Severing the Umbilical: Challenging Some Teaching Paradigms

Barbara Johnson

School of Management, RMIT University

GPO Box 2476V, Melbourne, 3001, Australia

Ph: +613 9925 5937  Fax: +613 9925 5960

Email: barbara.johnson@rmit.edu.au
Summary

Introducing a new assessment approach involving nine assessment tasks, but no marks or grades until the final grade at the end of semester can create challenges for both students and academic staff who have been used to a more traditional system of marks and/or grades for two or three assessment tasks.  

Some constructivist learning principles were introduced in the first semester of a third year undergraduate management subject.  In second semester, more experiential assessment tasks were introduced, bringing the total to nine.  There was increased peer and lecturer formative written feedback on each task, but no grade or mark.  Finally, each student negotiated the final grade for the subject with their lecturer, based on the written feedback on the assessment tasks and the student’s and the lecturer’s reflections on and analysis of these tasks. 

In effect, these initiatives became an action research project for all involved.  Introducing change of these dimensions created issues which both students and academic staff needed to work through. 

Introduction

The current impetus to develop more effective learning and assessment approaches in higher education is grounded in a number of areas.  One of these is an attempt by many academic staff concerned about teaching and learning effectiveness to adopt a more constructivist approach to learning, where the emphasis is on learners making sense of, or constructing their world, and creating meaning as a result of their experiences.  Tam (2000) contrasts this with an objectivist approach where learners are told about the world, and learning focuses on the gathering of facts about this world and the development of skills to manage it.  

A further impetus comes from the goals of higher education which are changing in response to community expectations (in particular employer expectations) to include an increased focus on developing students in areas such as learning effectiveness (particularly in life long learning), interpersonal and group skills, and self awareness, in addition to more traditional areas.  Boud (1990) talks of a gap between higher education and what happens in the real world, and Boud, Cohen and Sampson (1999) of the responsibility of higher education in helping students to develop skills to foster life long learning.  

Another impetus has come from students, many of whom are showing a preference for a more constructivist approach to learning and assessment as it provides them with greater power within assessment, and develops their learning skills (Knowles, 1989; Johnson, 1994; McKenna and Williams, 1997; Beaman, 1998;  Stefani, 1998; Dochy, Segers and Sluijsmans, 1999; Walker and Warhurst 2000), and are requesting that these approaches be used more widely in their courses.       

This paper has three parts.  First, some literature in the area of learning and assessment in higher education is briefly reviewed.  Then follows a description of the implementation of a constructivist approach to learning and assessment. Finally, implications for practice are discussed.

Learning and assessment as construction 

Creating and fostering constructive learning environments often require quite radical changes from both students and teaching staff who have previously embraced a more objectivist learning approach. Chief among these changes is developing students’ self directed learning (SDL) skills.  Knowles (1989) stresses the critical importance of orienting students to SDL, and recommends a brief program for achieving this. Candy (1991) discusses a number of approaches to developing SDL.  He favours the approach where the learner’s previous knowledge and cognitive structures are taken into account, where their understanding of the methods used by the disciplines being studied is developed, and where they learn how to learn through developing metacognitive awareness about their learning.  Previous research by the author (Johnson 1994) found that in distance education mode, students required varying amounts of support and guidance with process until they became comfortable with SDL.  The support included development of metacognitive awareness.

SDL encourages more freedom in learning than an objectivist approach.  This freedom can be extended by encouraging students to take more responsibility for learning through greater involvement in assessment.  Assessment has a strong effect on learning.  Klenowski (in Stefani 1998) points out that it influences students’ attitudes to their work, their sense of ownership and control over learning, the strategies they might adopt, and their self confidence.  Dochy, Segers and Sluijsmans (1999) in their extensive review of self, peer and co-assessment conclude that overall, these assessment approaches do increase the quality of student learning.  They also note that traditional assessment just by lecturers does not fit within a constructivist approach to learning.  Stefani (1998) suggests that all assessment of learning should be a partnership between the students and their peers and lecturers, and reviews a number of studies indicating that greater involvement in assessment leads to high student satisfaction and enhanced learning.  She also believes that students should be involved with lecturers in setting assessment criteria.    

Implementing a constructivist approach

Thirty students in their final year of a Bachelor of Management at The University of Sydney, Orange, in 1998, undertook two management subjects, one in each semester. Both subjects were taught by the same team of lecturers, who used a constructivist approach to learning, which in addition to content, included an emphasis on developing management and leadership capabilities through the learning tasks and the processes involved in achieving the tasks. The approach was essentially new to the students, whose learning experiences previously had been largely objectivist.  

In Semester I, assessment was based on two SDL tasks: a learning contract, involving self assessment, selecting and implementing learning pathways, and analysing and evaluating learning outcomes; and a group facilitation task which involved each student undertaking the facilitation of a group of first year students, and preparing a report on their experiences.   Support for the development of SDL skills was through introductory workshops on learning contracts and group facilitation.   Emphasis was on learning processes, and fostering each student’s metacognitive awareness of their learning. Students were asked to articulate the process as part of the assessment requirements.  In addition, detailed guidelines for each task including process outline, examples, and trigger questions were provided.  These guidelines had been extended and refined over a period of years by the author in response to students’ needs. 

Further support was provided through Management Learning Groups (MLGs), where students met for approximately two hours weekly in small (6-8) action learning groups (in addition to a weekly three hour lecture/workshop).  The MLGs, each of which had a lecturer as facilitator and final assessor, provided a safe place for students to discuss their learning in both assessment tasks, to articulate the learning processes followed, give and receive feedback, and float ideas.  Students also provided feedback on each other’s learning contract proposals, and gave oral and written formative assessment on final contract reports. Final assessment in Semester I was by grades for each task, and a final grade for the subject. 

In Semester II, the learning process described above was continued.  However, the assessment was radically extended, and the lecturing team agreed to implement a new, holistic and essentially qualitative approach devised by the author.  There were nine assessment tasks: learning contract proposal, learning contract Section I report (comprising literature review, reflections, self assessment and action strategies), final contract report, a group task presentation, a group task report, a peer review of group presentations, attendance at and participation in MLGs (assessed by self and lecturer), a reflections report on group experiences, and peer reviews of learning contracts.   Students were advised that the larger tasks would receive more weight than the smaller tasks, but no numerical weightings were provided. No marks or grades would be given for any task; instead students received detailed written feedback on each task by their lecturers, and also peer feedback on two tasks. They also assessed themselves on one task.  Feedback sheets were prepared for each task, giving clear criteria for assessment.  A final grade was to be negotiated by each student and their lecturer, based on the written feedback received over the semester.   Implementation of the new approach was supported by the Chair of the Learning Committee of the university, and by Head of School at Orange campus. 

There were a number of reasons for implementing this approach: to try to mirror the (ideal) workplace situation in order to help prepare students for transition to work; to focus students on self and others’development and reduce competition in learning; to encourage the development of management  (and life) capabilities related to self assessment and self awareness, giving and receiving feedback, leadership and group process skills; and to challenge and move away from the somewhat artificial marking and grading system used extensively in education.  Dalziel (1998) discusses some problems in using marks to assess student performance. However, a major reason for de-emphasising marks and grading was to transform assessment into a richer learning experience.   

When the assessment outline was presented to students, initially it led to a stunned silence.  This was not surprising considering the magnitude of the changes!  The prospect of not receiving grades for any completed work over the semester concerned many of the students, whose whole educational experience to date had provided marks and/or grades. A major concern was that they felt they would not have any indication of how they were progressing in the subject, and therefore could not progressively ‘add’ their grades to predict their final grade.  Initially many students did not see written feedback, even when it was considerably more detailed than they had received previously, as indicating the quality of their work.  The bits that they did appreciate were getting more feedback and being able to negotiate their final grade. The latter was particularly attractive to the students. They also accepted the holistic concept of the assessment, and its relationship to the development of management skills. 

In hindsight, the initial presentation to the students should have been at least a half day workshop enabling their concerns to be considered and worked through.  This workshop would have needed to include the four other lecturers involved.  Although discussions had been held, and all staff had been briefed, the changes were fairly radical, and needed more working through. 

How were the problems managed? MLGs provided a place where students could discuss concerns in more detail, and MLG facilitators could work with students to develop greater understanding and acceptance of the new process.  In an attempt to help students with their concern about grades, an overall assessment was introduced for each feedback sheet, consisting of a five point Likert scale with written descriptions for each point, one of which was circled to indicate the overall standard of the work.  This was welcomed by students.  

Gradually the concerns of most students receded, particularly as they began to receive the written feedback sheets.  However, a group of about three students continued to be angry about not receiving grades, and attempted to have the new approach overturned.  A further meeting was held with all students and the Head of School where the process was again worked through.   This finally allayed concerns that the students would be in any way disadvantaged, and led to acceptance of the changes.           

The negotiation of final grades proved a high point for both staff and students.  Each student met with their MLG facilitator and considered the feedback sheets, and each then gave their final grading.  In all but a few cases, the final grading of both student and lecturer was identical.  Where there was a difference it was by no more than a grade, and final consensus was reached after further discussion.  There was no particular pattern to the differences – some students rated themselves one grade higher than the lecturer, some one grade lower.   

Student feedback at the end of semester was very positive towards the learning philosophy generally, and to the new assessment approach. However, there was the strong suggestion that more time be spent initially on explaining the new approach!  Only one student still preferred a mark for each task.  

Implications for practice

Introducing change of this magnitude creates a steep learning curve for all involved.  Assumptions are challenged, and reflection on practice deepens.   Ideally, negotiation on the new approach should have begun with students in Semester I.  Involving them more closely in developing the approach, as Stefani (1998) suggests, could have led to a smoother transition.  It would also have given staff a chance to work through the issues in more detail. However, the germ of an assessment idea the author had had for some time,  blossomed in the break between semesters, and enthusiasm won the day.  

The problems which did arise were resolved through open discussion, high levels of support for students in developing understanding and managing the approach, and a preparedness by staff to meet a number of student concerns.  Of central importance in the ultimate acceptance of the approach was the introduction over two semesters of a number of constructivist learning approaches.  These included self directed tasks in Semester I, assessment tasks that were experientially based and gave students considerable freedom in managing their learning, support through comprehensive written guidelines and within the MLGs, and sharing responsibility for learning and assessment between students and lecturers. Students found their assessment tasks in both semesters challenging, relevant to their needs, and interesting.  They also appreciated the relevance of the Semester II assessment to the development of their management and leadership capabilities. All these approaches combined to create an environment where students felt supported and ultimately confident about the process.    

Although these processes were introduced with third year students, an earlier and more gradual implementation would be advisable, beginning from the first year of undergraduate study.  This would give students more time to develop proficiency in the skills of life long learning, allow more student involvement in deciding and implementing the processes, and allow the changes in teaching and assessment to be achieved more smoothly.   

There is no doubt that involving students in the assessment did enrich their learning, in both the subject focus of management and leadership, and in skills for life long learning. Learning in this sort of environment creates a different feeling between students and staff.  There is a strong feeling of trust, and greater sharing of power resulting in a move towards cooperative power, which is power with rather than power over.   Learning becomes a partnership with shared responsibility. 
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