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Abstract

It is argued that the auditing demands of quality assurance have encouraged a greater proceduralisation of university coursework assessment.  Interviews with academics from a cross section of Psychology departments illustrated how assessment had acquired the tightly scripted character of an organisational process. Yet undergraduate focus group conversations suggested that this proceduralisation obstructed the experience students sought from assessment as a form of educational practice. It is argued that educational contexts can create a distinctive form of process/practice tension.  In particular, formalising assessment into a process may conceal students’ unease, inhibit the expression of that unease, and create a distracting focus on study products rather than study practices. A striking interpersonal dissociation of author and reader (student and tutor) was apparent in the organisational processes documented here. This was identified as the source of significant student discontent, and the likely starting point for its repair.  

Introduction

Higher education is currently undergoing vigorous reform.  In particular, universities are increasingly expected to cater for larger constituencies of students – while controlling any costly expansion of staff.  Moreover, such pressures are felt against another set of demands: those arising from a contemporary interest in applying “quality management” to professional activity in the public sector.  So government funding agencies now expect the users of public institutions (for instance, students) to be offered high standards of service and accountability. Many commentators argue that this challenging mix of aspirations for reform can be met thanks to timely developments in educational technology combined with the application of New Public Management principles (Committee of Scottish University Principals, 1992; Dearing, 1997; Hague, 1991; Oblinger and Rush, 1998). 

Student assessment is one aspect of university life attracting reform through such solutions – as illustrated in recently published discussion of assessment management by both researchers and practitioners (Brown, Bull and Pendlebury, 1997; Brown and Glasner, 1999; Knight, 1995). The present paper aims to contribute to the resulting debate.  It will consider the psychological consequences of those reforms that shape assessment into a more tightly managed institutional “process”. Specifically, we shall discuss student assessment in respect of a distinction between process and practice: noting how a growing emphasis on defining assessment as a process is coupled with a failure to theorise it as lived cultural practice. 

A recurrent concern within the study of assessment is reliability: how far the instruments of assessment are robust or consistent.  Some observers have noted that concern for reliability has lately been expressed as concern for accountability:  “..the concept of quality assurance in assessment…emphasizes the need for procedures designed to ensure that assessments are as fair as possible...with quality assurance there is more emphasis on having in place reliable procedures than reliable tests” (Brown and Knight, 1994, p. 15).  What does this proceduralising of assessment involve?  It requires fashioning it into a set of educational statements that animate an ordered sequence of activities or events. For example, a well-managed assessment procedure might entail institutional statements that relate to teaching aims, learning outcomes, assignment specification, and assessment criteria.  These may then be invoked to coordinate the flow of tutor/student communication through a sequence of contracted “events”: for example, occasions on which coursework is set, written, submitted, and returned; the timing, receipt, and format of feedback on that work, and so forth.  Procedures inevitably create trails of their activity and this fits well with current thinking in educational management: for teaching is thereby rendered more readily available for independent scrutiny.  The statements and events that are made to happen may then be evaluated as an assessment “system”: judged on the clarity of its individual prescriptions and judged in relation to its overall coherence and transparency.

This surely sounds commendably thorough and fair.  Yet, it has been shown in other institutional contexts that managing an organisation’s activity in a proceduralised manner can be problematic. Put loosely, a strong procedural script may well sustain an appearance of good order and may certainly deliver some desired organisational product; yet, beneath the surface, things may not necessarily be working as we assume – or hope.  Indeed, it is this visibility of what lies beneath surfaces that may often be obstructed by the compelling nature of well-oiled processes.  Before exploring this in relation to the particular case of assessment and education, it may help to consider how process accounts of activity have been theorised in other institutional contexts. 

These concerns have been elegantly set out in a discussion of organisational dynamics by Brown and Duguid (2000). They consider two traditions of describing peoples’ activity in workplace settings. There are accounts that stress work as a process (e.g., Hammar and Champy, 1993) and accounts that stress its nature as practice (e.g., Wenger, 1998). Process accounts analyse work in terms of a sequence of “stages” whereby some initial input is successively transformed into a desired product.  Such accounts “usually have clearly measurable inputs and outputs…they emphasize a linear view of how organizations work.  To complete a process, something passes from A on to B ending with C” (Brown and Duguid, 2000, p. 94).  Seeking increased economy or efficiency in the workplace may then seem a matter of “process re-engineering” the activity flow that goes on there (Hammar and Champy, 1993).  But, as Brown and Duguid note, the application of this conception in business and industrial management has been less fruitful than hoped.  For where work is conceptualised in process terms (that is, where it is “proceduralised”), something important about its conduct is often overlooked.  Interestingly, it may be difficulties that later arise in the re-engineering venture that make such oversights apparent. In short, this whole approach: “focuses most heavily on the input and output of the stages in a process.  It is relatively indifferent to the internal workings of these stages” (op. cit. p. 95). 

It is these “internal workings” that define the second part of the present distinction: the practices of work: where “practice” is taken broadly to mean recurrent modes of acting that are mediated by shared cultural resources.  Ethnographic studies reveal interaction within organisations typically involves more than the linear communication suggested by process descriptions.  Getting work done depends a lot on lateral communication, or unlegislated and undocumented interpretive practices. It depends on communication and negotiation, on ingenuity and serendipity, on judgement and insight – in short, on individuals taking the opportunities and constructing the mutual understandings that local circumstances allow. Accordingly, field studies that have invoked such practice accounts (e.g., Orr, 1996; Sachs, 1995) reveal the subtle ways in which a workplace ecology can empower its participants to improvise forms of local problem solving.  

To sum up in relation to the theme of this paper: we are considering how the “work” of students’ assessed coursework may invite a link to the process/practice distinction - as it has been applied to organisational settings outside of education.  Specifically, we will suggest that the trend of thinking about assessment in terms of accountability (the trend towards proceduralisation) encourages a preoccupation with “process” descriptions of its nature and management.  However, we intend the term “preoccupation” to highlight only an imbalance.  For, it is important to concede that theorising how this, or any other, work gets done should not cast process and practice accounts as alternatives. Typically, they may each be invoked in any given setting.  In particular, the structure in a process may provide a scaffold for participants’ action that is very welcome to them, very necessary.  Even though, as Brown and Duguid put it (2000, p. 96) “it is practice that brings process to life and, indeed, life to process”.  

This remark is amplified by organisational examples that Brown and Duguid (2000) discuss: examples indicating how a process may readily become engrained and, thereby, unquestioned.  This may happen because, quite simply, the process has always worked. It reliably generates some product valued in the setting it was designed to serve. Widgets get made: student essays get written.  However, the workplace ethnographies cited above probe what goes on behind process descriptions of production activities; questioning their scope as accounts of people’s action.  In the case of widgets, such probing may be rewarded by useful discoveries about how the work is actually done.  Managers may thereby discover (and perhaps cultivate) the various ways in which individuals elaborate or violate processes – as they adjust to the messy and unpredictable contexts of work.  

But how might such a process/practice tension be played out in the domain of work termed “educational assessment”?  Within the current agenda of higher education there is certainly a will to think in terms of processes.  In part, this indicates a growing perception of students as educational consumers. Advocates of process engineering in universities are clear on this:  “..as customers of higher education institutions, students are interested in a smooth, integrated process which will produce the results they need.” (Hafner and Oblinger, 1998, p.5).  Moreover, as noted above, the accountability demands of professional audit naturally encourage the description of central educational activities (such as assessment) in process terms. Indeed it is critiques of institutional responses to audit (Power, 1997; Strathern, 1997, 2000) that furnish an educational echo to Brown and Duguid’s (2000) concerns over the process/practice tension in organisational life.  Power (1997) argues that audit-oriented strategies typically encourage preoccupation with “systems”: that is, visible organisational routines for orchestrating processes of conspicuous self-regulation.  Organisations thereby become overly-focussed on creating the sort of rituals and instruments that allow their activities to be rendered “auditable”. Power suggests that the conduct of a modern audit will naturally become centred on transparency: centred on the existence and management of discrete and visible processes – at the expense of evaluating the core human activity that is being proceduralised.
Our concern here is to consider assessment in the context of these pressures.  How well served is the core human activity of assessment – the underlying practices – by its modern construal in process terms? To approach this empirically, we have collected material that can indicate how far both process and practice are necessary concepts for characterising student assessment.  The emerging picture can only be a snapshot, as our material refers to just one academic discipline (Psychology) – although we feel this choice is likely to generalise well.  First, we sought from a cross-section of practitioners, a summary of how assessment was managed in their academic departments.  This would allow consideration of how far, in what manner, and with what intent the activity was construed in process terms.  Second, we explored the practice dimension of assessment by soliciting accounts of engagement with it from experienced undergraduates.  We did this through integrating discursive material from small group discussions.  In sum, the two forms of conversation gathered here should furnish twin lenses through which to view the dialectic of process and practice in student assessment.

Method

1. Practitioner accounts of the assessment process


We sought a snapshot of how coursework assessment was organised in UK Psychology departments.  Twenty percent were sampled (one in six from an alphabetic list of Psychology departments at H.E. institutions) and an experienced member of staff was identified to be a telephone interview informant.  Where possible, the staff chosen from the sampled departments were personally known to one of us, although they were unaware of the detailed nature of our research project - beyond a wish to sample current assessment strategy.  We judged personal familiarity would ensure frank and comprehensive discussion – as well as increasing the likelihood of an agreement to interview.  In effect, conversations were possible with 76% (16) of the departments sampled.  

The topics raised in the interviews covered: (1) background information on
size and organisation of degree programme/cohorts; (2) organisation of teaching
(modularisation, semesterisation, curriculum); (3) policy and management for setting coursework (assessment practices, weightings of coursework and examination; number of pieces of assessed work); (4) methods for submission and feedback (sanctions, procedures and contact relating to returned work, availability of tutorials); (5) departmental and institutional processes governing the assignment cycle; (6) recent or planned changes in practice, and what prompted them.


Informants were encouraged to reflect on the origins, effectiveness and popularity of the various procedures that they described.  The interview was structured around the above six topics and allowed to develop a probing but conversational style. Notes from these telephone interviews were transcribed and collated across institutions. In a number of cases, contacts also contributed additional comments or further information or even documentation via email following interview.


2. Student accounts of assessment as practice

Students were recruited from our own department as it illustrated well the pattern of assessment process emerging from the telephone interviews with teaching staff. The postgraduate interview facilitator invited Psychology student participation with assurance that identities would remain confidential.  These volunteers acted as informants, enabling some purchase on the student experience of assessment – the practices that were sustained by the process.


Focus group discussions were held towards the end of students’ second year: a point at which they would have had extensive experience of local assessment routines. In addition, all students had taken part in first year tutorial group discussions (5-7 students with a member of academic staff) of learning and teaching topics concerning study skills. Thus they were familiar with being asked to reflect on their own experience and practice in the context of their present degree activity. 

The group facilitator was a postgraduate student whose own research area concerned student writing. He therefore was well placed to raise issues of learning and assessment, particularly as he was casually known to these students but not himself involved in teaching or assessing them.  The discussions were introduced as being about student study practices in general. The topic of (coursework) assessment was embedded within these discussions. 

A random sampling of half of the class was approached and invited to participate in a discussion designed to provide general feedback on second year teaching and learning.  From 25 email invitations sent, sixteen students volunteered (26% of the class). Examining the list, differences between those who volunteered and those who did not were not obvious. Staff-student liaison representatives had encouraged participation: informal enquiries suggested good support for the initiative and constraints on volunteering having much to do with timing and competing commitments.  Four groups were convened. The gender of group members was not available to the authors. However, in common with many other institutions, Psychology recruitment is largely female (70:30 split) and the convened  groups certainly will have reflected this balance. Each conversation lasted between 1 and 1.5 hours and was audio tape-recorded for later transcription by an independent agency. These meetings took place following the completion of all second year teaching and examination sessions.  All students had extensive experience of coursework assessment.  Shortly before the conversations, one piece of assessed work had been returned to all students in this class during a one-to-one tutorial context – this was an exploratory initiative as feedback was normally given only in the form of a comments coversheet attached to the work.  The present authors (one male and one female) were involved in teaching these students and so were very familiar with the references made in conversation. It was made clear that analysis would be carried out on written transcripts with any names changed to fully conceal identities.

The facilitator stimulated assessment discussion around three themes.  Each carried a set of prompting questions, to be used where conversational momentum needed to be regained. All three of the themes addressed assessment as an experience with a past-present-future structure: as an experience with continuities into the previous education, as feedback demanding a response in the present, and as an investment/appraisal construed to have future significance. The associated prompting questions arose from exploratory and informal conversations with a group of third year students and were chosen to reflect concerns that surface in these informal exchanges and in terms that were likely to be familiar to students.  The questions were not chosen to highlight our present interest in process issues.  In sum, the organising themes were as follows.  (1) Historical: issues concerning differences in students’ experience associated with educational progression.  Various question prompts explored the theme – seeking explicit comparisons where conversational positions invited this. (2) Strategy: how students went about work that was to be assessed.  Prompting questions related to matters of peer support, use of learning resources, procrastination etc.  (3) Impact: issues concerning how the setting of the assignment and its feedback was received and responded to.  Prompting questions related to perception of tutor aims, expectations of feedback, and how it was then used.

Transcripts were scrutinised a number of times in order to identify dominant themes.  Individual comments were then extracted and organised in relation to these themes. Our commentary below is informed by the full context from which remarks are taken.  In particular, whether a given perspective was expressed in more than one group; also, within groups, whether that perspective was endorsed, or challenged as controversial.  These independently-held meetings involved no cross-communication and, so, where convergences of perspective across groups was found, this is highlighted and is taken as indicating robust and representative interpretations. Of course, the same facilitator attended each group and the possibility of influencing discussions towards such uniformity can not be ruled out.  However, this was not evident on analysis of the transcripts and it was in the (experienced) facilitator’s mind that he should not be directive in this manner.

Results and discussion

In the first section below, university coursework assessment is discussed as a set of tutor-student obligations that can be expressed as a process.  The typical format for such a process is derived from interviews with academics in which their local contexts and procedures for assessment were discussed.  In the second section below, we then consider the student practices that are structured by this process – including the meanings and sense that is derived from participation within it. Finally, in a general discussion section, we integrate these observations in relation to an overarching theme: the significance of dialogue within an assessment relationship.

1. The assessment process

Academic staff informants readily described how coursework assessment was managed in their departments. The summary here is derived from collating the notes from those interviews.  Typical of Psychology programmes, there was little assessment that made no contribution to final grades (little assessment that was exclusively formative).  Tutors still believed that they should comment fully on student work although such feedback was invariably in the context of summative coursework (contributing to grades).  Most of these assignments took the form of traditional essays.  Practical reports comprised a small proportion of assessed work, although this was generally managed in the same way. 

The conversations indicated that routines were well established. What typically happened around assessment was readily recalled and recited by informants.  Table 1 summarises the ingredients of that recall, expressing them as a temporal process involving nine components.  In each case, the Table indicates an activity, the dominant agent (tutor or student), and a summary comment which is further elaborated in this text.

------------------- Insert Table 1 about here  -----------------

This formalisation of the process expresses a feature emphasised in the following discussion: namely a relative decoupling of the principle agents - student and tutor, or author and reader.  This decoupling is achieved through various mediational elements active in the process: various technologies, sites of institutional administration, formal documentary records, and administrators.

Much of the activity is mediated by paper-based documents.  Initial assignments were specified in course handbooks or on handouts circulated within a class.  Increasingly, this information was being duplicated on course web pages.  When a piece or work was submitted, in over half of these departments a signature or receipt on a standard form was involved.  Often this was complemented by a further signature at the point of retrieving the assessed item. In 87% of departments, the tutor’s commentary was delivered on a pre-designed coversheet.  In 19% of cases, this single sheet was all that was returned, as the work itself was stored for auditing purposes.  Thirty-six percent of these feedback coversheets included or comprised rating scale evaluations. Because deadlines were universally strict, unanticipated obstacles to completing the work needed to be documented on standard forms - if such obstacles were to be considered as grounds for concession.  In two departments, there were further forms that could be completed in order to appeal against feedback or grades awarded. 

In most cases, special institutional sites and administrative staff were involved in the traffic of coursework through this process.  Thus, work was never presented to the person who had assigned it.  It was always “delivered” to a designated receiving site: in 62% of cases delivery was to a special office in the department, otherwise work was taken to a central faculty or university administrative office.  Tutors would then accept the work through visiting these central sites to collect it.  Sometimes an administrator would deliver the work, in bulk, to that tutor when the deadline was passed.  Evaluated work was retrieved by students in a similar manner.  In only 2 of the 16 departments considered here was the work returned by a tutor in face-to-face meeting, although in one of these two exceptions, this was a personal tutor at a termly meeting: that is, not the person who had read, graded and commented on the work.

Other technologies were involved in this process.  Thus, three departments employed bar code devices to stamp and verify work submitted.  Several informants commented that their departments were working towards total electronic submission. Feedback coversheets were typically customised to print a set of administrative detail relevant to the assignment course context – a form of paper output only possible from the computations of carefully managed databases.

This stage sequence of this process is typically bound in a strict and visible contract.  Thus, the constituent events are governed by firm timetables and deadlines.  These apply to tutors as well as students.  So, in all cases, work had to be returned within an advertised period as well as submitted on time.  Process events were also governed by reference to authoritative and official documents.  The coursework task was definitively specified in a circulated handout or handbook.  Feedback sometimes occurred in the margins of a student’s text but the principle feedback was constrained by the designs of a standard coversheet.  Sometimes this coversheet incorporated rating scales that identified “intended learning outcomes” of the course in question.  More generally, such outcomes of a course would be fully documented in handbooks.  This thereby defined the study context that authenticated particular assignments.

In describing what they did, most informants noted the significance of having to participate in quality audit procedures; commenting that these motivated much of the organised routine that this process captures.  Yet these conversations conveyed a sense of achievement in this respect. They described seamlessly managed coordinations of social and institutional resources: all directed towards the underlying activity of assessing a piece of written work.  The clarity and coherence of informants’ accounts suggested that transparency (and, hence, accountability) was very firmly in place.  Promises and obligations embedded in the informal contracts of course documentations were realised, and could be seen to be realised. While some informants yearned for the informalities of earlier times, it is fair to say that most of them seemed content with the process in which they participated.  To most, it seemed to have clarity and fairness; it proceeded smoothly with only the pressure to meet marking deadlines as a potential source of stress.

2. Assessment practices as structured by an assessment processes

The same contentment was less apparent in the reflections of students.  Of course, these come from one university site only.  However, the pattern of assessment in these students’ department conforms very closely to the canonical format described above and so they are indicative of a species of response.  Moreover, this department had the previous year earned the maximum possible score in a government teaching quality audit: so its methods are, by implication, a model of currently expected official standards.  The reflections of these students therefore furnishes a useful basis for considering assessment as a form of study practice: one to be considered in relation to the process description given in the preceding Section. In summarising below the positions adopted in these discussions, we utilise the student’s own voices (in italic) as illustration.  While issues of identity and social position can be implicated in the types of responses offered in discussions of the kind described below, the authors feel that the students' previous experience within the Department and the demographics of the psychology student cohort (reflecting high entry grades and a typical campus-based university intake), together with the identity and position of the facilitator, reduce the possibility of differential understandings of the nature of assignments and assessment. These cannot be ruled out altogether, however, and we are mindful of the need to incorporate students' own expectations in any repair activities that may follow from the findings. 

An identifying code is attached to each quotation.  This involves numbering the groups 1 – 4 and allocating letters to individual members (A, B, C and D).  Thus, comments attributed to “1B” would always be the particular person, “B”, in Group 1.  The conversational themes we identified are organised here in relation to three overarching stages in the assessment process.  In sequential order, these are: task assignment, task conduct, and outcome appraisal.

(a)  Task assignment.  In relation to the work that was assigned for assessment, all groups reported a problem with knowing exactly what it is that’s expected of us (3C).  Often their responsibility was understood as one of decoding the whims of individual teachers: It seems each lecturer has their own style that they want, and that they’ll like (1C).  This encouraged a widely-expressed desire for more explicit help in how to go about tackling the coursework assigned: I really like having a structure; sort of given to answer the coursework - because it makes it so much easier. Because I really hate not knowing anything about what I'm supposed to be doing, just given a title and then asked to do that (2C)… So it would be really nice if they would say before the essay, you know, "look at this and this and this, go and find this and that (2D). For some, this expectation of structure was something imported from experiences at school: Yes, in school, or at A level [examinations] you got told at the beginning.  They were like “okay; yes, this actually – think about this”.  Or “think about these areas and this other” (1C).
All groups suggested that this sense of inadequately-directed tasks was amplified by the later experience of feedback on what their final writing: when you read feedback you think oh, that’s what they wanted, but it’s a bit too late..We should definitely be told what we need to be doing first. (IB). And: I sometimes feel that it’s more important to talk to people before they’ve written the coursework.  Like some of the things that people have criticised me on I thought: well, I didn’t understand I had to do it that way.  So, therefore, it’s more important to know before you do the course work (4B)… We could just do with the feedback that they’re giving at the moment - at the beginning.  I’ve found that if I’d have known the advice at the beginning, and if I’d have known the information that we got at the end, in the beginning, I could have written a much better essay (1A).

This belief that prior direction had been unreasonably denied them was sometimes voiced uneasily: I know it sounds babyish but maybe we should be told, you know, exactly what is needed from us (1B).  Indeed, as it was conversationally explored in the groups, there was acknowledgement that their own preference for more explicit direction could be problematic: They [lecturers] would see it as: “if I tell you what to put in the essay, then I’m going to get like 70 pieces of coursework back that says the same thing”(2A). Students recognised that greater advance structuring of assignments might not be in their own interests: I can understand you can’t obviously spoon feed anyone and tell them what to write.(4B)… obviously we don’t want answers spoon fed to us for the course work, because that will just make everyone unoriginal, if we all know what to put in where (1C).  Yet there was frequent returning to the experience of feedback – which was clearly salient to this argument.  Its content could frequently be taken as a perversely belated revelation by staff of things they should have declared at the time of task assignment. We shall return to this point later: merely noting now that this tension might arise from losing something that, again, had been enjoyed earlier at school.  Namely, a certain form of creative iteration within the assessment experience: And we always kind of handed our essays in and got them back and then could re-draft them…Which didn’t mean that they told us, you know, what to do.  It just said whether we were going along the right wave length (1C).  Of course, iteration need not demand full-scale redrafting.  The point is that the directive tone of post hoc feedback might feel less perverse if it was understood as an invitation for student reaction or response – that is, as contributing to a dialogue of one sort or another.

(b) Task conduct.  Eighteen months into their undergraduate experience, students in all four groups were aware of new demands for intellectual autonomy and independence.  This was partly felt through recognising the sheer scale and scope of resources available at university, compared with those at school: we only had like three books that we could ever use in the library, and you could only ever refer to this paper because there is no other in the library (1B).  Assessment was expected to reflect this situation: Then again, I think it's part of being a student, this type of coursework is, the difference between being a student and being at school (2D). However, if the material resources of university were seen as richer, the social resources (the tutorial support) compared less favourably with school: the[school]  tutor was there on a weekly basis. You'd go in, and, like, with coursework it’s: "I'm really struggling with my - " "Oh well that's fine. And it's this and this and this", and you'd go away and do it. But here its: "there's your coursework" "but, I don't understand -" "that's your coursework. Off you go!" (2B). All students acknowledged a feeling of having to construct assessed work independently of lecturers’ interpersonal support.  Sometimes, seeking such support was found difficult: personally I don’t go because I don’t find any of them [lecturers] approachable (4C)… And so-and-so is doing their own research, that’s why they can’t afford that much more time outside lecture time, rather than, you know, “I’m here to help you” (3B). More typically, students were generous in judging tutors: it’s not as though the lecturers aren’t unwilling to help you (1A).  However, such observations could be qualified with expressions of self-consciousness or uncertainty about actively seeking that help: if you go to them like out of – like email or something, they are really willing to help. It’s just that you’ve got to ask, and you’re always a bit apprehensive to ask.(1C)… You feel you might be penalised as well if you’re the one that keeps on having to ask all the questions, they might penalise you when they’re actually marking it because you’ve had more help than other people  (1A)

However, apprehension about seeking tutorial support around the conduct of assessed work was typically justified in relation to what were seen as appropriate demands for intellectual maturity: you're left on your own more. less directed, less support (2B) … But then maybe that’s the whole point of being at university - being on your own and being your own individual worker as you’re supposed to be  (1A).  On this view, it is made reasonable that a student should expect limited tutorial access to the staff who set assessed work: You’re worried if you’ve done it right or if you’ve done it wrong.  You don’t want to keep going back to the lecturer, like emailing and things because you feel that – I mean you’ve got to get back to your own devices a bit more (1C)…like at school I was quite happy asking the teacher.  But here I feel that it’s up to you.  You’re at university now, you’re older.  You’ve got to decide for yourself because they’re your mistakes to make (4C).  Sometimes, this predicament is explicitly identified as a positive force for individual development: And as it's gone on I've sort of been able to acknowledge that I'm supposed to be putting in more of my own input into an essay (3B).

One theme is striking across these two stages of assessment: students reacted to both the assignment of coursework and its subsequent production by noting their limited directive support from staff. Yet tolerance of this seemed more generous in relation to the stage of production.  It seemed possible to rationalise having to produce the work autonomously by seeing this as an appropriate maturity demand at university level.  However, students were far less tolerant of lack of tutor direction in relation to how the coursework task was originally assigned and specified.  A sense of being short-changed in this respect often arose as a mode of reacting to critical and disappointing feedback – a sense of needing to hear this advice earlier.  We turn to this feedback stage of the process next.

(c) Outcome appraisal. These students received feedback in the popular format described earlier – a standard coversheet for tutor commentary.  This was regarded by them with some scepticism, for a range of reasons of which legibility and relevance were very commonly cited: I hardly look at the feedback on the handouts, one because you can hardly read it most of the time, which I find frustrating; and two, they’re so general that you can interpret them however you want (3B)… The boxes are very small for the tutors to scribble in…Whereas like if they say “oh, you’ve structured this well” or whatever, you just think well yes; I can write sentences and do paragraphs, that’s fine.  But then when you look at the more subtle points, they don’t actually state the problem (1C). In two of the groups these limitations were viewed as the possible consequence of staff stuck in a mechanical and remote routine (Lea and Street, 1998): when I get back a piece of work I also get the distinct feeling that perhaps they haven’t read it too well anyway, because they’ve said “oh, structure’s a bit loose; needs a bit more of a conclusion”.  And maybe all they’ve done is flicked through it and sort of read the conclusion (3B).  Some of this suspicion could be reinforced by exchanging feedback with peers: if you read five people’s feedback forms, then you’ll see it’s practically the same types of comments for each of those five people; standardised stuff they have to say for “Good Points” or “Bad Points”.  So most of the time it’s not that personalised so maybe they are just doing it because it’s something they have to do (3A). In one group, there was a consensus that feedback was inherently limited by its situated nature: I think in the majority of the coursework we’ll never get asked the same question again so how can we learn from it [feedback]? (4C)…But if it’s just focused on the content in your essay for that particular work – then you can’t really transfer it to another piece of course work, can you? (4B).

Again, the character of feedback was compared unfavourably with school experience where feedback might have a more dialogic quality (cf. Pryor and Torrance, 1998): My French teacher used to sit me down for every piece of work that I did.  And there was red ink all over the page, and even if, you know, you got nineteen out of twenty there was red ink all over the page and he’d tell you how you could improve regardless of how good it was.(3B).  This was associated with a greater strength of student-tutor relationship within the context of assessment: You got to know your teacher so well and you could approach them and all that, and the feedback I thought was a lot more – well, it was better…Personalised, yes. (1B).  There was a common feeling that the effort of coursework deserved a more considered and personal form of feedback: you feel as if someone’s marking your work...they don’t know who you are.  They don’t care who you are, they just want to get it done as quickly as possible so they can move onto whatever it is they have to do next.. It might be the wrong impression I get, but that’s the impression I get (3C).  This feeling of discontinuity suggests a lack of engagement with students as individuals evolving “learning careers” (Ecclestone and Pryor, 2003).  The impersonal nature of this feedback may mean it is experienced by students as something inaccessible or irrelevant (Chanock, 2000).

It was accepted that tutors were potentially available for more personal discussion of feedback but the logistics of this were often felt daunting, perhaps requiring awkwardly snatched opportunities: you feel like you’re infringing on their time and they need to be somewhere else because if there’s like five or six people at the front waiting to talk to the lecturer, you don’t want to sit there for ages and ages, and then ask them like… you’re aware that you don’t have much time to go into it really.  So it’s better if you can actually sit down and go through it (3A). Traditions of such formally “sitting down” – such tutorials – have ceased to be a common mechanism for feedback.  Yet such occasions were certainly preferred.  Many students wanted tutorials with feedback. Saying “well where you went wrong is this”, and “you need to do this”, and “that’s an excellent paragraph, expand on it”, and you can, you know, follow it up (2D). Others invoked such occasions as their proper rights  I think just getting a piece of paper, just a feedback piece of paper with a score on it, a few good points, a few weak points which you may be able to read if you can read the writing!  It’s just not adequate for a degree level where you’ve put in a lot of work for that piece of course work. You’ve put hours into that so you should be given at least a tutorial (3A). 

These dissatisfied comments regarding management of the feedback stage of assessment raise a theme that was persistently apparent in these conversations: the dissociation of the coursework author from the coursework reader/judge.  We have more to say about this distancing of student and tutor in the broader discussion that follows.

Conclusions

We have sketched here two commentaries on undergraduate assessment. First, from conversations with lecturers, we identified a recurrent and robust process description: a system of activity whereby an input (some task assignment) is passed through a sequence of stages towards the final output of an evaluated product. We link this description with the terminology of “processes” because it suggests a firmly scripted procedure: one marked by clearly timetabled events, and mediated by various locations, roles, artefacts and technologies that are well-recognised by the participants.  Lecturers were generally upbeat and comfortable about the value of these organisational scripts in the modern teaching environment.  

Second, from conversations with students, we identified a potentially troubled mode of engagement with such processes: sufficiently troubled to resonate with claims that current assessment practices are in “disarray” (Knight, 2002). Of course these students come from one particular department. While they were reflecting on a representative set of assessment procedures, such procedures might be experienced differently in different contexts. Further research is needed to pursue the finer texture of response in adequate detail: certainly the present case identifies reaction that is problematic and that serves our purpose here of illustrating the nature of assessment as practice. Moreover, our intention has not been to use these accounts to generalise about what students currently do in response to assessment.  For example, although we note that these students did not seem to closely study the feedback on their  coursework, we are not venturing this as a contribution to the debate as to whether students – in general - are or are not reflective in that sense (cf. Higgins, Hartley and Skelton, 2002).  In some contexts they might be, in others they might not. Either way, that would be making a point about the local practices of assessment.  If there are “generalities” in our own claims, they concern the shaping and the dynamic of such practice.  In short, the students recruited to this study merely furnish a working case: one for illustrating and exploring the dynamic of assessment practice – the lived experience of assessment - as it shaped by a pervasive and overarching process.

It is claimed here that these students’ experience was far from ideal.  How does the notion of a process/practice tension help us understand this?  As already admitted, this is not a terminology of alternatives. Indeed, there is a category difference between these two terms.  Practice is inevitably present in cases of culturally-organised activity: practice is merely the realisation of “how things get done around here”. It is recurrent and mediated activity.  A process, on the other hand, is not itself activity.  It is a designed cultural resource, a kind of scaffold.  It is, then, an artefact created to mediate activity – to ensure outcomes that the organisation wants to happen. So the dynamic of interest in a given organisational context is a balance.  That balance will be about the prominence of process in relation to practice: how far and in what way things get done under the constraint of some process.  The tension of interest may then concern how the prescriptions imposed by such a process disturb the optimal experience of the practice.  How, perhaps, they compromise the adequacy of some product or outcome of practice.

The workplace examples discussed by Brown and Duguid (2000) illustrate one problematic outcome of process engineering.  Work may get orchestrated by a process prescription, but the actual working practices that naturally evolve may not harmonise with the formal script. The social and cultural conditions of work may provoke, or even insist on, various forms of invention and improvisation: various forms of script departure.  This, therefore, reflects one tension of practice against process: one that becomes critical if tasks are “re-engineered” on the mistaken assumption that practices can be fully determined by processes.  However, the present example, from education rather than workplace production, has illustrated further possibilities for process/practice tension.  We suggest that three general difficulties of this kind have been made apparent

First, a well-oiled process may limit practice by unhelpfully concealing (say, from educational managers) a dissatisfaction among users or consumers.  If, during formal or informal auditing, managers (or independent observers) are seduced by the elegant structure of an assessment process, they may not seek or notice constraints felt by its users.  In the present case, there was a striking discrepancy between an institutional satisfaction with assessment management – as articulated in process terms – and an unease among the students as to the practices it demanded.  

Second, a robust and conspicuous process may inhibit users from expressing this unease. Our students acknowledged that assessment was being attended to by the institution: they had been made very conscious of a structured and visible system.  It may be harder, then, to articulate felt difficulties when the effort of good management is made very visible through a boldly advertised process.  

Third, it may be too easy for process architects to seek and to focus on singular “products” when it comes to regulation and self-evaluation. This concentrates the audit effort only onto measures of the quality (and perhaps economy of production) of some fixed end product.  Elsewhere such trends have been taken to illustrate an increasingly commmodified discourse of higher education (e.g., Parker, 2003).

This last point about auditors fixating on outcome products is especially relevant to the case of education and so it is worth expanding.  Making, say, an essay is not like making a widget: there are differences of organisational ambition between sites of education and sites of industrial production.  Where the manager of an activity is a teacher – where the activity is learning – then the management of workplace practice (study) becomes a subtle responsibility.  Teachers will evidently want students to appropriate the genres and practices of some academic discipline, but they probably will not want to prescribe or regiment the experience of them.  If they are good constructivist-minded teachers, they will want these practices to arise under the spontaneous efforts and ownership of each student.  In short, they – quite rightly – do want to orchestrate assessment into a process that manages responsibilities and fairness.  But they do not want to orchestrate that part of the assessment system that is more to do with inquiry and creative production by the student.  Yet, where institutions are vigorous in making assessment understood in process terms, they risk cultivating in students an expectation that the entire practice should be directed in this manner – including the selection, analysis and interpretation of study sources.  A well-oiled assessment process may lead students to expect proceduralisation of the creative activity itself.  It may draw their attention to an apparent absence of explicit direction for how they should go about the inquiry and the writing.  Accordingly, we may find students seeking greater process-like tutor direction for their research activity: “look at this and this and this, go and find this and that” (2D).  And we may find them increasingly confused or disgruntled when the prescriptions of an assessment process do not extend that far - voicing more often a problem with knowing exactly what it is that’s expected of us (3C).
These difficulties were strikingly apparent in our students’ reaction to tutor feedback. The highly structured assessment script seemed to cultivate disappointment when a tutor identified something as having gone wrong with a student’s work. So, feedback was viewed as advice that should have been declared in advance, rather than perversely revealed after-the-fact.  Yet tutors were doubtless acting in good faith.  At least we hope that they supposed their teaching, coupled with the institution’s resources, had positioned students to do the necessary research and composition that defined a useful learning experience; a fair occasion of assessment.  If there is a failure in practice here, it may be that highly-structured assessment processes inspire exaggerated expectations for study guidance. But the solution may require re-mediating a further shortcoming in assessment practice: one that again reflects the oppressive influence of narrow process management.  We have in mind the proceduralisation of feedback itself.  This will underpin our last point, as it also expresses the feature of current assessment practice that we judge to be most worrying and most central to student unease – an enforced distancing of the principle participants, tutor and student.

The universal coursework coversheet is a vivid proceduralisation of what will traditionally have been a strongly interpersonal experience – teacher feedback on written work.  Yet the significance of individuals’ histories of practice in some domain is often neglected by process architects.  In this case, students had imported from assessment practices at school strong expectations of a more personal exchange. While coversheet commentary does ensure that feedback will always occur and while, as an artefact, it successfully resources auditors, it violated these students’ expectations of how tutors should respond to their work.  Put in more abstract terms, it surely impinges on whether students are adopting new identities as writers in the manner highlighted by academic literacies research (Lea and Street, 1998) or whether they appropriate the role of a legitimate disciplinary author - by disturbing the author-audience framework for creative writing. Yet commentators can suggest in other contexts that students who requested personal discussion of feedback proforma “were not fully able to take full responsibility for their learning” (Swann and Arthurs, 1999 p.63). There is clearly a professional debate still active that concerns where boundaries are drawn that protect both student autonomy and the values of dialogue.  Certainly the assessment process serves, in so many ways, to separate audience from author. In the sites we investigated, at no point in the submission, reading, retrieval and commentary process did the two of them normally make personal contact.  This is not only a matter of disturbing for students the construction of a disciplinary role identity, it undermines the kind of repair and explanation that can only be successful within the context of conversational feedback on written work.

Arguing for such personal feedback may be unrealistic nostalgia. Excepting Oxford and Cambridge, it may be that there were never strong traditions of tutor-student dialogue and feedback.  Assessment might even have been less adequate than the coversheet commentary that students encounter today.  Conners and Lunsford (1993) note that in North America, feedback in university assessment was once often no more than single letter grades.  Only in the 1950s did elaborating written commentary start to be used.  This may be the case.  However, it is no argument against striving for further improvements in practice and it is not obvious that brief personal encounters can not be accommodated into modern teaching schedules. Reviews of higher educational research certainly do reinforce the potency of interpersonal relations and interactions for student progress (Chickering and Gamson, 1989).  

Yet we are not optimistic that assessment strategies will move in this direction.  

Consider the two vehicles for modern reform mentioned at the outset: the central influence of audit in New Public Management, and the affordances of information technology.  In relation to audit, the imperative of transparency will be hard to reconcile with the inherent privacy of tutorial dialogue.  So much so that a discussion of feedback in the current guide published by the UK Institute for Learning and Teaching in Higher Education makes the following observation about face-to-face feedback: “One problem is that it's not so easy to store evidence of face-to-face feedback. It can be an important area of your professional practice where you can't easily prove how well you undertake it (you could, of course, with students' permission, make videos, but that in itself would tend to inhibit the free exchange of views and suggestions).” (Race and Brown, 2001).  Well-considered advice, but the idea that tutorial conversations might need to be video taped in order to meet the transparency demands of quality audit is a measure of how pervasive the auditing infrastructure has become.  

A second obstacle to recovering traditions of dialogue is the seductive potential of information technologies for re-mediating such dialogue.  Thus the same learning and teaching guide cited above also suggests managing the feedback obligation by: “..using our word processors to compose "statement banks", from which we can draw often-needed feedback explanations from a collection of frequently used comments which apply to the work of many students, and stitch these comments together to make a composite feedback message to individual students” (Race and Brown, op cit).  Again, this is rational advice.  Yet if the essays themselves were composed by the same “stitching” practices, the feedback probably would be rather severe.  On the other hand, electronic media could be recruited to protect dialogue by allowing tutors and students to have a dialogue online (e.g., Collis, De Boer and Slotman, 2001) – although the evidence indicates this is less effective than face to face exchanges (Hebert and Vorauer, 2003). However, the most likely role for technology in this arena of assessment may be something rather different, something that removes human evaluation from the process altogether.  The Intelligent Essay Assessor (Foltz, Laham, and Landauer, 1999) is a computer program already under vigorous marketing to universities by commercial interests (http://www.knowledge-technologies.com/). Other such products have been described; some promise to grade six essay-style documents every second (Shermis, Koch, Page, Keith and Harrington, 2002).

Power’s (1997) influential analysis of quality auditing argues that organisations often adopt one of two responses to the implementation of quality processes.  They allow themselves to be “colonised” by the demands – such that these processes become a dominant (and, perhaps, oppressive) frame of reference for organisational life.  On the other hand, organisations may “decouple” from the processes – perhaps treating them as a form of ceremony to be managed by specialised units.  Many academics may believe that they have achieved the decoupling solution and that, therefore, real life practices are only superficially influenced by the demands of audit.  Yet it is hard to accept this.  Artefacts such as the coursework coversheet provide a clear example of how the demands of transparent systems of self-regulation leave behind processes and instruments of accountability that strongly shape educational practice.  The case of coursework feedback seems to present a vivid example of how an audit-inspired, well-ordered process may disturb rather than enhance the student’s participation in educational practice.
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	Agent
	Event
	Comments on mediation

	Tutor
	Assign
	Mediated by handbooks and handouts

	Student
	Compose
	Mediated by learning resources, not usually tutors

	Student
	Submit
	Mediated by central office, signatures and receipts

	Tutor
	Accept
	Mediated by delivery/collection of administrator

	Tutor
	Read
	Private scrutiny of product

	Tutor
	Comment
	Mediated by coversheets, rating scales and grades

	Tutor
	Return
	Mediated by administrators

	Student
	Retrieve
	Mediated by contact with central office procedures

	Student
	Reflect
	Private review of commentary


Table 1 Process summary of assessment routine: its agents, principle events, and mechanisms of mediation.
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