Diagnosis to Intervention TESTA Case Study

Description
Programme X recruits 100 single honours students in first year, and 80-90 students persist as single honours students through second and third years. The programme is a BSc Honours degree, with an overseeing professional standards body.  About 13 full time lecturers teach on the programme. Striking features in the TESTA audit were the high proportion of exams (34% of the assessment diet), slow return of feedback (28 days); and extremely low quantity of oral feedback (37 minutes over three years). Like most other TESTA programmes, X offered a high variety of assessment (11 types), lots of summative assessment (38 times in the degree), and very little required formative (7 occasions, not always with feedback).
Diagnosis
The combined data sets of audit, Assessment Experience Questionnaire (AEQ), and focus groups revealed a complex set of programme assessment issues. 46 final year students (almost 50% of the cohort) completed the AEQ. The AEQ measures student perceptions of assessment on a Likert scale where 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, and 5 = strongly agree. A ‘good’ score on the Likert scale is 4 and above, i.e. students agree with the statement, aside the surface approach scale where you would hope that students disagreed (score = 2 or <2). 

When compared with the TESTA seven, Programme X fared worst on the following scales:

· Quantity and quality of feedback (2.77)

· Use of feedback (3.34)

· Appropriate Assessment (3.29)
· Surface Approach (3.88)

Overall, students on Programme X were least satisfied with the teaching on their course, with a score of 3.63, when compared with the main seven TESTA programmes. 

Summary of problem

1. Students are unhappy with the volume and quality of feedback 

2. Students say that they don’t use their feedback much, which reduces their potential to learn from feedback, and implies a massive waste of academic resource.
3. Students agree that they are surface learners, memorising facts without making higher order connections. This may be linked to the relatively high proportion of exams and the kind of exam questions.

4. Students do not agree with the statement that they are satisfied with teaching on the course.

Quantity and quality of feedback (QQF)
Before TESTA
The programme was characterised by extremely low volumes of oral feedback (37 minutes over 3 years), medium volumes of written feedback (4,089 – averaging about 100 words per script), and low mean AEQ scores of 2.77 on the QQF scale. Together these provided evidence of problems with the quality and quantity of feedback. In focus groups, students said things like:
As an undergraduate I find it quite intimidating to walk in and get the feedback because you know that they are very busy... so you almost feel as though you are imposing.
I have had two or three pieces of coursework back with absolutely no writing on the front at all. 

You don’t get your exam scripts back.
Some do put like a page, about a page of stuff which is really helpful but you find the majority of them don’t actually do that.
Sometimes you just get your grade and then sort of a broad statement, sometimes it doesn’t really mean much and sometimes you don’t know how to move that grade up next time. If it was more constructive you would know what you needed to improve on.
After TESTA
The whole programme has been revalidated to rebalance formative: summative assessment points, so that there are now fewer summative points across the programme, generally reduced from two to one per module with more of an emphasis on required formative assessment. In some cases the summative assessment is the culmination of formative tasks such as a portfolio.  There has also been an attempt to link formative to summative assessment, with students and lecturers being encouraged to focus attention on the formative feedback, feeding forward to the summative. One way in which the programme is seeking to address low oral feedback is through specifying the core team of full time lecturers who are designated to undertake tutorial time with students. Finally, the programme leader is attempting to persuade colleagues across the programme of the value of asking students what they would most like feedback on.
Summary of Changes 
1. Whole programme reduction in summative assessment, increase in formative.
2. More linked assessment for feedback to feed forward.
3. Dedicated core team to handle one-to-one tutorial feedback
4. Incremental attempts to get more self-reflection among students about the kinds of feedback they particularly need.
Use of Feedback 
Before TESTA
Students report not paying attention to their feedback and not really trying to understand what it means. In the AEQ, students record a mean score = 3.24, the lowest in the TESTA sample. The audit shows that return of feedback takes an average of 28 days.  Audit and focus groups pointed to five main factors hindering students’ use of feedback: 1) timeliness; 2) the mechanics of delivery; 3) its developmental quality; 4) consistency between lecturers; 5) modules working in isolation from each other.

Sometimes by the time you have got it you have done your next one anyway so it is no use to you....you get it so long after it you have forgotten what the whole purpose is really about and so you sort of oh yes have a quick read...


The thing is you get your grade a long time before you get your work and I think if your grade is ok you are not bothered….. you get lazy about looking for feedback.
The comments are very general, and then I look at my mark and think, “Well what I want to do on my next one is what can I improve, what can I get better at”, and there is nothing there to say this can be improved - it is just so general. 
We can’t make the most of it all the time. It’s like we are quite dependent on which tutor is with which module and their style of teaching and approach to the students in general. 
You could get feedback on how to get it better but you are not going to have the opportunity to improve on it because you are moving on to another module. 

After TESTA

Programme X has not directly addressed the four week return period, but the programme leader is being more vigilant about lecturers returning within this period. Some lecturers were under the misconception that feedback could not be released to students before being seen by the external examiners. The problem of marks being released separately online before feedback is a university wide practice, which has been referred to senior managers.  The programme has taken evidence about modularity interfering with student use of feedback as an incentive to develop programme coherence. The whole programme has been through a special validation, with particular emphasis on aligning the assessment across modules. The process has involved building collegiality and a shared notion of the programme.
Summary of Changes
1. Programme-wide provision of provisional feedback to students before confirmation by external examiners.

2. Referral of ‘marks-posted-before-grade’ system to Senior Managers for reconsideration.

3. Overhaul and alignment of modular structure to reflect a coherent aligned programme of content, outcomes and assessment.
4. Collegial conversations about pedagogy and assessment. 
Surface Approaches 

Before TESTA
Programme X has the highest surface approach score (AEQ =3.88), measuring whether students learn by factual recall as opposed to thoroughly understanding meaning. Taken together with the lowest appropriate assessment mean score (AEQ = 3.29), measuring whether assessment tests memory, the programme seems to be encouraging a surface approach to learning. Audit data showed the highest proportion of exams in the TESTA sample (34%), many of which were multiple choice tests, aligning with the surface approach.  High volumes of summative assessment, bunched together, with a high variety of types (11), compounded the problem.  In the focus groups, students said:

I have not read a single core chapter from the readings for the whole semester because I haven’t got time. I would like to read more about it but I just haven’t got time...so I read the chapters that are relevant for the exam then. 
All the other things go out the window because that is what you are doing your essay on, and you walk out of the module knowing about one thing and not much about anything else.

When it comes to university stuff then I take the surface approach, because you just can’t do it any other way. 

The assessments themselves don’t contribute to our learning, they are just a way of finding out what we have learnt -   that is all they are.  They are about what you can remember in the situation and the time you are given to write the thing.

Modules could try and span it, spread it across the semester because [bunching] feeds into the fact that you become surface learners as opposed to deep learners.
After TESTA 
The main programme-wide interventions have been to create a programme-wide approach to assessment, which includes a reduction in the number of summative assessments; reduction in exams, particularly multiple choice questions; increase in process-driven, linked formative assessments; reduction in variety to focus on student mastery and deep skills; and rationalising disparate learning outcomes into three main strands aligned with assessment tasks. The new programme strategy has also taken into account of the sequencing and spread of assessment.  
Summary of Changes
1. Implementation of new programme assessment approach with stranded learning outcomes aligned to assessment types.

2. More required in-class formative assessment and feedback leading up to summative tasks to encourage meaningful engagement.

3. Removal of summative multiple choice question tests.

4. Reduction in exams.

5. Rationalisation of variety to encourage mastery of key assessment types.

6. Better sequencing and spread of assessment to encourage a deeper approach. 
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