Assessment of significant learning outcomes

Project proposal from the Assessment Reform Group

Drawing on the expertise of the Assessment Reform Group (ARG) and building on the experience of the Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP), in particular on the work of the Learning Outcomes Thematic Group (LOTG), the proposed project will investigate examples, from contexts within and beyond the TLRP, of work undertaken on maximising the extent of the congruence of assessment practices with significant learning outcomes, including outcomes that are not addressed by conventional measures of student learning.   Its focus will be on cases where there would appear to be greatest potential for improving the match between the learning that is assessed and the stated aims of the learning programme.

The familiar concepts of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment are at the centre of the Teaching and Learning Research Programme’s conceptual framework, representing the key concerns investigated by constituent projects (see Pollard, 2005
). 


The focus of many TLRP projects is on the relationship between some form of ‘curriculum’, broadly defined to suit post-compulsory and non-formal settings, and pedagogy, defined to include adult learners, young people in non-school settings and school students. The relationships between pedagogy and assessment, and between assessment and curriculum, although implied, are perhaps less directly investigated
 because assessment, as such, was not highlighted as an explicit focus in the aims of TLRP
. Nevertheless, in one way or another, all projects have considered the learning outcomes they are interested in improving, the indicators that might enable them to detect whether such improvement has occurred and what pedagogical processes might have contributed to this. 

Since its inception, as a response to the policy changes in curriculum and assessment brought in by the Education Reform Act 1988, the Assessment Reform Group has reviewed the implications for policy and practice of research on assessment. It has taken a particular interest in the relationship between assessment and pedagogy (especially through its important work on formative assessment/assessment for learning - Gardner, 2006
) and between assessment and curriculum (especially through its work on enhancing quality in assessment – Harlen, 1994
).  In recent years the assessment/pedagogy interaction has been a prominent focus of ARG work and a further review of current research on this theme is the focus of a new proposal to the Nuffield Foundation. 

The focus of this present application to the TLRP is to pursue thematic work on the remaining relationship in this triangle: the alignment and interactions between curriculum and assessment.   The qualities of the curriculum/assessment interface have significant impact in a variety of contexts - entrance to higher and further education, A and AS levels, GCSE and vocational qualifications, non-accredited courses in post-16 and adult education, adult basic skills tests, Key Stage tests, transitions within the school system and internal school assessments.   Curriculum and assessment are set in the time sequence of students’ development; issues of progression are of central importance.   Invalid models, or inconsistency between the models that underpin curriculum and those underpinning assessment, can undermine progression. 

Since the two current proposals from ARG (to Nuffield and to TLRP) are so closely related we propose, should both applications for funding be successful, to add value by sharing progress and insights across the two projects.  This will be possible because each project will be managed by a sub-group of ARG which will continue to meet regularly as a whole group. We envisage this will be of special benefit to the thematic work for TLRP on ‘assessment and indicators of learning outcomes’ because the funds available are modest (the proposal to Nuffield is funded at £125k).  In addition, a member of the project team, Kathryn Ecclestone, has a large co-funded project (Nuffield, the National Research Centre for Adult Literacy and Numeracy and the Quality Improvement Agency for Post-16 Education) exploring the links between assessment and learning in vocational education and adult basic skills.  

In order to explore the validity of assessment practices, the analysis of Crookes, Kane and Cohen (1996)
 will be a helpful heuristic. This analyses the problem in terms of an inter-connected set of threats to validity; they point out that weaknesses in administration of instruments, in scoring, in aggregation of results, in generalization, in extrapolation, in evaluation of the outcomes, in the taking of decisions based on them, and in subsequent impact of these decisions, can all undermine validity, and that the strength of this linked chain may be limited by its weakest link.
The thematic work proposed here will build on, and develop synergies with, work already carried out by the TLRP Learning Outcomes Thematic Group (LOTG).  This will be assisted by the fact that the convenor of LOTG is also a member of ARG.  In its initial work the LOTG noted that the TLRP aim of improving outcomes for learners has been interpreted in diverse ways by projects investigating learning in a wide range of contexts across the lifecourse. An attempt to map the learning outcomes under consideration and how they are defined and detected was reported in a special issue of The Curriculum Journal 16(1), in 2005. A common theme running through those disparate interpretations has been has been the difficulty of assessing outcomes in a situation where a clear conceptualisation of learning has yet to be established. This was a particular difficulty for development and research projects where early decisions about appropriate baseline measures were needed in order to evaluate change over an ‘intervention’ period (see James & Brown, 2005, p. 18-20) 
. 

Although TLRP projects and the ARG have approached the issue from different directions both have similar concerns about the need for alignment, or congruence, between assessment practices and desirable learning outcomes.  This is stated explicitly in the most recent TLRP Commentary
 on improving teaching and learning in schools where the fifth of 10 Principles states that assessment needs to be congruent with learning: ‘Assessment should be designed and implemented with the goal of achieving maximum validity both in terms of learning outcomes and learning processes. It should help to advance learning as well as determine whether learning has occurred.’(p.9).  In similar vein, a recent ARG publication
 states that ‘it is crucial that assessment covers the learning that will be essential for young people who will live and work in a rapidly shrinking world and changing society’(p.8) . This implies that the debate must go wider and deeper than simply considering the technology of assessment in relation to the curriculum status quo, but needs to engage with some fundamental issues about what learning outcomes should be most valued and how sensitive and valid indicators of them can be developed. In contrast to the lively debates of the 1970s and 1980s, discussion of such curriculum matters in the UK has been muted since the introduction of national curriculum frameworks in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. At a time when governments throughout the UK are moving to introduce more flexibility in what has become too rigid a curriculum prescription, it is an appropriate moment to rekindle interest in the aims of education, the outcomes that express those aims and the assessments that can best provide evidence of their achievement.    

Research questions and aims

The Assessment Reform Group has argued, for example in its recent Assessment Systems for the Future project
, that assessment regimes which rely only on test-based measures of attainment are insufficiently valid to be educationally acceptable.  Implicit in that critique are such questions as:

· What are the significant learning outcomes that are not being assessed in a system that relies wholly on test-based assessment procedures?

· What are the indicators of student performance which have been / could be developed in relation to such learning outcomes?

· What are the assessment procedures that do not rely on testing but do give / could give dependable measures of student performance in relation to those indicators?

What is proposed here is to use the exploratory framework of these questions to investigate five different contexts (or sets of contexts).   In each of these contexts it has been a central concern to bring about a closer match between the indicators of student performance derived from assessment and the full range of learning outcomes.  Analysis of the insights from each context will be used as the basis for a synthesis which will be set out in a paper to be submitted to the British Educational Research Journal, or equivalent academic journal. A Research Briefing will also be prepared and consideration will be given to the possibility of developing a follow-up research proposal to pursue relevant lines of development and/or research in more depth.  

Methods

An initial project seminar will establish agreed frameworks for conceptualising learning outcomes and the relationship to them of learning indicators (see below under ‘project design’)  For each of the five contexts to be investigated the project will commission a paper summarising the experience to date, drawing out the main conclusions of relevance to this project and highlighting unresolved issues.   These papers, to be commissioned from individuals with expertise in the area in question, will act as keynote papers for five invited seminars.   Participants in each seminar, numbering approximately 12 for each event, will be a mixture of individuals with expertise in the areas under discussion and individuals drawn from the project’s advisory group (see below).  The concluding seminar will focus on a draft synthesis drawn up by the project team.

The project team will comprise Professor Richard Daugherty (Aberystwyth), as project director, Professor Paul Black (King’s College, London), Dr. Kathryn Ecclestone (Nottingham) and Professor Mary James (Institute of Education, London).  They will be supported by an advisory group which will include the other members of the Assessment Reform Group:  Professor John Gardner, Professor Wynne Harlen, Professor Judy Sebba, Dr. Gordon Stobart.

Project design

In relation to the conceptualisation of learning outcomes, the project sees potential for bringing together the conclusions of the LOTG’s seven categories of learning outcome
 and the work of Eraut on workplace learning
.   The first project seminar will focus on establishing a conceptual framework, derived from these two sources, to be used in interrogating the contexts for assessment of learning outcomes that will be explored in the remaining seminars.

In relation to indicators of student performance derived from assessment, the first project seminar will also draw on the expertise of members of the Assessment Reform Group to establish an equivalent conceptual framework for interrogating the alignment of assessment practices to learning outcomes in those contexts (this will be an early opportunity to develop synergies between the two proposed ARG projects – Nuffield and TLRP).

The first seminar, using the Crookes, Kane & Cohen paper (1996) as its initial reference point, will aim to establish a framework for the project that will make possible conceptual linkages across the five contexts for learning that will be reviewed in the subsequent source-specific seminars.

The five source-specific seminars will focus in turn on the following contexts, in each of which work has been undertaken on the congruence of evidence from assessment with significant learning outcomes:

Seminar 2:   Assessment in core curriculum subjects: National Curriculum    Mathematics in England

There has always been tension in mathematics education between instrumental aims, with emphasis on so-called numeracy skills, and more fundamental aims focused on conceptual understanding. Research can tease out how these may be inter-related, and so has given both a critique of such debates and research studies have also been fundamental in giving guidance on learners progression in understanding - guidance which is essential it both the curriculum specifications and the assessment instrument used at different ages are to be appropriate. National frameworks in this area have been a focus of much debate, with public and media concentrating on the instrumental, but carefully considered recommendations, as in the Smith report in  2004, have not been fully accepted or implemented.  Studies of the expectations of adults, and the extent to which these are met, will clearly be relevant. This seminar will draw on research in mathematics education based at King’s College, London including, inter alia, the work of Brown, Coben and Burkhardt.
Seminar 3:  Assessment of learning across the curriculum: EU Learning to Learn Indicators Project
Despite definitional, empirical and theoretical difficulties there continues to be interest in generic, key, core, or basic skills, abilities, and competencies as important for lifelong learning. Specifically, creating learning to learn indicators are a priority for the European Commission and a working group has been commissioned

to attempt to create and pilot such a measure. However, this will not be easy and the group recognises that many questions remain, including what learning to learn means in formal, non-formal, informal and adult learning contexts and what this implies for the beliefs and practices of teachers and trainers. Ulf Fredriksson, at

the EC's Centre for Research on Lifelong Learning (CRELL) at Ispra, Italy,, is setting up a European network of researchers to debate these issues and will be invited to contribute the lead paper to this seminar.

Seminar 4:  Curriculum and assessment in vocational education in England
Definitions of learning outcomes and corresponding approaches to assessment have been heavily influenced by initiatives for competence-based and outcome-based assessment regimes in work-place qualifications and in educational settings offering general vocational qualifications.  Strong political imperatives in vocational education and radical, frequent changes to qualifications have produced heavily regulated and prescriptive assessment regimes that prescribe learning outcomes and assessment criteria very tightly and aim overtly to fuse summative and formative processes in portfolios of achievement.  Recent research studies show that these factors have produced confusion and lack of professional expertise in assessment whilst also raising formal levels of achievement amongst many young people and adults who otherwise would not gain formal qualifications.  Vocational assessment is therefore an important context for evaluating the effects of portfolio-based assessment and outcome-based specifications on learning outcomes.  Kathryn Ecclestone will contribute the lead paper to this seminar.
Seminar 5:  Learning outcomes and assessment in workplace learning

The TLRP-funded LINEA project investigated what was being learned, how it was being learned and what factors affected learning in the context of workplace learning in three professions.  Eraut has taken this work forward, for example in his 2004 article in ‘Studies in Continuing Education’ and in his keynote address on ‘The complexity of learning’ to the TLRP Annual Conference in November 2005. Workplace learning offers a distinct context in which to study the nature of significant learning outcomes as expressed in the curriculum and evidenced in assessment practices.  Michael Eraut will be invited to contribute the lead paper to this seminar.
Seminar 6:  Curriculum and assessment in higher education
The TLRP Phase II project, ‘Enhancing Teaching-Learning Environments in Undergraduate Courses’, explored new ways of encouraging high quality learning in higher education.   It was underpinned by research into how the quality of learning can be influenced not only by pedagogy and assessment but also by the teaching-learning environment as a whole.  A particular focus was on the constructive alignment between aims and the students’ learning experiences.  Some of the questions that arose in the TLRP’s higher education projects have been explored in Entwistle’s contribution to the LOTG special issue of The Curriculum Journal
. Noel Entwistle will be invited to contribute the lead paper to this seminar.
Seminar 7, the last in the series, will respond to a keynote paper, drawn up by the project team, highlighting ways in which the evidence reviewed in the course of the project has illuminated the curriculum/assessment dimension of the conceptual framework.
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