SEDA Conference November 17, 2011. Project STAF: Technology supporting assessment and feedback
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Stephen Bostock and Matthew Street 
Developing and embedding technology-supported assessment and feedback processes across an institution.


This session is based on a JISC-funded, twelve-month project on embedding technology in assessment across Keele University. The project steering group was chaired by the PVC and was closely linked with institutional policy. Stephen Bostock was the head of the educational development unit and had been involved in developing the institution’s policies on assessment, and was the project manager. Matthew Street was a School administrator who represented his Faculty on the VLE Steering Group. He was seconded as the project officer. 

The aim was to develop the uses of existing technologies and to support academic staff in their uses, so as to improve assessment and feedback processes for the benefit of staff, students and the institution. The objectives were to develop a portfolio of assessment and feedback processes that took advantage of existing technology, and support their adoption by academic schools and individual academic staff. This included the wider use of our existing facilities for online assessment and feedback (Blackboard and Grademark), and the introduction of novel assessment practices especially handwriting recognition, audio and video.

The benefits of using technology in assessment and feedback are well documented in the literature.  For example, the October 2010 issue of Technology in Learning Journal discusses the substantial evidence supporting the concept “that technology can support assessment in several ways”. These include “removing the burden of managing assessments freeing up staff to focus on setting effective assessment tasks and giving effective feedback” (Cook and Noss, p10)
.  Effective Assessment in a Digital Age, A guide to technology-enhanced assessment and feedback (JISC
) provides detailed examples from a national programme of the potential benefits of technology in assessment and feedback. 
In the context of the institution’s objectives and pressing needs in relation to assessment

a) We conducted focus groups about their assessment practices with academics and administrators together, in all fourteen academic schools  
b) We mapped and analysed these current assessment practices 

c) We designed new assessment practices to meet the needs of staff and students, designing out inefficiencies or duplication (see below)
d) We noted barriers to change with the appropriate committees, which resulting in a review of review of four academic regulations relating to assessment  

e) We noted technical barriers to improved processes and raised them relevant with committees (e.g. The IT sub-group of the University L&T Committee; the VLE Steering Group)
f) We provided equipment, training and support for individual staff who piloted novel uses of technology for marking and/or providing feedback to students
g) We had an open door policy for staff support, a scheduled open session on Fridays, and would go out to staff offices when requested
h) We delivered workshop sessions on technology supporting feedback 

i) We organised external speakers, from projects at Derby, Edinburgh, Leeds, Reading and Edge Hill

j) We raised awareness of the project through committees, regular email communications, the project blog, and a “lunch and learn” session. 

Our analysis found that assessment practices could most simply be represented as thirteen activities:

1. Teacher sets task

2. Teacher supports student work on task

3. Student submits work

4. Student receives receipt

5. Students’ work is collated (with paper submissions this is done by administrators, checking against registers and sorting into order)

6. First marker reads work and produces feedback

7. First marker produces provisional grade

8. Feedback returned to student (no more than 3 weeks after submission)
9. Provisional grade returned to student 

10. Second marking: Select student work for second marking, second marker marks work, checks feedback and agrees marks; second marker writes report

11. Students’ work is selected for the external examiner to read, with the feedback on it and possible second marker comments and mark on that work

12. The exam board with the external examiner confirms the final grades, which can then be returned to the students

13. An archive is made of student work and feedback on it, and plus possibly a copy of feedback is placed in the paper student file in the School Office.

This process includes a number of design decisions. The separation in principle of the return of feedback (8) from the return of a provisional grade (9) is important. There is a growing literature that shows the value of delayed return of grades so that students use the feedback first (Wiliam
, Parkin and Holden
). A recent project at Sheffield Hallam University
  demonstrated advantages for the student experience in sending grades and feedback electronically (as all three of our processes do), and in sending feedback initially without grades.
These activities need not all be strictly sequential. The return of the feedback and provisional grade after first marking, rather than after second marking/moderation may be necessary in large cohorts in order for feedback to be timely (the institutional maximum is three working weeks) – processes 8,9,10. However, it may well be possible for second marking to be done before the feedback and a provisional grade are returned (10,9,8).In that case the provisional marks available to students will represent moderated marks (with marks possibly adjusted for the whole cohort, not just for individual students in the moderated sample).
The result of second marking or moderating of electronic submissions (or paper copies in process C), is better represented as a report, rather than as additional comments on script, available to the external examiner and the exam board. The report could be text or a spreadsheet of student names/numbers, the marks, and comments added.
Three assessment processes were designed, recognising as far as possible the diverse needs and preferences of different programmes. The first (A) and second (B) are paper-less, using either a Turnitin assignment drop-box to use the Grademark tool or a VLE assignment drop-box where students will typically submit MS Word documents. From a student perspective, all submissions of digital assignments, and collection of all feedback will be through the Institutional VLE. The third process (C) involves one paper copy plus an electronic copy of the same work to be submitted. This allows examiners to read and mark the paper copy, while retaining many of the advantages of an electronic submission 
Feedback to students in all cases includes a proforma including how the work was assessed against the criteria, what were the strong and the weak features of the work, and how future work could be improved. In process A, Grademark provides a rubric for feedback, plus generic comments. For B, the student inserts an electronic copy of the proforma onto the start of the Word document, where it will be completed by the marker before the file is returned. For C, an electronic proforma is returned to students.
Academic schools will be provided with a file-store with structured folders for each year and module, for a permanent archive of student work and other documents related to an assessment.

Publications:

Poster for the SOLSTICE 2011 conference June 2011-06-21

http://www.keele.org.uk/docs/poster%20for%20SOLSTICE%20v4.png 

Conference proceedings for ICICTE conference July 2011-06-21

http://www.keele.org.uk/docs/059%20SB-MW%20ICICTE%20paper%20March2011v6.pdf  

Project blog:

http://projectstafkeeleuniversity.jiscinvolve.org/wp/ 

or 

http://tinyurl.com/stafproject   

Matthew Street: m.j.street@phil.keele.ac.uk
Stephen Bostock: stephen@keele.org.uk 

Process A. Grademark
A Grademark assignment is an assignment created in the VLE as a Turnitin assignment with settings to use Grademark. At no extra trouble or cost the settings can also include generation of an originality report that may be useful in relation to deterring or detecting plagiarism. (Please see the university policy on the use of Turnitin originality reports.)
1. The assessment task is set in any way

2. Support for students could use Grademark for submitting a draft and giving feedback on it (using the same method used later for the final submission)
3. A Grademark submission is made by students
4. No manual receipt for students is needed, as students see a printable receipt on submission and can always check their work has been submitted, through the VLE assignment icon
5. No collation is needed; Turnitin sorts the submissions
6. The first marker reads the work in Grademark and writes feedback onto it, using the drag-and-drop comment features, the rubric functions, the general comments box, or all of the above.(See note 1)
7. The first marker produces provisional grades and puts them into Grademark, from where they are sent to the VLE Grade Center. From there, they can be released at any time, and tutors or administrators can download them as a spreadsheet for later use 

8. Feedback is returned through the Grademark assignment icon on the specified release date.  Any additional feedback such as rich media can be returned through the Grade Center in Blackboard 9.1  
9. Provisional grades are returned with the feedback (as this is much simpler when using Grademark). The grades in Grademark are visible with the annotated work and the feedback, and are copied automatically to the VLE Grade Center, from where they can be downloaded for exam boards
10. On the basis of the calculated module grades, students’ work is selected for second marking and for checking feedback, agreeing the mark or make a note in the second marker’s report about a disagreement
11. Some students’ work is selected for the external examiner to read, with feedback and the second marker’s report. The external examiner accesses the selected students’ work, and any others they wish to see, through the assignment link in the VLE
12. Final grades are returned to students after the external exam board

13. Archiving of the Grademark assignments, with embedded feedback, through the batch download process; to be stored in structured folders on the network drive.

Note 1: Feedback using existing proformas can be made in two ways. The contents of the proforma can be placed into the text comments section of feedback, or a criteria matrix (rubric) can be placed into a Grademark Rubric.  Grademark Rubrics, and Quickmark sets of comments, can be customised and shared between staff electronically. They could be generic or specific to an assignment.
Note 2:  On anonymous marking: Anonymous marking can be achieved in all processes as both the VLE (Bb9.1) and Turnitin support anonymity, as long as the student uses their student number as the name of their submitted file.
B.  VLE (Blackboard 9.1) assignment 
1. The assessment task is set in any way

2. Support for students could use a VLE assignment for submitting a draft and giving feedback (using the same method as used later for the final submission)

3. Students submit their work to a VLE assignment, probably as a Word document including the module’s feedback proforma embedded at the start of the document. 

4. No manual receipt for students is needed, as students see a receipt on submission and can always check their work has been submitted, through the VLE assignment icon.

5. No collation is needed, the submissions can be sorted automatically
6. The first marker opens the student files either one at a time, or downloads them in bulk for offline reading. The marker reads the work as Word files and enters feedback to the appended proforma. Optionally, the marker can write feedback into the student text in a variety of ways and embed different types of rich media into the document**.  

7. The first marker produces provisional grades and puts them in the VLE Grade Center, from where they can be released at any time. Tutors or administrators can download these grades as a spreadsheet for later use.
8. Feedback is returned through the VLE assignment icon on the specified release date. Typically, feedback will be the student work including the feedback proforma, but other file types such as audio are possible.
9. Provisional grades are returned now, or earlier with feedback.
10. On the basis of the calculated module grades, students’ work is selected for second marking and for checking feedback, agreeing the mark or making a note in the second marker’s report about a disagreement. 
11. Some students’ work is selected for the external examiner to read, with feedback and the second marker’s report. The external examiner accesses the selected students’ work, and any others they wish to see, through the VLE link to the assignment.

12. Final grades are returned to students after the external exam board.

13. Archiving of the assignments from the VLE, with embedded feedback, through the batch download process, to be stored in structured folders on the network drive.
* The process above outlines the VLE Grade Centre in its basic use.  This process could be built on using the additional functionality available, dependent on staff and School practice.
** For example, Word 2007 allows the marker to highlight text, insert new text using track changes, add a Word Comment, insert an audio file, and insert Quickparts from the building blocks library. With Quickparts a customised collection of standard comments can be inserted easily, including links to further advice.
C. One paper copy plus Turnitin
This process uses one paper submission for marking by first, second and external examiners. It is not returned to the student. Feedback and grades are sent electronically. This process is likely to be appropriate for large pieces of work like dissertations. 
1. The assessment task is set in any way

2. Any drafts are likely to be submitted on paper, but they could be Word documents or Turnitin submissions for originality checking or Grademark; feedback could be by any process depending upon the form of submission.

3. Students submit an electronic copy to a Turnitin assignment (see the policy on the use of Turnitin). The electronic submission meets the deadline. Either the student submits a paper copy within 24 hours or the school administrators print copies from the electronic submissions.*
4. Receipts are automatic through the Turnitin assignment. 

5. Collation of the submitted paper copies is necessary, or printing as a batch job on a networked printer. 
6. First marking is done by reading the paper copy. The feedback for the student should be in a Word document of a feedback proforma, or digital audio or video or a screencast. Handwriting on a paper proforma, if it is produced, should be scanned using the new scanner/printers and the digital copy returned to students. (In this case, the original paper copies are available with the student work on paper for the external examiner.)  Handwriting on the student work could continue where this is useful for examiners but it cannot be used to give feedback to the student in this process, as the paper assignment is not being returned to the student, being needed for second marking and external examining. (Photocopying it would cost more staff time and resources.) 
7. The first marker produces provisional grades and puts them into the VLE Grade Center, from where they can be released at any time. Tutors or administrators can download these grades as a spreadsheet for later use. 
8. The feedback is returned through the Grade Center in Blackboard 9.1 on the specified release date. 
9. Provisional grades are returned through release in the VLE Grade Center.
10. On the basis of the calculated module grades, students’ work on paper is selected for second marking and for checking feedback. Second marker writes a report. The second marker can alternatively or additionally see any student work in the Turnitin assignment, and see the feedback in the VLE Grade Center.  
11. Students’ work on paper is selected for the external examiner to read, with feedback and the second marker’s report. The external examiner can alternatively or additionally use the VLE to see any student work in the Turnitin assignment, and see the feedback proforma documents returned to students.

12. Final grades are returned to students after the exam board.
13. Archiving the assignments from the VLE, and the feedback sent, through the batch download process, to be stored in structured folders on the network drive. There is no need to archive paper copies as the electronic originals, feedback, second  marker and external examiner reports are archived,
*While for some assignments such as dissertations it may be best for the student to submit the paper copy, for most assignments the student should make only the electronic submission and the school should bear the cost of printing. Additional admin staff time in downloading and printing a batch of files is offset by not needing to collate any submitted paper copies.
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