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INTRODUCTION

In the modules on assessment, there has been 
a strong emphasis on the important principles 
that need to underpin assessment processes 
and tasks. The most important point is that 
assessment is integral to the entire teaching 
and learning process of the paper. This module 
focuses on the specifics of task instructions, 
but it is worth reiterating some of the broad 
questions that you need to ask when you set 
an assessment task. These questions can act as 
a checklist, as it is easy to lose sight of the big 
picture when you are caught up in the specifics of the particular task.

Checklist to see if the task conforms to sound assessment principles

•	 Does the assessment task clearly align with the paper learning outcome(s)?

•	 Has the relevance of the assessment to course learning been made explicit to students?

•	 Is the complexity and weighting of the task appropriate for its stage in the paper?

•	 Is the weighting of the task proportionate to the workload and level of complexity?

•	 Is the task level appropriate?

•	 Does the task provide opportunities for students to develop self-evaluation skills?

•	 Does the task link in any way with workforce requirements in the particular discipline?

•	 Is the task significantly different from the assessment in the previous year?

•	 Does the assessment require evidence of individual engagement with the task?

•	 Does the task encourage or require students to demonstrate process competencies as well as 
produce a finished product?

•	 Have in-class opportunities been provided to discuss and practise the assessment 
requirements? 

•	 Does the assessment task provide for 
the learning of material and /or the 
development of skills as well as measuring 
student competency? 

•	 Does the assessment link with the other 
assessment tasks?

•	 Does the task enable students to make use 
of earlier formative feedback?
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•	 Have the teaching approaches been in line with 
and supported the assessment requirements?

•	 If this is a final summative assessment, have 
the students had ample formative assessment 
opportunities to develop the required 
competencies and understanding?

WRITING CLEAR TASK 
INSTRUCTIONS AND 
ESTABLISHING DIALOGUE AROUND THE ASSESSMENT 
PROCESS 
One of the most common concerns expressed by students is that they do not understand 
what a particular assessment task requires.  Correspondingly, students begin tackling a task 
with only a very crude sense of what is required. Sometimes, a vague and muddled piece of 
work is directly related to a lack of clarity in the task instructions. There used to be a view that 
was very prevalent among academics that a part of the “test” for students was to unravel the 
mystery of an assessment task. This view is part of a broader perception of assessment as a 
test, a perception which also incorporates the notion of the assessor seeing assessment as an 
instrument of power and control. However, if we focus on the learning opportunities offered 
by assessment and see assessment as part of the teaching and learning experience, it is vital 
that students fully understand requirements and that the assessment task is framed by as 
much conversation and preparation as possible. Furthermore, if another goal of assessment is to 
prepare students for lifelong learning, then it is important to invite them to participate actively 
in the assessment process at all stages.

Tips
•	 Invite a colleague to read your assessment task and explain how he or she understands the 

requirements. 

•	 Try doing the task or question yourself. 
Often the ambiguities and uncertainties 
only emerge when you try something out.

•	 Generally avoid essays instructions that 
consist of a long quotation and then an 
instruction word such as discuss. This can 
feel be very confusing for students.

•	 Ask questions directly rather than 
implicitly. 
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•	 Avoid giving too many detailed pieces of advice as the students can become confused about 
the focus of the question.

•	 Be careful of overused instruction words and do not assume that students know what they 
mean. Favourite instructions include:  Critically analyse; critique; issues; discuss critically.

•	 If these skills are important to your paper learning outcomes then they need to be a regular 
part of your teaching conversations and students need opportunities to practise them.

•	 Invite peers from other cultures to read your assessment tasks to check that you have not 
used culturally specific terms or idioms and to check whether the tasks depends on culturally 
specific knowledge.

•	 Where possible, set tasks that invite students to contribute examples from their own 
cultures.

•	 Where possible design an assignment in a number of smaller stages so that teachers can 
quickly gauge students’ understanding, pick up problems and provide instructional formative 
feedback. In this way, students can develop their learning, as opposed to finding out that 
they have completely missed the boat when a piece of assessment is returned.

•	 Experiment with getting students to write for or present in a range of contexts and to 
different audiences (see handbook on types of assessment tasks).

•	 Provide classroom time for pre-assignment discussion.

•	 Give students opportunities to practise using task marking criteria or invite students’ active 
participation in the development of task criteria.

•	 Show students previous examples of work on similar tasks.
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MARKING CRITERIA

Dialogue around assessment criteria and ensuring general understanding of what they mean  
is one of the most significant parts of a successful assessment regime and one that promotes 
optimal student learning. Getting common understanding of the assessment criteria BEFORE 
students undertake the task has numerous benefits:

•	 Students and lecturers are likely to have a better shared understanding of the assessment 
task requirements

•	 Students have tools to self–evaluate as they prepare their assessment and developing 
student self-assessment competencies is an important learning goal

•	 Very well understood and articulated criteria enable teachers to mark with greater precision 
and consistency.

•	 Mutually agreed on criteria provide an appropriate basis for the provision of formative 
feedback and post-completion task discussion.

•	 Mutually understood criteria  provide a basis for discussion should students want to question 
any aspect of the feedback or marks that have been allocated to a task

•	 Dialogue around criteria helps to make the assessment processes more transparent and 
diminishes the power differential between lecturer and students. The approach is in keeping 
with a constructivist approach to teaching and learning.
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USEFUL TERMS

It is important to remember that when we evaluate work in relation to criteria we are 
working within a criteria-referenced system. However, many academics and managers are still 
influenced by the models and thinking associated with a norm-referenced system  in which 
students are ranked in relation to the group of students as a whole. As a consequence, people 
sometimes mark in relation to criteria and then worry if the sample does not conform to a 
bell curve.  Sometimes managers expect this kind of spread, but it is entirely possible to get 
an uneven distribution of marks if working within a criteria-referenced system.  Moon (2002) 
provides helpful definitions for the criteria-referenced system:

Criteria-referenced Assessment
A student’s learning performance is measured in relation to a set of clearly defined criteria 
which have been designed in advance of the assessment and which are explicitly linked to 
course learning outcomes.

Threshold Assessment Criteria 
These criteria designate the minimum level of the learning outcomes needed to ensure a pass.

Grading Assessment Criteria
Assessment criteria must be directly linked to the learning outcomes. Moon (2002) suggests 
that the learning outcome indicates the base level of the required performance, while grading 
criteria indicate “how well students achieve above the threshold” (p.90). 

Grading criteria indicate the standard or quality of the student’s performance of a particular 
outcome. A dilemma for teachers is to find the balance between giving clear guidance as to 
what is expected and being too prescriptive and thereby encouraging a mechanistic approach. 
Criteria can be holistic or analytical. Holistic criteria indicate the standard of performance 
required in order to attain different grades. It is usually easiest to begin with the optimum 
and lowest levels of performance when working out criteria and then work out the grades in 
between.

Analytical criteria break a task up into its component parts or domains. A percentage of the 
total mark is allocated to each domain.

While analytical criteria can be precise and clear, they can easily encourage a mechanistic 
approach from students and lecturers and may get in the way of an appreciation of the work as 
an integrated whole.

Grading criteria indicate the level of learning above the base level of the learning 
outcomes that a student has attained. (Moon, 2002, p.90) 
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EXAMPLES OF ASSESSMENT CRITERIA 

From Dunn, Morgan, O’ Reilly, & Parry (2004) p.27 & 28

HOLISTIC CRITERIA
Pass: The report demonstrates a sound understanding of human rights and of its  application in 
the context of a particular interest group. It reflects an awareness (where appropriate) of gender 
and cross-cultural issues as they affect human rights in law, and it shows evidence of a capacity 
to examine critically a range of legal and non-legal issues in human rights. The argument in the 
report is generally logical and objective, and the report is clearly and concisely written.

Credit: In addition to satisfying the requirements for a pass, the report reflects mastery of a 
wide range of literature concerning human rights in law. The argument is consistently logical and 
objective, and the report is very clearly and concisely written.

Distinction/High Distinction: The report is exceptionally well researched and argued.  In 
addition to satisfying the requirements for a credit, it demonstrates a high order of critical and 
argumentative skills appropriate to the discipline or field, and a highly developed ability to write 
clearly, creatively and concisely.

(Instead of pass, credit, distinction you could substitute C, B and A grades)

ANALYTICAL CRITERIA for the same assessment may have been written like this:
•	 Coverage of key relevant material and issues: 20

•	 Logical, well-presented argument: 25

•	 Written communication skills: 15

•	 Familiarity with appropriate research: 25

•	 Critical and creative approach: 15

Task: In general terms the assignment requires students to investigate and report (in 2000 
words), the extent of human rights protection for a particular interest group and the 
desirability of a bill of rights from the point of view of the interest group.
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Further Examples of Criteria 
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Moon (2002), pp. 92, 101-102
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TIPS

• Develop criteria that match the particular task and associated learning outcomes. 
Departmental or generic programme criteria are generally bland and written in a way
that does not make much sense to students and are not precisely associated with the
particular learning outcomes.

• Make sure that students and teachers have a shared understanding of the criteria before
students undertake the task. 

• Where possible, involve the students in negotiating the criteria. 

• Allow students to practise on exercises that use the same criteria.

• Provide samples of work for students to mark using the criteria - this promotes a better
understanding of the meaning of the criteria.

• Be sure that course team members have a shared understanding of the task criteria. If
possible, course team members should mark a sample of student work and compare and
discuss the marks that they have allocated.

• Use a system of cross marking.

• Mark a sample of scripts and then revisit to check allocation of grades.

• Use peer and self evaluation to complement teacher evaluation.

Dunn et al (2004) provide a useful quick checklist for teachers that teachers in relation 
to relation to grading criteria:

• Have I determined in advance of the task what the standards of performance-and
therefore conceptions of quality - are in relation to this task?

• How can I be sure that performance standards will be the same no matter who marks the
assessment or whether it is marked first or last?

• How do the various markers of this task know what the performance standards are? How
do the students know?

• How clear to students are the standards of performance expected of them? How do they
know this? (p.28).

Remember there is no recipe for absolutely consistent and reliable allocation of grades, 
but we need to put as many safeguards as possible to ensure a high level of consistency 
and accuracy.  These include :

• Well-defined criteria around which there has been dialogue and which are well-
understood by all parties.

• Sample marking and discussion by members of a marking team.

• Providing samples of marking to new tutors or lecturers.
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Make a space at your place
for teaching.


