate similar benefits and should be encouraged.
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Case Study Q: Integrating Critical Thinking Vertically
and Horizontally
Orna O’Brien
Director of Centre for Distance Learning Programme, University College Dublin
Email: orna.obrien@ucd.ie

The focus of this case study is the integration of critical thinking skills from Year 1 to Year 4 of the fouryear, part-time Bachelor of Business Studies programme (Level 8) for mature students at UCD. Students
on this programme attend 12 days of classes on campus in UCD. Outside of their attendance, a Learning
Support Officer (LSO) is dedicated to supporting their studies. The programme attempts to have an
incremental approach to the development of critical thinking skills at undergraduate level. The approach is
designed to help students to stretch these skills as they progress to the programme.
During Year 1 Stage 1, students undertake two five-ECTS modules intended to introduce and advance
critical thinking. The Semester 1 module, ‘Introducing Academic Competencies’ introduces the key
academic tools needed at university e.g. essay writing, information literacy, exam technique. The concept
of critical thinking is introduced too. In Semester 2, students undertake ‘Developing Academic
Competencies’, which explores critical thinking in more depth and introduces reflective writing.
For Year 2, students have an opportunity to undertake the Business Project module. In this module,
students develop their critical thinking skills by conducting a review of a particular business environment of
their choice.
Year 3 contains 10 ECTS critical thinking skills. In Semester 1, students have an opportunity to enhance
their critical thinking skills with Management Practice 1, which involves the identification of a topic and a
literature review on this topic. In Semester 2, students continue with the topic and research the topic in
their organisation by completing two interviews, analysing the interview findings and drawing conclusions.
For Year 4, students then undertake a 20-ECTS module, Undergraduate Dissertation. As part of the final
year of study, students have an opportunity to conduct a small piece of research on a topic of their choice,
thus helping them to develop research skills in their chosen field. The dissertation provides students with
an opportunity to demonstrate their ability to identify, collect, organise and analyse data and to develop a
cohesive argument to address a particular research question. The project culminates in a research expo
day, which is worth 10% of the project, to allow students to socialise their findings and verbally express
their critical thinking skills.
For each component of assessment, students are summatively assessed and the grade contributes to
their module grade. They also receive individual formative feedback on how to develop their approach, for
example in terms of critical thinking and analysis. For example, in Year 1, Semester 2, for the module
Developing Academic Competencies, students have to build on their experience in Semester 1. Students
are asked to review samples of their course work in Semester 1 and to identify where they have
demonstrated critical thinking and then to review where there were missed opportunities to demonstrate
the skill. This provides students with exposure to assessment FOR, AS and OF learning.

ASSESSMENT

ENHANCING PROGRAMME APPROA
APPROACHES TO
TO ASSES
ASSESSMENT
SMENT
AND FEEDBACK
FEEDBACK IN IRISH HIGHER EDUC
EDUCA
ATION:
Case Studies, Commentaries and Tools
Tools

LEARNING

Enablers to this approach
What works particularly well on this programme is the appointment of the LSO for these part-time
students. This individual is an academic and administrative support for the students and their first port of
call for programme-related queries, including queries on assignments, development of academic writing
skills and other study-related support. While it is resource-intensive, this works exceptionally well as the
LSO gets to know the student across their suite of modules and can work with them in a programmatic
way to improve their approach to critical thinking and other related academic competencies. The rationale
for the introduction of the LSO post was a recognition of the needs of off-campus mature students and
ensuring they had a clear point of contact with the university.
The module design here works well to support an incremental approach to the development of critical
thinking skills. It acknowledges a holistic, programmatic approach which maps the development of critical
thinking skills through the programme. The assessment in the modules outlined above are designed to
acknowledge the student audience and draw on meaningful tasks that support their return to learning
(Year 1) or draw on their experiential learning (Years 2, 3 and 4).
Anecdotal evidence from students suggests that they can see the relationship between the different
modules and are able to see their progression from Year 1 to Year 4. The relationships between the
different modules become apparent to them and so too does their progression with critical thinking skills.
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Case Study R: Fite Fuaite: The Design and Planning
of a Diploma in Applied Irish at UCC
Ciarán Dawson*, Bob Lawlor**, James Cronin*
*University College Cork; **Maynooth University
Email: c.dawson@ucc.ie; bob.Lawlor@nuim.ie; j.cronin@ucc.ie

This case study centres on how students' focus on programme learning outcomes can be maintained by
constructing assessment in such a way that declarative and procedural knowledge, both of which
are blended within the programme, draw upon and support each other.
The Diploma in Applied Irish, in which the case study is situated, is a two-year part-time level 7
programme run by the Centre for Oral Irish in UCC. With class sizes between 15 and 20, it is aimed
specifically at professionals who would like to incorporate Irish into their careers. Its graduates come from
a wide range of careers: including teaching, policing, the military, the law profession, medicine, veterinary
medicine, the public service, and politics.
Students take three 10-credit modules per year as follows:
Year 1
GA1060/GA1061 (Use of Written and Spoken Irish in Professional Contexts) in Semesters 1 and 2 are
face-to-face, focusing on procedural knowledge: how to speak and write Irish. They include a weekend
and a week in the Gaeltacht over the year. Both are assessed by weekly exercises (20%), and written and
oral exams (30% & 50%).
GA1062 (The History of Irish as an Applied Language) is taught online over both semesters and focuses on
declarative knowledge. It is assessed by two written projects (30% & 30%) and online activities (40%).
Year 2
Builds on the procedural knowledge in GA1063/GA1064 (Advanced Use of Written and Spoken Irish in
Professional Contexts) and develops further the declarative knowledge in GA1065 (Applied Irish in the
Contemporary World).
Due to the retirement of the programme coordinator, the diploma has been suspended since 2014 and will
recommence in autumn 2017 in a revised format under two members of staff. Where previously the
declarative knowledge modules (GA1062/GA1065) and the procedural knowledge modules (GA1060/1/3/4)
were co-ordinated and taught by separate staff, in the revamped diploma the staff will share the
coordination and teaching of both types of module. It is felt that this level of cooperation and the relatively
small student cohort, combined with the light workload, present an opportunity to showcase how the
learning of a language can be enhanced by integrating its assessment with its programme's declarative
elements; these can include literature, history, politics, and cultural background. The current practice in
most language and literature programmes is to teach and assess both types of knowledge separately.
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The diploma's programme learning outcomes can be summed up as:
•

will be able to apply an advanced level of competence in Irish to their professional situations; and

•

will be able to adapt Irish to a wide range of 21st century contexts.

It is hoped that students' focus will be shifted to these programme learning outcomes by using the online
environment to bridge the boundaries between the various declarative and procedural assessments. For
instance, how effective would it be to build the content of the online exercises, and the oral and written
assessments of the procedural knowledge modules (GA1060/1/3/4) based on the contemporaneous
material being covered in the declarative knowledge modules (GA1062/5)? On the flip side, if the projects,
assignments, and online activities assessing the declarative knowledge of GA1062/5 are linked via a rubric
to the contemporaneous acquired level of Irish in GA1060/1/3/4, can we maintain the students' focus on
the ultimate programme learning outcome: applying their level of Irish to the task in hand? Much work has
already been completed in drawing up a more detailed model on which to build.

Challenges and enablers to this approach
There is still a widely-held opinion that minority languages, including Irish, are less than adequate to
function in the modern world. It can be difficult to move the students from the opinion of grammar as a
difficult system of rules to the view of syntax and morphology as a valuable set of tools designed to
develop and articulate higher order thinking. Many adult learners can be reluctant to fully engage in online
learning and assessment.
The students are normally highly motivated adult learners who have already achieved a higher education
qualification. Both members of staff have a solid longstanding working relationship founded on mutual
respect.

Role of the students
The feedback from the students via their learning journals and other sources will be highly important in
assessing the impact of this co-ordinated approach.

The future
Going forward, it is expected that the diploma can be an exemplar for larger language programmes as they
seek to improve students' linguistic competence.
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Concluding Comments on Programme Approaches
to Assessment and Feedback

The complexity of assessment with its different purposes and different stakeholders heightens the need
for a more systematic approach to the development of assessment within a programme (McDowell, 2012).
Additionally, students need to move into a partnership role in the assessment process, including developing
the capacity to critically evaluate their own work (Deeley & Bovill, 2017; National Forum, 2017b; Sadler, 2010).
Such an approach, however, requires the collaboration of a variety of stakeholders and is most effectively done
when this is supported and led by the institution and driven by a programme team (O’Neill et al., 2013). Some
institutional approaches to this change agenda have been described in this resource.
Changes to a programme’s assessment and feedback approaches should be informed by evidence.
Such evidence should illustrate current practices and the views and experiences of relevant programme
stakeholders. This resource sets out a selection of the many programme assessment review and curriculum
mapping tools available to assist staff in gathering and acting upon evidence. It is key that staff listen to and
are guided by student experiences of a programme’s assessment and involve them in the design of changes
to the programme.
Whereas staff may be familiar with their role as teachers in the classroom context, the additional skills required
for designing assessment across a programme may require further professional development. This resource
will hopefully assist in building staff capacity in this area. In addition, a new digital badge is currently in
development which aims to support the professional development of staff regarding programme approaches
to assessment.
This resource sets out some initial ideas for changes to a programme’s assessment and feedback approaches.
Developing these and additional ideas requires the consideration of all aspects of a programme and how each
piece fits togethe . This may require adjustments to institutional and/or local policies and procedures.
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Finally, changes to a programme can be slow and iterative, however the impact of these changes can have a
lasting effect on staff and, as we are reminded below, the student experiences of a programme:

Student A:
A challenging,
integrated yet
extremely valuable
experience... if you
asked me to start that
module again I would
have absolutely no
problem doing so.

Student B:
Completely
over-assessed to the
point where people
weren’t actually going
to classes...
I would never
go back.

If you or your colleagues would like to submit a case study on programme assessment for consideration for
inclusion in the online collection of materials, please contact: admin@teachingandlearning.ie
Geraldine O’Neill, Eileen McEvoy, Terry Maguire
National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education
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