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Abstract 

This thesis reports on research that explores the factors that influence 

academic assessment practices. It specifically looks at this phenomenon 

from the perspective of a group of academics who all teach first year 

courses offered at a multidisciplinary science faculty at a large Queensland 

university. This research is significant because assessment comes with high 

stakes for students and can be especially daunting for first year students. 

Planning and implementing quality assessment tasks are expected of all 

teaching academics, and so gaining some insight into how academics carry 

out this crucial role and the factors that influence their practice is 

important. Furthermore, a review of extant literature reveals a gap in the 

research around how science academics plan and design assessment. A 

phenomenological approach has been adopted to conduct this study using 

semi-structured interviews to gather data from nine participants who 

represent a cross-section of the faculty teaching staff. The data has been 

analysed by applying inductive coding to reveal the main themes discussed 

by the participants. The key factors perceived as influencing their 

assessment practices are: the characteristics of the first year student 

cohort; resources; and institutional policies and regulations. Other factors 

mentioned in the interviews include collegial support and program-level 

planning, as well as opportunities for professional development in 

assessment. From the research findings, some necessary reforms and 

recommendations are made with reference to the neoliberal climate for the 

faculty to consider adopting in order to improve its assessment practices, 
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enhance students’ learning experience and possibly increase the retention 

of first year students.  
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1 Introduction 

Students spend more time on assessment than on any other academic task outside of 

classes (Carless, 2015; Star & McDonald, 2007). “Assessment shapes education and 

how people learn in powerful ways” (Coates, 2016, p. 662). So how students 

experience assessment tasks (including content and processes) can play a significant 

role in their overall university experience (Lizzio & Wilson, 2013). Assessment also 

has the potential to support national goals of student engagement and retention 

(Lizzio & Wilson, 2013). Assessment is therefore a powerful precursor for tertiary 

student success (Lizzio & Wilson, 2013). Assessment can either motivate or deter 

students, depending on how they experience the assessment process and on how the 

results they are awarded either scaffold or undermine their perceptions of 

achievement (Carless, 2015). Consequently, the assessment experience is critically 

important to student engagement and retention (Potter & Bye, 2014). University 

teaching academics are primarily responsible for assessment design and 

implementation (Goos & Hughes, 2010; Medland, 2016). Their assessment practices 

largely determine how students experience learning. Yet less is known about how 

academics decide what to assess and how to assess than might be expected (Garrow 

& Tawse, 2009; Goos & Hughes, 2010). 

Assessment is one of the most fundamental aspects of academic work. This is 

because assessment is a fundamental aspect of teaching and learning (Medland, 

2016). Coates (2016) recognises that assessment is integral to the character of a 

university and the quality of its education programs. Naturally, the curriculum of a 

course will influence the content delivered (Offerdahl & Tomanek, 2011), and the 

pedagogical approach underpinning the design of a course will inform what is taught 

and how it is taught (Black, 1995; Cowie & Bell, 2001). Assessment, however, is 
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ultimately determined by what the assessors (academics) value, their motivations for 

taking time to reflect on the performance of different types of assessment, and their 

perceptions of the benefits of different assessment options. Medland (2016) 

acknowledges that the importance of assessment in learning and teaching is widely 

accepted, and there has been significant debate on the impact of learning and the 

benefit of current practices (Coates, 2016). One of the key drivers of this debate is the 

changing nature of the higher education sector.  

The marketisation and deregulation of higher education have resulted in a 

rapidly changing sector. Neoliberalism refers to “the privatisation of public services, 

the capitalisation and commodification” of society by government and associated 

agencies to establish competition across various public markets and services (Hill, 

2003, p. 2). In a neoliberal climate, students are considered consumers of 

education (Bevitt, 2015; Medland, 2016); consequently, student satisfaction is 

increasingly important to tertiary institutions. Student satisfaction is linked to 

quality assessment (Bevitt, 2015). In turn, quality assessment requires a 

systematic approach to assessing and regulating what is meant by ‘quality’, across 

the tertiary education sector (Drew & Klopper, 2014). In addition, there is increased 

competition due to marketisation encouraging private providers to enter the tertiary 

education sector (Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency, 2016). This highlights 

a further need to regulate the quality of the sector (Jones-Devitt & Samiei, 2011). 

Therefore, institutions need to appeal to students in a competitive marketplace 

and highlight the quality of their education.  

Additional changes to the sector have led to a wider participation strategy 

that has increased the diversity of the student cohort (Bevitt, 2015; Larkin, Rowan, 

Garrick, & Beavis, 2016). This wider participation strategy places demands on 
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tertiary institutions to cater for a more diverse student cohort and to assist this 

cohort in transitioning to academic studies (Potter & Bye, 2014). According to 

Carless (2015), assessment is an attendant factor in the attrition of students, while 

Krause (2005) concedes that student satisfaction and success in the first year, as 

well as graduate outcomes, are all associated with funding. Therefore focus on 

assessment is due to the significant impact it has on the student experience (Lizzio 

& Wilson, 2013) and the increasing concern of universities with student retention 

(Tinto, 2006). Accordingly, the increasing emphasis on quality education to ensure 

competiveness and enhance the student experience places pressure on academics; 

however, many academics lack the ability and/or confidence to design and 

implement quality assessments (Goos & Hughes, 2010; Star & McDonald, 2007). 

Because assessment is important to students, the associated financial costs 

indicate the importance this has to the higher education sector. The research 

reported in this thesis aims to understand some of the key factors that influence 

the assessment design practices of a group of academics within a multidisciplinary 

science faculty at a Queensland university.  

1.1 Aims of the research 

The overarching objective of the study is to identify factors that influence the 

assessment practices of a group of academics. The focus is on their planning and 

design of assessment tasks, while the implementation of the assessment tasks is 

not a key focus of this research project. Firstly, the research aims to identify the 

factors that academics perceive to influence their assessment practices in higher 

education. Secondly, it aims to indicate how they currently plan and design their 

assessments. The research also seeks to understand the impact that the current 

assessment practices of these course convenors may have on the student 
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experience of the first year cohort. In addition, the research aims to improve the 

overall assessment experience of academics by identifying core challenges and 

pointing to potential solutions. Lastly, the research intends to contribute to the 

field of knowledge in teaching and learning at the tertiary level. 

1.2 Background to the study 

The research underpinning this thesis has sought to explore the influences on the 

current assessment practices of academics within higher education. In the thesis, I 

identify what course convenors in a multidisciplinary science faculty at a top-ranked 

Australian university report as being key influences on their assessment practice. The 

term faculty means a group of university departments concerned with a major 

division of knowledge, and is used interchangeably with the academic group. I also 

consider how these influences shape these academics’ assessment planning and 

design.  

For the past five years, I have had the opportunity to interact with students 

within a large higher educational institution based in Queensland, Australia. During 

this time, I have worked closely with students as an academic skills learning adviser 

and tutor. Many of these students have sought assistance from me with their 

assessment tasks. Most have attended a consultation requesting clarification about 

assessment instructions and marking criteria, as well advice about how they should 

approach their assignments. In addition to individual student consultations, I deliver 

academic skills workshops to students within a specific academic unit, primarily 

within the Sciences Group. This Group incorporates disciplines such as Built 

Environments, Engineering, Information Technology and Natural Sciences. Through 

my experience gained from working closely with academics, I have observed quality 

teaching and learning experiences provided to their students. However, on a number 
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of occasions I have been asked by academics from this group to provide them with 

specific advice about the processes and practices associated with assessing student 

learning. 

Based on my personal and professional experience and from the current 

literature around assessment practices (Carless, 2015; Christie et al., 2015), it became 

apparent that there is a gap in knowledge about some aspects of assessment. The 

majority of current research in science assessment addresses assessment practices 

in primary and secondary education (Black, 1995; Black & Wiliam, 2009) and is 

limited to formative assessment practices at the tertiary level (J. I. Smith & Tanner, 

2010; M. K. Smith, Jones, Gilbert, & Wieman, 2013; Wieman & Gilbert, 2014). 

Current research within the multidisciplinary science disciplines, moreover, is 

primarily focused on pedagogical skill development, rather than on assessment 

(Greenlee, Edwards, & Anthony, 2015; Hurlimann, 2009). This presents an 

important research gap that warrants closer attention, understanding how 

academics plan and design summative assessment and their perceived influences 

on this process. 

The need to maximise student satisfaction and deliver positive scores is a 

reality of the international marketisation of university education (Bevitt, 2015). 

Anecdotal evidence from academics highlights concern about experimenting with 

their assessment tasks due to possible consequences from student evaluation of 

courses and teaching. Institutional processes require teaching academics to have a 

PhD qualification, industry experience and/or publication record. Science has 

historically been a key contributor to research for universities; consequently, it is 

common to have research-only academics (Drew & Klopper, 2014). Although they 

have advanced specialist knowledge of their field, such academics usually do not 
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have training in pedagogy or assessment; this is usually learnt on the job or 

through an induction course prior to commencing teaching (Goos & Hughes, 2010). 

Assessment practice is not specifically taught to academics during their induction; 

yet teaching academics are expected to develop summative assessments. So what 

factors influence the assessment practices of academics and how do these 

academics design their assessment tasks? 

The importance of the first year experience is evident through the focus on 

retention and student success strategies. Research by Lizzio (2006) recognises the 

Five Senses of Success, which support students’ experiences in higher education. A 

range of initiatives have been implemented to support the transition of the first year 

student cohort at this Queensland university (Lizzio & Wilson, 2013; McKenzie & 

Egea, 2015). These strategies include: orientation programs (McPhail, French, & 

Wilson, 2015); peer support programs (Batz, Olsen, Dumont, Dastoor, & Smith, 2015); 

online initiatives (Larkin et al., 2016; Rae & Hunn, 2015); and intervention strategies 

(Lizzio & Wilson, 2013). These various initiatives have been implemented to support 

students’ first year experience. Recognising the recent focus on student success and 

retention, and the importance that assessment has to students, understanding how 

academics develop their assessment practices merits close attention. 

1.3 Current context of the higher education sector 

The institutional and political environments are briefly explored here in order to 

contextualise the study. One aspect of this research is to identify the extent that policy 

influences the current assessment practices of academics to improve their assessment 

experiences. The Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) is a national policy 

designed to develop standards to ensure a consistent level of achievement in all 

courses and programs, irrespective of institution or geographical location 
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(Department of Education and Training, 2015). Teaching and learning in tertiary 

institutions have become increasingly concerned with the AQF standards of education, 

making pedagogy and assessment a key focus of teaching and learning (Department of 

Education and Training, 2015).  

The funding of Australian universities is by the Australian Federal 

Government and, through policy, this ensures a quality product (Christie et al., 

2015). However, the evolution of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment practices 

in higher education currently lags behind primary and secondary institutions 

especially criteria based assessment (Grainger & Weir, 2016). Consequently, this 

indicates that the mechanisms of federal funding models ensure slower policy 

change and, since universities tend to be much larger organisations, so they are 

slower to respond to policy changes. There is a need to understand the extent to 

which policy at the university level is both constraining and enabling the 

assessment practices of academics and the potential impact this may have on the 

first year student experience. 

1.4 Thesis structure 

The thesis is divided into six chapters. Following this introductory chapter, 

Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature on assessment. This review describes 

contemporary trends in higher education, and discusses the consequences of the 

marketisation of education and the need for quality assurance in the higher 

education sector. Institutional strategies addressing retention, student success and 

improving the student experience are described within the context of the AQF. As 

noted, this framework seeks to ensure consistent achievement standards across 

the sector. Secondly, the chapter identifies and discusses current research detailing 

the three broad categories of factors that affect the assessment practices of 
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academics: (i) institutional factors; (ii) personal experience and attitude; and (iii) 

student characteristics. Thirdly, the strategies developed to foster a positive first 

year university experience are also considered, in the context of quality 

assessment. This literature review has informed a set of specific research 

questions, which are identified in Chapter 3. 

In Chapter 3, I discuss the research methodology and specific methods I 

employed to answer the research questions. The research has employed a 

phenomenological approach to understand what academics believe influences 

their assessment practices (including design and delivery). The approach to 

phenomenology and rationale set the context for how I have used semi-structured 

interviews to collect data to answer my research questions. Here I also discuss 

how the interview participants were selected and recruited. I finish the chapter by 

discussing the techniques I have used to code the interview transcripts and how I 

undertook data analysis. I also consider some of the limitations of the research 

process (a point I return to in the conclusion to the thesis, where I suggest some 

directions for future research). 

Chapter 4 describes the results of my research. These are presented using a 

detailed narrative account – a story of sorts, presented in the words of each of the 

academics – illustrating what they perceived to be the most influential factors 

affecting their assessment practices. These narratives are presented through 

detailed quotations. Here I also show how an NVivo analysis of the transcripts 

reveals definitive and conditional beliefs about assessment. An interpretation of 

the key themes follows. 

In Chapter 5, the discussion, I compare my research findings to the 

literature, identifying similarities and differences, and points of convergence and 
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divergence, and explaining what might be behind these results. In Chapter 6 I 

conclude the thesis by summarising my key findings, illustrating how the research 

questions have been answered. I also provide some recommendations to improve 

assessment practices for academics, specifically seeking to also improve the 

student experience of the first year cohort. And I consider some potential 

directions for future research. Importantly, it needs to be noted that, because this  

is a masters research limited in scope, my results are not intended to be 

generalisable across the university, the tertiary sector in Australia or 

internationally. Future survey-based research will be required to test the 

generalisability of the findings I report here. 

1.5 Significance of this research 

The significance of this research is evident for a number of reasons. The first is that 

there is a gap in extant research on assessment in higher education. Current 

research on assessment in higher education predominantly addresses: the 

intellectual challenge of assessment (James, McInnis, & Devlin, 2002); the value of 

different assessment types (Momsen, Long, Wyse, & Ebert-May, 2010; Offerdahl & 

Montplaisir, 2014; J. I. Smith & Tanner, 2010); feedback processes (Black & Wiliam, 

2009; Kemp & Scaife, 2012; Sadler, 2010); and the quality of assessment tasks or 

marking criteria (Humphry & Heldsinger, 2014; Jonsson & Svingby, 2007; Reddy & 

Andrade, 2010). This research aims to explore assessment practices of academics 

within the university sector with a focus on their current practices and the 

potential impact on the first year experience. 

The significance of this research lies in the fact that there is limited research 

investigating the factors that influence the assessment practices of academics. There is 

some research that identifies three broad categories to summarise these factors. 
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There is a need to identify the extent to which quality standards and national policies 

affect academics’ design of assessment tasks. The research aims to explore the extent 

to which organisational factors, in conjunction with academics’ experience and 

attitude, as well as the student cohort characteristics, influence the assessment 

practice of academics. Research indicates that many academics lack the ability and 

confidence to design and implement assessments (Goos & Hughes, 2010; Star & 

McDonald, 2007). This research project seeks to contribute to current research in 

order to enhance understanding of the factors that influence academics’ design of 

assessments.  

The research in assessment within particular multidisciplinary science 

faculties is also limited. Existing research reveals that science assessment 

predominantly addresses primary and secondary education (Black, 1995; Black & 

Wiliam, 2009) and only formative assessment practices at the tertiary level (J. I. Smith 

& Tanner, 2010; M. K. Smith et al., 2013; Wieman & Gilbert, 2014). The focus in science 

assessment has been principally on hard, pure knowledge (Carless, 2015), where the 

merits of various questioning techniques have been explored in large undergraduate 

chemistry and biology courses (Momsen et al., 2010; Offerdahl & Montplaisir, 2014; 

Shadle, Brown, Towns, & Warner, 2012; J. I. Smith & Tanner, 2010; Weston, Haudek, 

Prevost, Urban-Lurain, & Merrill, 2015). There are individual studies that focus on 

rubric construction in chemistry concepts (Shadle et al., 2012) and the development of 

a Faculty Self-Reported Assessment Survey (FRAS) to identify academics’ knowledge 

of and experience with assessment (Hanauer & Bauerle, 2015). This highlights that 

assessment practices within the science discipline are limited and this research will 

contribute to the gaps that exist on academics’ current assessment practices. 
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There is also limited research within the multidisciplinary science discipline, 

which also includes what some consider a soft applied discipline that aims to educate 

students on the appropriate professional practices and procedures (Carless, 2015). 

However, in multidisciplinary science faculties the majority of research addresses 

debate on the professional skills required (Greenlee et al., 2015; Hurlimann, 2009); 

learning outcomes (Accordino & Howe, 1991); or an assessment of the curriculum or 

rank of the schools (Stiftel, Forsyth, Dalton, & Steiner, 2008). Accordingly, current 

literature reveals some limitations with regard to assessment practices in 

multidisciplinary science faculties. This research aims to provide insight into the 

factors that influence academics’ current assessment practices within this faculty.  

The research also aims to reveal current assessment practices with the 

discipline and how this may affect the first year experience. Current literature details 

the types of strategies that are implemented to enhance students’ first year 

experiences (Lizzio & Wilson, 2013; McKenzie & Egea, 2015) and the importance of 

assessment on the first year experience (Carless, 2015; Coates, 2016). In addition, the 

importance of retention to university funding has also been documented, as well as 

the collection of student evaluations on teaching and learning (Bevitt, 2015; Medland, 

2016). However, there is limited research on the impact that the current assessment 

practices of multidisciplinary science academics may have on the first year cohort. 

This research aims to identify which factors influence academics’ assessment 

practices, with a view to improving the assessment experience for both academics and 

students. This research project is significant, as it contributes to the scholarly field of 

research into assessment within the higher education context. It may also have a 

broader application to other disciplines and research into higher education.  
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1.6 Summary 

This introductory chapter has provided background information, highlighting the 

significance of my research and why it is warranted. I have pointed to neoliberal 

and marketisation factors that affect assessment practices in the contemporary 

university environment in Australia. I have also pointed to the importance of a 

successful first year experience for students and to some of the issues that 

academics face in light of the wider participation strategy and quality assurance 

frameworks in Australia. In the next chapter, I examine these issues in detail. 
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2 Literature Review 

As universities are forced to engage with the challenges of 21st-century education, 

such as rapid technological and social change, and decreased government support 

(Zhu, 2015), academics’ teaching and assessment practices are under pressure to 

change. As a consequence of the marketisation and deregulation of the higher 

education sector (Bevitt, 2015; Foskett, 2011), there has been increased 

competition in the sector, declining resources, challenges with student engagement 

and demands for enhanced student experiences. Due to the neoliberal approach, 

which sees students as consumers of education (Bevitt, 2015; Medland, 2016), 

there is an increasing focus on the first year student experience and retention 

(Lizzio & Wilson, 2013; McKenzie & Egea, 2015; Tinto, 2006), and policies need to 

ensure that quality and standards are maintained across the sector (Drew & 

Klopper, 2014; Jones-Devitt & Samiei, 2011). The creation of a national standards 

framework, the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF), is managed by the 

Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA), which aims to assure these 

standards (Grainger & Weir, 2016). Accordingly, academics are forced to adapt 

during this period of change, which can affect their assessment practices. 

The literature has identified a number of factors that can influence the 

assessment practices of academics. These can be categorised into institutional 

requirements, attitude and aptitude, and characteristics of the student cohort. The 

institutional factors that influence academics’ assessment practice include: 

bureaucratic requirements (Goos & Hughes, 2010); organisational culture 

(Hanauer & Bauerle, 2015; Raaper, 2016); availability of resources (Bevitt, 2015; 

Goos & Hughes, 2010; Medland, 2016); and course and teaching evaluations (Drew 

& Klopper, 2014; Raaper, 2016). Secondly, the attitude and experience of 
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academics can affect how they plan and design assessments (Raaper, 2016; Zhu, 

2015) and specifically: their prior and professional experience (Carless, 2015; 

Goos & Hughes, 2010); and collegial support (Garrow & Tawse, 2009; Goos, 

Gannaway, & Hughes, 2011). Thirdly, the diversity of the student population 

includes socio-economic backgrounds, differing aptitudes and learning styles, and 

larger student cohorts (Larkin et al., 2016; Potter & Bye, 2014; Soria & Bultmann, 

2014; Wilson et al., 2014).  

Lastly, this review focuses on the importance of the first year experience to 

higher education institutions and the current measures that are being 

implemented to support the student cohort.  

2.1 Assessment theory 

This study is about the factors that academics perceive to influence their 

assessment practices and so the overarching theoretical framework is assessment 

theory. This is specifically because assessment is integral for learners to 

demonstrate their understanding of what they have learnt (Killen, 2005). The 

higher education sector provides qualifications ranging from a bachelor’s degree to 

a doctoral degree (Australian Qualifications Framework, 2013). To certify that 

students have satisfied the requirements of their program, they have to meet the 

agreed standards (Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency, 2016). The 

standards are identified as learning outcomes that outline graduate competencies 

of knowledge and application of skills as a result of the learning (Australian 

Qualifications Framework, 2013). So the purpose of assessment in higher 

education is that students are expected to demonstrate what they have learnt to 

ensure they meet the required standards of their relevant program. 
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The purpose of assessment has been the focus of significant research (Black 

& Wiliam, 2009; Sadler, 1989; Taras & Davies, 2016; Wiliam, 2011). Assessments 

can perform many, multiple functions (Taras & Davies, 2016) and discussion 

usually surrounds the purpose of formative and summative assessment. 

Summative assessment captures knowledge or application of content at the end of 

the learning process in order to grade student achievement and certify the level of 

learning that has been achieved (Beck, Skinner, & Schwabrow, 2013; Carless, 2015; 

Killen, 2005). Whereas formative assessment makes judgements about the quality 

of students’ work in order to improve their understanding and learning (Sadler, 

1989, 2010). The origin of ‘assessment for learning’ arose from Bloom (1984) as 

cited in (Wiliam, 2011), where ‘feedback’ and ‘correctives’ were used to assist 

student learning. Sadler (1989) identifies ‘assessment for learning’ to include 

students’ need to understand the assessment purpose, understand the standard 

they have achieved and be able to identify action to address any shortfall in their 

understanding, allowing students to “alter the gap in some way” (Wiliam, 2011, p. 

4). However, Masters (2014) believes that the fundamental purpose of assessment 

is to gather evidence to understand where students are at in their learning.  

The purpose of assessment intends that students are able to demonstrate 

understanding through either formative or summative assessment. The evidence 

collected by instructors and students needs to ascertain: where the students are 

currently at in their learning; where they need to be; and how they can improve 

(Black & Wiliam, 2009; Broadfoot & Black, 2004). Consequently, feedback from the 

assessment experience can aid students’ awareness of their learning. 

Assessment theory illustrates the evolving school of thought in the 

connection between learning and assessment (Carless, 2015). The process of 
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learning and assessment are integrated as part of the learning journey, rather than 

traditionally two distinct parts of education (Carless, 2015). The literature 

recognises the need for assessment activities to be skilfully designed as an integral 

part of the teaching and learning process (Black, 1995; Cowie & Bell, 2001; 

Offerdahl & Tomanek, 2011). The pedagogy and curriculum need to be developed 

in alignment with the objectives of the assessment task. So, ultimately, how and 

what the student learns underpin the purpose of assessment. The research also 

highlights the need for a clear link between pedagogical strategies, curriculum 

design and assessment (Black, 1995; Star & McDonald, 2007).  

The theoretical perspectives on the purposes of assessment and the 

connection of assessment with pedagogy and curriculum are fundamental to this 

thesis. The focus of this thesis is on the summative assessment that academics are 

required to plan and design, because this provides the evidence that students have 

attained the standards for their degree qualification. Consequently, this research 

seeks to understand the current summative assessment practices of academics and 

how they design their assessment tasks.  

2.2 Global context of higher education, standards and assessment 

Australia has deregulated the higher education sector in recent years, which has 

led to significant changes within the sector. The increasing deregulation of the 

tertiary sector has been occurring globally since the 1980s (Bevitt, 2015; Foskett, 

2011) and has resulted in an increase in the number of providers of higher 

education in Australia. Traditionally, public universities in Australia were the 

primary providers of tertiary education; however, there are now growing numbers 

of private education service providers entering the marketplace, in accordance 

with Federal Government policy (Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency, 
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2016). The current marketisation of higher education is a result of neoliberal 

policies, where the sector is seen as the business of education and the student is a 

‘consumer’ or client of education (Medland, 2016). There has been a concomitant 

increasing emphasis on customer satisfaction and the need to deliver a quality 

product (Bevitt, 2015; Jones-Devitt & Samiei, 2011). The increasing competition 

highlights the necessity for a quality education experience. 

The increasing move towards a global education system brings the need for 

quality in this competitive market. Australia is the third largest exporter of higher 

education (Harmon, 2015) and therefore this industry contributes significantly to 

the national economy. The increasing competition has led to the use of league 

tables to rank universities, perpetuating the notion of higher education as a 

business or industry (Medland, 2016). So the increasing size and competition of 

the tertiary sector have led to a greater need for quality assurance, to protect the 

industry and ensure customer satisfaction for both domestic and international 

students (Harmon, 2015). The increasing focus on transferable skills, and practical 

and professional competence is another aspect of change within the sector 

(Medland, 2016).  

This means that academics need to ensure that their pedagogy and 

associated assessment practices meet the expectations of the sector, and the 

development of the AQF aims to manage the quality of service delivery within the 

tertiary sector. The AQF is managed by TEQSA and the national standards are 

intended to create greater consistency in the management and delivery of higher 

education. In the neoliberal climate, there is a need to ensure international 

competiveness by protecting Australia’s reputation for delivering excellence, 

diversity and innovation within the higher education sector through these 
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standards (Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency, 2016). TEQSA recognises 

that quality teaching and learning require a set of shared assessment principles, 

which it aims to implement across the sector in 2017 (Grainger & Weir, 2016). The 

AQF specifies the types of knowledge and skills required for each qualification 

level, and aims to provide exacting standards in regard to how the associated 

knowledge and skills are applied (Australian Qualifications Framework, 2013). The 

AQF standards outline where students need to demonstrate what they know 

through the assessment process (Australian Qualifications Framework, 2013). The 

focus is on standards in assessment, to be set by academics, and demonstrated 

learning outcomes, to be achieved by students. 

The AQF is organised taxonomically, with ten levels and corresponding 

qualification types. It is illustrated in Figure 2-1 below. For each level, TEQSA 

outlines the learning outcomes, identifying “what graduates are expected to know, 

understand and be able to do as a result of learning … expressed in terms of the 

dimensions of knowledge, skills and the application of knowledge and skills” 

(Australian Qualifications Framework, 2013, p. 11). A bachelor program of study 

requires a number of courses to be completed; each course consists of a number of 

learning outcomes that need to be met in order to pass each course. The learning 

outcomes achieved by students are demonstrated through successful completion 

of summative assessment tasks in each course. Undergraduate university courses 

usually include two or more summative assessment tasks that students must pass 

during the teaching period, to demonstrate successful obtainment of the course 

learning outcomes. The marks obtained for each summative assessment task are 

added to obtain the overall grade for a course. The successful completion of all 

courses in a degree program is then used to rank the students according to their 



FACTORS INFLUENCING ACADEMICS’ ASSESSMENT 

PRACTICES  29 
 
overall grade point average (GPA) and confer the degree at graduation. Thus the 

AQF ensures that the standards assure that a qualification undertaken at one 

institution is equivalent to the same qualification offered at any other Australian 

tertiary education provider. 

 

 

Figure 2-1: AQF qualification types and levels (Australian Qualifications Framework, 2013). 

Consequently, the assessment process is a significant part of a student’s 

learning experience at university. According to Carless (2015), students invest more 

time on assessment compared to any other learning experience. Lizzio and Wilson 

(2013) concur that the type of assessment task and their content play a significant role 

in students’ overall university experience. Carless argues further that assessment is a 

powerful precursor for student success, and that it can be a critical factor in 

motivating or deterring university students depending on how their results advise 

them of their achievement (Carless, 2015). It is therefore important to understand 
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how to design assessment to support student engagement in learning. Factors seen as 

important include: the messages students receive around assessment, which need to 

be consistent and their language to clearly articulate task details (Queensland 

Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2014); alignment between the task sheet 

and the marking criteria (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007; Reddy & Andrade, 2010); and 

the expectations of the task, that is, whether it is intellectually challenging enough 

(Star & McDonald, 2007) and has real-world relevance connecting to practice 

(Lizzio & Wilson, 2013). While it is understood what assists student retention and 

engagement at university, there are challenges with assessment design and 

implementation in higher education institutions, challenges that are less 

frequently reported in the scholarly literature. 

One of the key challenges for academics is the introduction of new 

assessment policies. The standardisation of the university sector has resulted in 

the implementation of a criteria and standards-based assessment framework 

(Grainger & Weir, 2016). Coates (2016) acknowledges that assessment in higher 

education had not changed materially for a long time; Grainger and Weir (2016) 

concur that the pace of change regarding assessment is considerably slower than 

in secondary schools and that criteria-based assessment practices have been 

implemented across the compulsory schooling sector for over 25 years. 

Consequently, the rapid changes in the tertiary education sector mean that many 

academics lack the ability and/or confidence to design and implement assessments 

(Goos and Hughes (2010). Since assessment matters to students (Carless, 2015), 

and can engage and motivate them to complete their studies (Lizzio & Wilson, 

2013), assessment policies need to address how the quality of assessment can be 

judged and how to operationalise the adoption of quality assessment practices. 
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The new assessment policies and guidelines are intended to indicate what 

constitutes ‘quality’ assessment. So, although some policies and frameworks are 

already in place, what is missing is an understanding of the factors that influence 

the assessment practices of those academics who are at the front line of 

assessment design and implementation. 

2.3 Factors affecting academics’ assessment practice 

This review of the relevant literature has found three key factors that influence the 

assessment practices of academics: (i) institutional factors; (ii) personal attitude 

and experience; and (iii) student characteristics (Drew & Klopper, 2014; Goos & 

Hughes, 2010; Hanauer & Bauerle, 2015). These key factors and their sub-themes 

are presented in Figure 2-2. 

 

 

Figure 2-2: Factors influencing academics. 
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This diagram visually represents the three key influences outlined in 

current literature. The institutional factors that influence academics’ assessment 

practice include: bureaucratic requirements (Goos & Hughes, 2010); 

organisational culture (Hanauer & Bauerle, 2015; Raaper, 2016); available 

resources (Bevitt, 2015; Goos & Hughes, 2010; Medland, 2016); and evaluations of 

courses and teaching (Drew & Klopper, 2014; Raaper, 2016). The second influence 

outlined in the literature includes how the following can affect the planning and 

design of assessments: the attitude of academics (Raaper, 2016; Zhu, 2015); prior 

and professional experience (Carless, 2015; Goos & Hughes, 2010); and collegial 

support (Garrow & Tawse, 2009; Goos et al., 2011). The third influence is the 

increasing diversity of the student population, namely their different aptitudes and 

learning styles, and the impact of larger student cohorts (Larkin et al., 2016; Potter 

& Bye, 2014; Soria & Bultmann, 2014; Wilson et al., 2014). Each of these factors is 

discussed in detail below. 

2.3.1 Institutional factors 

Bureaucratic requirements are the overlying policies and guidelines that govern 

the university, and they are one of the key institutional factors that influence the 

assessment practices of academics. Bureaucratic requirements include the formal 

institutional policies and guidelines which govern the procedures and assessment 

policies that academics are required to adhere to (Goos & Hughes, 2010); these 

include compliance with learning and teaching policies, such as course and 

program requirements, procedures for approval and review, and assessment 

policies. Other commitments include school assessment panels for moderation, 

digital submissions and marking processes and academic integrity reporting, 

learning and teaching committees, and program variation and approval processes. 
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Academics are also required to develop course profiles that demonstrate 

alignment to the AQF standards (Australian Qualifications Framework, 2013; 

Grainger & Weir, 2016). The variety of policies and regulations have an influence 

on academics’ assessment practice. 

The bureaucratic requirements pose a number of challenges for academics 

when undertaking the planning and design of assessments. The impact of 

academics’ lack of involvement with the development of policies and a focus on 

quality assessment mean there is a perceived loss of academic freedom 

(Antoniadou, Sandiford, Wright, & Alker, 2015; Goos & Hughes, 2010). Academics 

increasingly report tensions between assessment policies and practice, where 

there is expectation of the delivery of consistent and flexible assessment (Goos & 

Hughes, 2010) in time– and resource-constrained workplaces. One example of 

changing assessment policy is that digital submissions are becoming more 

widespread and academics need to comply and adapt to the assessment policies 

and regulations (Andrews, 2015). Boyd et al. (2011, p. 132) note that “perceived 

high workload and work pressure fuels a sense of injustice and erodes perceptions 

of autonomy.” Raaper (2016, p. 181) notes that assessment policies can be 

cumbersome and difficult to interpret, and that academics are often “unhappy with 

assessment policies and regulations that shape their practices.” Similarly, research 

undertaken by Goos and Hughes (2010) suggests that less than two-thirds of 

academics identify that university policy and guidelines are useful in their 

assessment practices. The bureaucratic requirements are necessary within 

faculties and programs to ensure a consistent approach for the student experience.  

However, academics may need to be included and consulted regarding policy 
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changes and implementation requirements, which links to organisational culture 

as another institutional factor that influences their assessment practices.  

Organisational culture also falls under institutional factors as an influence 

on academics’ assessment practice. Organisational culture refers to how shared 

values and beliefs, attitudes and expectations, and norms within an institution all 

affect the interactions of people working within that institution (Zhu, 2015). 

Organisational culture begins with the leaders and is shaped by the historical and 

social processes of the organisation (Zhu, 2015). Research by Goos et al. (2011), for 

example, reveals that for course coordinators, the organisational culture is the 

most significant factor influencing their assessment practices. Raaper (2016) 

highlights that academics’ attitude towards assessment is influenced by the 

priorities of their institution. Historically, research has been a key focus of 

universities and this research focus reduces the perceived value of assessment for 

academics (Hanauer & Bauerle, 2015; Raaper, 2016). Research by Drew and 

Klopper (2014, p. 352) highlights that science academics specifically have been 

significant contributors to the research reputation of a university, consequently 

seeing research as a priority above teaching and learning. Therefore, with research 

a key focus, the emergence of teaching and learning as a priority requires a shift 

across the collective organisation. Accordingly, the organisational culture can 

affect how academics perceive the value of assessment in their role of teaching and 

learning. 

The implementation of new assessment policies and requirements to 

adhere to national standards require academics to contend with these changes. 

Typically the implementation of new assessment policies and procedures is 

directed from management within an organisation (Raaper, 2016). The 
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communication of new policies needs to be delivered effectively to the academics 

who implement the assessments. However, Hanauer and Bauerle (2015) identify 

that the communication message is often complicated by the various levels of 

experience and knowledge of academic staff. Academics with a wealth of 

experience may clearly understand and be able to interpret new directives, while 

early-career academics may be less certain about how to apply the new policies. So 

the range of experience and knowledge in regard to existing assessment policies 

need to be considered when new policies are communicated, to support a positive 

workplace culture. Boyd et al. (2011) suggest that management can improve 

workplace culture by being transparent regarding changes to the workplace. How 

the university organisation communicates and involves academics can strongly 

affect workplace relations, employee satisfaction and academics’ attitudes towards 

assessment.  

Although universities need to evolve, how the organisation supports and 

rewards academics is likely to influence their morale and their assessment 

practices. Oftentimes, new policies require a shift in perspective and practice, and 

can affect workplace culture. For example, the shift towards neoliberalism in 

higher education suggests students are clients and consumers of education and so 

they must be satisfied (Bevitt, 2015; Goos et al., 2011). The shift in organisational 

attitude towards this perspective means that management needs to align to the 

collective values and beliefs of the organisation, and to support academics with the 

necessary resources to adapt according to the policy changes. A positive workplace 

culture is necessary, as it affects both staff behaviour and productivity. One 

method to encourage and motivate staff is through reward and recognition 

programs. Drew and Klopper (2014) acknowledge that the recognition of 



FACTORS INFLUENCING ACADEMICS’ ASSESSMENT 

PRACTICES  36 
 
excellence in learning and teaching can encourage engagement with the 

organisation and facilitate innovation in higher education. The use of rewards and 

recognition of innovation within learning and teaching can have a positive 

influence on the workplace culture and the assessment practices of academics. 

The mandatory requirement that courses and teaching are evaluated by 

student surveys is an additional factor that affects how academics approach their 

assessment design. Mandatory course and teaching evaluations are a response to 

the marketisation of the higher education sector (Bevitt, 2015), are a measure of 

student satisfaction, and represent a benchmark in regard to the quality of the 

university (Drew & Klopper, 2013). In the neoliberal market, student evaluations 

of teaching, graduate outcomes and student success in the first year are all 

associated with funding (Krause, 2005). In addition, students have a higher level of 

expectation of their educational experience and academics face greater scrutiny 

than in previous years (Bevitt, 2015; Medland, 2016). Bevitt (2015) reveals that, 

when students are perceived as consumers of education and grades are seen as a 

form of currency, students often seize the opportunity to evaluate their experience 

based on their results, rather than quality teaching criteria. Goos and Hughes 

(2010) acknowledge that evaluations create pressure for academics to make 

assessment easier, so as to receive more favourable course evaluations. If 

academics respond to key student concerns in the course and teaching evaluations, 

then the assessment task may be altered to make the courses easier for subsequent 

cohorts in order to reduce the negative backlash, which impacts on their 

performance reviews. This means that the pressures of students’ course and 

teaching evaluations could influence the way academics approach assessments. 
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The inclusion of student evaluations of courses and teaching is likely to affect how 

academics develop their assessments. 

Workload pressures and time constraints are additional factors that 

influence academics’ design and planning of assessments. Goos and Hughes (2010, 

p. 322) identify that academics perceive large classes and administrative 

workloads to be barriers to undertaking “good assessment practice.” Carless 

(2015) recognises that the lack of time that academics have to develop or improve 

assessments is often attributed to the research focus of the institution. Often the 

teaching and research loads are divided into equal 40% shares, with the remaining 

20% for administrative duties like faculty meetings and assessment panels. In 

addition, the lack of adequate time to undertake tasks including marking, 

moderation and providing feedback contribute to workplace stress for many 

academics (Antoniadou et al., 2015; Bamber & Anderson, 2012). Antoniadou et al. 

(2015) acknowledge that an important aspect of coping with the workload is to 

prioritise and improve time-management strategies. Often assessment is devalued 

as a scholarly activity compared to research by the institution or faculty; 

consequently it is considered less of a priority by academics, partly due to their 

workload pressures (Hanauer & Bauerle, 2015; Raaper, 2016). Another issue for 

academics is the lack of resources to guide assessment practices; this includes 

exemplars, templates, a central repository and opportunities for professional 

development at the school level (Goos & Hughes, 2010). Carless (2015) 

acknowledges that faculty leaders drive change and, if prioritising assessment 

improvements was met with an increase in the allocation of resources, then this 

would contribute towards more positive assessment outcomes and a more 

optimistic workplace culture.  
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In addition to institutional factors, there is a need to understand the 

characteristics of academics and the extent that these influence their assessment 

practices. 

2.3.2 Personal attitude and experience of academics 

The attitude and experience of academics towards assessment are also significant 

factors that influence how they design and implement their assessment 

instruments. According to Goos et al. (2011), attitudes towards assessment can be 

shaped by previous experiences as a student or a teacher. Carless (2015) suggests 

that how the institution and especially the faculty values assessment can also 

shape the attitude of academics. The prioritisation of the aforementioned rewards 

and recognition for teaching and learning and the development of faculty-led 

professional development both demonstrate the power of assessment to positively 

shape academics’ attitudes. Hanauer and Bauerle (2015) acknowledge that it is 

important to consider academics’ knowledge of and attitude towards assessment 

when seeking to improve student success. They developed the Faculty Self-

Reported Assessment Survey (FRAS) to gauge academics’ assessment knowledge, 

practices, confidence and attitudes, but as yet have not reported detailed findings 

(Hanauer & Bauerle, 2015), although their study reveals that there is an increasing 

need to understand academics’ attitudes and perceptions of their assessment 

knowledge and experience.  

The professional experience and research and the teaching focus of 

academics are other factors that affect how they undertake their assessment 

practice. The majority of academic staff possess specialist knowledge and expertise 

obtained throughout their career, as well as doctoral studies. They have developed 

and refined their research skills within their particular field of study. The research 
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also indicates that many academics have no formal teaching qualifications and 

have limited training in higher education pedagogy, which extends to a lack of 

training in assessment practices (Goos & Hughes, 2010; Jonsson & Svingby, 2007). 

Goos and Hughes (2010) also note that there is no expectation for academics to 

access assessment scholarship, while Hanauer and Bauerle (2015) recognise that 

some academics may be unfamiliar with the literature on learning outcomes and 

assessment terminology.  

The experience and training of both new and more seasoned academics 

have is influential in how they undertake assessment design and implementation. 

Thus one barrier to the design and implementation of quality assessment is the 

extent of academic ‘assessment literacy’. Assessment literacy defines educators’ 

knowledge of “the principles and practice of effective assessment” (Carless, 2015, 

p. 22). Hanauer and Bauerle (2015) identify that early-career academics are less 

likely to be familiar with assessment terminology. Hornby (2003, p. 450) concurs 

that minimal assessment training is offered to new academics and they “just picked 

it up as they went along.” More experienced academics are more confident in their 

ability to make judgements and provide feedback on assessment tasks (Goos & 

Hughes, 2010) and it can take some time to develop this skill (Grainger & Weir, 

2016). This illustrates that assessment literacy and professional development 

opportunities have the potential to impact on academics’ assessment practices.  

Another factor that influences how academics undertake assessment is the 

collegial support available. Collegial support is one aspect that positively 

influences their attitude. Goos et al. (2011) recognise that informal and formal 

advice from colleagues is a helpful guide in the assessment practices of academics. 

Garrow and Tawse (2009) identify that, for newer academics, tacit knowledge 
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from colleagues is crucial in developing knowledge of assessment processes. 

However, the confidence levels of course convenors reveal that there is 

uncertainty about who to contact regarding assessment help (Goos & Hughes, 

2010). Developing assessments in collaboration is a benefit for those who are 

required to work together at the program level. However, Drew and Klopper 

(2014) acknowledge that a more coordinated approach to assessment planning is 

required at the program level for a more cohesive and positive student experience.  

More formal collaboration approaches can have a positive influence on an 

academic’s assessment practice. Howlett, Arthur, and Blomfield (2015) identify 

that faculty support for a ‘community of practice’ provides opportunity to enhance 

the assessment experience of first year students. The attitude of academics and 

that of the faculty is important in influencing academics’ assessment practice. Past 

professional development experiences can also influence academics’ assessment 

practice. Carless (2015) recognises the benefit of professional development 

opportunities if they are closely aligned with the level of expertise of academics. 

The process of mentoring is another opportunity to improve assessment 

knowledge and it improves the confidence of new academics (Garrow & Tawse, 

2009). The chance and availability for collegial support can present themselves 

through informal approaches like ad hoc conversations and formal approaches like 

mentoring or program-level planning meetings.  

While collegial support is an influential factor, it is also essential to 

understand how the characteristics of students influence academics’ assessment 

practices. 
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2.3.3 Student cohort characteristics 

The third overarching factor that influences the assessment practices of academics 

is the characteristics of the student cohort. Recent key reforms in higher education 

include a wider participation strategy that aims to have 40% of the population 

aged 25–34 to have graduated with a bachelor’s degree by 2025 (Wilson et al., 

2014). The strategy encourages non-traditional students from low socio-economic, 

first in family and diverse cultural backgrounds, and those with lower entry 

admission scores (Larkin et al., 2016; Potter & Bye, 2014; Soria & Bultmann, 2014; 

Wilson et al., 2014). The wider participation strategy also aims to have 20% of 

undergraduate students from low socio-economic backgrounds by 2020  (Wilson 

et al., 2014). The importance of this strategy is that education levels are directly 

related to economic status and social class, so aiming for bachelor’s degrees for 

students with lower socio-economic backgrounds is intended to reduce inequality 

compared to their more affluent counterparts (Soria & Bultmann, 2014). The 

research also indicates that student drop-out rates are at their highest in the first 

teaching period (Soria & Bultmann, 2014; Tinto, 2006; Wilson et al., 2014). 

Consequently, Potter and Bye (2014) reveal a need to support students from 

diverse backgrounds in their transition from high school and the workforce. 

Therefore the increasing diversity of students who are arriving from multiple 

pathways has an impact on the assessment practices of academics.  

This student diversity can result in additional workload pressures for 

academics. The increased diversity means a range of learning styles and abilities 

are required to be incorporated into pedagogical strategies and, ultimately, into 

assessments. Kolb and Kolb (2005) identify that a number of different approaches 

to learning are required in order to cater to individual learning preferences. 
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Therefore instructors need to understand the diverse student cohorts and how to 

teach them (Coffield, Moseley, Hall, & Ecclestone, 2004; Ellis & Allen, 2010). Larkin 

et al. (2016) acknowledge that these diverse cohorts present a challenge in 

delivering more scaffolded, interactive and engaging pedagogies. Due to the fact 

that some academics have limited training in pedagogy or assessment (Goos & 

Hughes, 2010; Jonsson & Svingby, 2007), trying to cater for the increased range of 

learning abilities and styles may increase their workload.  

2.4 The unique experience of first year students 

To increase retention at university, there is a need to ensure that the assessment tasks 

students undertake contribute to a positive first year experience. Students make 

judgements about their assessment tasks, focusing on whether they find the task 

engaging and it contains sufficient cognitive challenges (Carless, 2015; Lizzio & 

Wilson, 2013). An assessment audit conducted by Macleod and Wilson (2012) 

identifies that a program-level approach to planning and assessment is required. For 

example, their audit indicates a need to ensure consistent weighting for similar tasks 

across courses, to reduce over-reliance on certain assessment types like exams and 

quizzes, and to ensure consistent messaging about assessments between and within 

campuses (Macleod & Wilson, 2012).  

Students also perceive problems with individual assessment instruments that 

relate to the validity of the task, which itself relates to the (lack of) alignment with the 

course learning outcomes and course content (Offerdahl & Montplaisir, 2014; 

Panadero & Jonsson, 2013; Reddy, 2011). In addition, students have issues with 

the language that is used to describe the task, its requirements and its alignment with 

the marking criteria, which all need to be clear in order for students to understand the 

details and expectations of the task (Reddy & Andrade, 2010; Sadler, 2009). The 
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literature highlights a range of issues with assessments. Arguably the first year 

experience is critically important in shaping a student’s perceptions of university 

learning and influencing their decision about whether to remain in a program or at 

university. 

Much research points to the importance of supporting the transition 

experience of first year students from multiple pathways, including high school, 

vocational institutions and the workforce (Lizzio & Wilson, 2013; McKenzie & 

Egea, 2015). This focus on the first year experience aligns with the aforementioned 

marketisation of the higher education sector and the wider participation strategy. 

Since higher education is a business, then the wider participation strategy aims to 

increase student enrolment. The Bradley Review recommends increasing the 

proportion of younger students and those from low socio-economic backgrounds 

(Larkin et al., 2016; McKenzie & Egea, 2015; Potter & Bye, 2014). This places 

increasing pressure on universities to cater for a more diverse cohort, who may 

need extra support in the transition to academic studies (Potter & Bye, 2014; 

Wilson et al., 2014).  

The economic cost of retaining these students has also motivated the need 

to improve understanding of the transition needs of first year students (Potter & 

Bye, 2014; Wade, Colvin, Patrick, & Mazzone, 2015), so having strategies to 

support student transition is a good business model (McKenzie & Egea, 2015). In 

addition, national reporting on universities means poor retention can reflect 

negatively on their reputations (Potter & Bye, 2014; Wade et al., 2015). Recent 

statistics in Australia highlight that a quarter of commencing students consider 

dropping out in their first year (Potter & Bye, 2014), so understanding their needs 
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will assist universities in increasing participation and improving the student 

experience. 

The needs of commencing students has been thoroughly investigated to 

ensure the higher education sector understands how to support their transition. 

Research has synthesised the transition issues that students may face into the Five 

Senses of Success Model. This model highlights a shared understanding and 

categorises the needs of students, incorporating: connectedness; capability; 

resourcefulness; purpose; and culture (Lizzio, 2006). These five ‘senses’ of success 

align with the need for students to develop a sense of connection both 

academically and socially (Larkin et al., 2016).  

The development of a variety of programs and intervention strategies is 

aimed at supporting the needs of commencing first year students, ultimately with 

the intention of improving the student experience and consequently increasing 

retention and student satisfaction (Larkin et al., 2016). However, Potter and Bye 

(2014) acknowledge that support strategies are often fragmented and lacking 

cohesion, signalling that more work is needed in ensuring the variety of programs 

are designed in collaboration across the institution. Developing an effective 

transition process for first year students improves the quality of the first year 

educational experience. This contributes to the maintenance of a positive national 

and international reputation for the university, which can lead to increased 

enrolments. The types of support strategies illustrate the current efforts 

universities are making to ensure a positive first year experience.  

2.4.1 Support strategies for first year students 

Two key strategies to support the needs of students include orientation and peer-

support programs to assist the development of appropriate skills to successfully 
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complete assessments. Orientation programs provide initial information for 

commencing students on a range of institutional and discipline-specific content 

and their design is extremely important for student transition and retention 

(McPhail et al., 2015). The benefits from peer-support programs occur if they 

include frequent exposure to course content, training designed by an expert, 

provision of ongoing feedback and opportunity for intense concentration (Batz et 

al., 2015). The effectiveness of these strategies is dependent on funding and the 

willingness of students to participate (Batz et al., 2015). However, Mahon and 

Crowley (2013) recognise that students are not necessarily aware of the need for 

these. However, orientation and peer-support programs are important in 

supporting commencing students’ transition to university. 

The use of online resources is another strategy that aims to support first 

year students. The integration of mixed modes of learning through face-to-face and 

online delivery is an emerging trend in higher education (Larkin et al., 2016; Rae & 

Hunn, 2015), although Larkin et al. (2016) note that there is a reluctance for too 

much content to be online, especially among mature students. The variety of 

learning styles and abilities of students now attending university means that a 

variety of methods is needed to engage this cohort. There is also a need for 

students to acquire generic and discipline-specific skills (Mahon & Crowley, 2013). 

Rae and Hunn (2015) identify the need for collaboration between academic and 

library professionals to support research and writing skills. Larkin et al. (2016) 

concur that students appreciate and realise the benefit of access to a diverse range 

of support. Ensuring that students possess knowledge of and can access additional 

support services and resources can support their transition to university. The 

ability to adapt to mixed modes of learning, access support and develop generic 
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and discipline skills can assist first year students’ successful transition to 

university. 

The use of intervention strategies is an additional approach that supports 

first year students. The intervention strategy requires early identification of 

students’ success in their first assessment piece, where poor results are 

highlighted and students are invited to meet with a university staff member (Lizzio 

& Wilson, 2013). An unsuccessful result can often reveal a significant gap between 

the student’s expectations and their actual achievement (Potter & Bye, 2014). 

Consequently, it can also affect their self-confidence and reinforce a belief in low 

academic ability (Mahon & Crowley, 2013). However, Wade et al. (2015) reveal 

that less than a quarter of student departures are due to academic failure. The 

other factors include personality and motivation, social support, demographic 

variables, and curriculum, pedagogy and assessment (Macleod & Wilson, 2012; 

Wade et al., 2015). The need for intervention in regard to poor performance in an 

assessment task is to instil a sense of self-efficacy so that the student has belief in 

their ability to achieve necessary goals (Lizzio & Wilson, 2013; Mahon & Crowley, 

2013). The benefit of intervention strategies is that the student can feel a sense of 

connection to the institution, knowing that there are people who care and where to 

access additional support. 

Student perceptions of these support strategies also need to be considered. 

The implementation of an early assessment task is a consequence of recent 

intervention strategies to identify students at risk. In some institutions, students 

who achieve an unsatisfactory result are then required to meet with a university 

professional to identify and develop strategies for future success (Lizzio & Wilson, 

2013). Their lack of preparedness is one aspect that students identify from these 
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early assessment tasks (Potter & Bye, 2014); however, Larkin et al. (2016) 

acknowledge that there is a perceived misalignment between students’ 

expectations of their first year initiatives, specifically when students experience 

intense pressure with multiple assessment items all due in the first few weeks. 

Mahon and Crowley (2013) recognise that a variety of techniques are needed and 

it is better to avoid a one-size-fits-all approach. In addition, as identified 

previously, assessment is perceived as an indicator of student success and so is a 

critical factor in motivating or deterring university students depending on their 

results (Carless, 2015; Macleod & Wilson, 2012; Potter & Bye, 2014). Therefore, while 

the use of assessments is important in identifying the need to intervene for student 

success, coordination of support strategies is essential to avoid deterring students.  

2.5 Summary 

A number of key themes have been discussed in this literature review to highlight 

the need to explore the factors that influence academics’ assessment practices. The 

characteristics of the first year experience have been critically examined in order 

to understand the types of support strategies offered and why this is important for 

the higher education sector. The literature review has highlighted student 

perception of these support mechanisms and some issues that exist within the first 

year assessment experience. Currently some research exists on factors that 

influence the practices of academics; however, this is limited, especially with 

respect to their assessment practices. The current global trends in higher 

education that have led to the marketisation and deregulation of the sector in 

Australia have also been explored, addressing the development of national policies 

to regulate the standards of quality education in sector.  



FACTORS INFLUENCING ACADEMICS’ ASSESSMENT 

PRACTICES  48 
 

The implementation of assessment policies is predominantly carried out by 

academics and there is a need to understand the factors that influence their 

assessment practices. The gaps in the literature highlight the myriad factors that 

can affect how academics perform their role. Specifically, the marketisation of the 

higher education sector has resulted in the introduction of standards to ensure 

quality. This includes numerous policies and guidelines that they have to adhere to, 

but to what extent do these policies and guidelines affect how they design and 

implement their assessments? Past assessment experience within the sector has 

also been discussed, but again, how does this influence academics’ current 

assessment practice?  

The increasing relevance of a positive first year experience has been 

coupled with the wider participation strategy encouraging a diverse range of 

students to undertake tertiary study. How does this diversity affect the way 

academics plan and design their assessments? The impact of assessments on the 

first year experience and the support strategies to assist their transition have also 

been documented, although little is known about the extent academics’ assessment 

practice impacts on their experience. Therefore, there is a need to understand 

which factors academics perceive as most influential on their assessment practices 

and how this affects their planning and design of assessment.  

This research aims to investigate:  

What are the factors that academics perceive to influence their current 

assessment practices? The following sub-questions addressing: 

 What factors influence the assessment practices of academics? 

 What are their current assessment practices? How do they plan and design the 

assessment tasks within a course?  
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 What impact may current assessment practices have on the first year cohort? 
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3 Research Methodology 

This research investigates the factors that academics perceive to influence their 

current assessment practices, with sub-questions addressing: 

 What factors influence the assessment practices of academics? 

 What are their current assessment practices? How do they plan and design the 

assessment tasks within a course?  

 What impact may current assessment practices have on the first year cohort? 

In this chapter I explain how I will answer the overarching research 

question: What are the factors that academics perceive to influence their current 

assessment practices? I begin by outlining the methodological approach adopted to 

examine the research problem and rationalise its suitability. The first section 

explains and justifies the research design and methods employed to undertake the 

research. This is followed by a discussion of the specific instruments used to collect 

the data and how the analysis of that data has been undertaken. The chapter 

concludes with a discussion of the research limitations and a summary.  

This research thesis adopts a phenomenological approach to make sense of 

how academics go about designing assessment and the factors that influence their 

assessment practice. The use of phenomenology keeps the focus on how academics 

experience assessment and it captures their “structure of consciousness as it is 

experienced from the first person perspective” (Dall’alba, 2009, p. ix). The most 

appropriate method for gathering evidence from these academics was semi-

structured interviews.  

3.1 Research design 

This section describes the research design that frames the methods employed for 

collecting and analysing the data. The research design is important because it 
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affects the flexibility of the methods employed and the type of data collected. My 

research focus was on an academic group (sciences) and a school within the group 

to maintain the scope for this research. Academics within that group was targeted 

for participants, enabling flexibility with regard to participants but in a limited 

cohort in order to retain alignment with my research topic of the assessment 

practices of multi-discipline science academics. Within the school, it made sense to 

use a cross-sectional design for sampling academic staff because a representative 

population would be adequate for the purposes of locating and inferring patterns 

of behaviour. Other options, like a complete census, would have taken a significant 

amount of time and provided data beyond the scope of the thesis. However, cross-

sectional sampling does reduce the validity of the data because the sample of 

academics may be too context specific to be generalisable (Walliman, 2006). 

3.1.1 Research methods and rationale 

My research adopts a qualitative approach to gathering and analysing data. The 

benefit of qualitative research is that data collection allows personal human 

connections (Walliman, 2006). I was able to use these personal connections to 

understand the experiences and behaviours of the individuals, and the similarities 

and differences that existed within the group of academics (Walter, 2010). The 

qualitative data has been collected via semi-structured interviews. These 

interviews were used to explore the factors that academics recognise as being 

influential in their assessment practices within the selected school. Because a 

cross-sectional research design has been employed – to allow for greater breadth 

in assessment practices – academics from across three programs were 

interviewed. The interviews were conducted over a two-month period from late 

July 2016 to mid-September 2016. The interviews sought to establish how the 
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academics currently undertook their design and planning of assessment tasks, and 

the motivations underpinning these practices.  

The use of semi-structured interviews involves asking the same set of 

questions in the same way, which allows for a sequential process that can make 

analysis easier (Travers, 2010). The interviews were conducted face to face 

because this approach typically ensures higher participation rates compared with 

other types of interview via telephone or written responses (Walters, 2000). The 

benefit of using interviews is the richness in communication that they can provide 

(Gillham, 2000). The face-to-face interaction allows a more personal exchange 

where the interviewees are able to express to another individual their thoughts 

and feelings and the interviewer can put them at ease. The use of open-ended 

questions, typical of in-person interviews, also allows for more flexibility in how 

responses are sought (Walters, 2000). The interviewer can ask additional 

questions that prompt an interviewee for more information, or probe a response 

to clarify what was meant (Gillham, 2000; Travers, 2010). Semi-structured 

interviews are consistent with a phenomenological methodology; they allow 

interviewees to reflect on both their recent and past experiences, in this case how 

respondents’ experiences have shaped their current assessment practices. 

3.1.2 Phenomenology  

The chosen methodology is appropriate for researching in education because, 

according to Adams and Manen (2010), phenomenology has practical implications 

for the student, the teacher, the reader and the scientist by influencing the way 

they make meaning and their understanding of the world they live in. 

Phenomenology originated from the work of Edmund Husserl (Gallagher, 2011), 

who described it as an awareness of consciousness, and Scott (2014) extends this 
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to include the influence that consciousness has on our experiences. 

Phenomenology allows us to question how to act in everyday situations and 

relations (Van Manen, 2007), while Castree, Kitchin, and Rogers (2013) describe 

phenomenology as a method for making sense of how and why people undergo 

certain experiences. Adopting this approach allows this research to reveal what 

assessment processes academics employ and their reasons for doing so and, in 

reflecting on their experience, should uncover the factors that influence their 

assessment practices and may indicate a broader phenomenon.  

Van Manen (2007) suggests that hermeneutic phenomenology considers 

the most fundamental and basic experience of the world as already full of meaning. 

While Heidegger (1985) as cited in (Van Manen, 2007) explains that “in-being” is 

when we are involved with things in our world and we have awareness that every 

practical action takes place through being immersed in the everyday moment. 

Teaching, assessing and researching are all expectations of academic staff, so 

immersion in the everyday practice of being an academic influences their 

understanding of what they do. Their previous experiences of designing and 

planning assessment allow them to create meaning around their academic role and 

their practices and beliefs. The phenomenological perspective gives me an 

opportunity to understand how those previous experiences shape their current 

understanding of the assessment process and their current teaching practices.  

The relationship between theory and practice is also relevant from the 

phenomenological perspective. Van Manen (2007) notes that, if the primal notion 

of practice refers to our ongoing and immediate involvement in our everyday 

world, then the relationship between practice and thought is complex. The 

opportunity for reflective practice is an essential component of education, 
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although Van Manen (2007) states that reflecting on experience must be 

thoughtful. The reflective practice in teaching is required for identifying both 

success and improvement required in learning and teaching, and for enhancing 

practice (Drew & Klopper, 2014). The processes of delivering course content and 

setting assessment tasks are practical elements of teaching and learning, yet there 

are underlying theoretical perspectives that relate to this practice, which is also 

part of the everyday experience. In addition, the whole experience of theory, 

practice and reflection are intertwined in how the academics reflect on their own 

previous assessment experiences and their current practices. The benefit of 

phenomenology is that my research has encouraged personal reflection on the 

perceived influences on their assessment practice. 

Scholars recognise that there are some weaknesses associated with a 

phenomenological approach. For example, many recognise the inherent subjectivity of 

this approach (Starks & Brown Trinidad, 2007; Van Manen, 2007; Wobst, 1978). 

Nevertheless, there are ways that this can be managed. Existential phenomenology is 

where the observer cannot separate themselves from the world (Castree et al., 2013). 

Ethnology uses a similar approach and shows the difficulty of reaching objectivity 

with the method (Wobst, 1978), as researchers immerse themselves within the social 

and cultural practices (Walliman, 2006). However, the immersion of a researcher 

reveals the intricacies of relationships of people and their locality (Wobst, 1978); this 

means there is a benefit to making a personal connection and understanding others’ 

experiences. In my research, there was a need to understand the personal 

perspectives and immerse myself into the academics’ experiences with assessment. 

Ethnographers address their subjectivity by completing reflective journals and overtly 

presenting their bias in their research findings in order to enable readers to 
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understand the difficulty, but also the bias of their perspective (Wobst, 1978). I aimed 

to ensure that, through my research, the voices of the academics are at the forefront 

and have been analysed objectively. 

I have used a phenomenological approach to elicit responses about academics’ 

experiences in order to reveal their understanding of their practices, and I only 

prompted responses to certain questions for clarification, rather than leading the 

participants. Consequently, phenomenological method was used to understand the 

perceptions of academic staff in regard to the factors that influence their current 

assessment practices. This has provided insight into how the academics from the 

selected school understand the world from the perspective of designing assessment at 

university.  

3.2 Research process 

3.2.1 Design of the interview questions 

The interview questions were informed by the literature review (see Chapter 2), 

which examines and compares current research around educational assessment in 

higher education. The review has generated several key findings: that the current 

context of deregulation and marketisation in the Australian higher education 

sector has some influence on assessment practices; that the assessment practices 

of academics are embedded in a context of prior experience and influenced by 

their colleagues; and that assessment can either motivate or hinder the transition 

and retention of first year students. 

The interview questions were generated to answer the research questions, 

which aim to identify what factors influence academics’ assessment practices, what 

their current assessment practices are, and how they plan and design the assessment 

tasks within a course, while finally considering the potential impact of their current 
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assessment practices on the first year cohort. The themes that have emerged from the 

literature helped to inform the development of the interview questions. The questions 

focused on academics’ views of assessment and the current processes they undertake, 

including their starting point, how they provide instruction, the incorporation of 

feedback and whether they collaborate with colleagues. Another focus was the factors 

they perceive to influence their assessment practice, and specific questions related to 

professional development and course evaluations in order to understand how these 

might shape their assessment planning and design. It was important to structure 

questions connected to marketisation and deregulation without leading the 

participants on these possible influences. Similarly, questions relating to their current 

practice were constructed keeping in mind the literature that documents how 

assessment can affect first year students. The interview questions were designed to 

elicit responses that could be collaborated by the literature or, conversely, might 

challenge received wisdom about assessment. These interview questions were 

carefully mapped onto the overarching research questions. This was done by cross 

checking that the proposed interview questions aligned with the research questions 

and enabled me to test core assumptions that underpin our understanding of 

assessment practices. 

3.2.2 Research participants 

The cross-sectional research design was implemented to provide a representation 

of academics within a multidisciplinary science faculty. The school was selected 

because of my role, as I have worked with some of these academics in delivering 

academic skills workshops in their courses. This meant that I had already 

established an easy rapport – giving me better access to their perspectives. In 
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addition, I already had knowledge of the programs within the school and some of 

the academics who taught within them. 

The research participants were selected using purposive sampling. 

According to Tranter (2010), purposive sampling allows the selection of 

participants based on what is already known about the target population and the 

purposes of the study. The participants were selected because they taught within 

core courses for first year students. These students were the focus due to an 

emphasis in current literature on retention of first year students’ (Potter & Bye, 

2014; Tinto, 2006; Wade et al., 2015). Core courses were selected as they are 

essential for all students to complete in order to satisfy the program certification. 

This has allowed for more meaningful comparisons of academics’ assessment 

practices, rather than electives which not all students undertake. The sampling of 

academics who plan assessments for first year aligns with the impact their 

practices may have on the first year cohort.  

Participants were recruited for this study in accordance with the Australian 

code for ethical research conduct. The recruitment protocol was approved by 

Griffith University’s Human Subjects Research Ethics committee 

(EDN/65/15/HREC). The potential participants were listed within the course 

profiles, which are publicly available on the University website. Those identified as 

appropriate research participants were initially invited to participate in the study 

via email. Those who agreed to participate were sent a Participant Information 

Package containing information about the research and a consent form, which they 

were required to sign before the interviews took place. Follow-up arrangements 

regarding a time and place for the interviews were made via telephone.  
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3.2.3 Interview procedure 

A consistent approach for conducting the interviews and recording participants’ 

responses was employed in order to enhance the validity and reliability of the data. 

The interviews were conducted at a mutually convenient time and the choice of 

location was up to each participant; all preferred to be interviewed in their campus 

office. This meant the participant was more at ease in in a familiar setting, which, 

according to Travers (2010), controls some potential bias because they are at ease 

and in their own comfort zone. Each interview was limited to one hour, with most 

taking around 45 minutes. The participants’ responses were digitally recorded and 

downloaded onto a computer as audio files. The benefit of these types of files is 

that the interviews are easily paused and replayed for accurate transcription. 

Transcribing the interview responses was done manually, which is beneficial for 

the researcher because it increases their familiarity with the content of the 

recordings (Travers, 2010).  

According to Gilham (2000), semi-structured interviews have some 

limitations, including the time required to conduct the interviews and to transcribe 

and analyse the data collected; this limitation affects the number of interviews and 

so it is only possible to capture the experiences of a small group of people, thus 

limiting the generalisability of the research findings. Also, participants’ responses 

in interviews are open to possible bias because the interviewees can steer the 

discussion in a particular direction if they are led to discuss particular issues, thus 

shaping their responses (Travers, 2010). Despite these limitations, the 

participants’ responses are expected to provide insight into how academics 

experience the phenomenon that is designing assessment instruments for first 

year students.  
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The thematic analysis discussed below (see section 3.3) explains how 

potential bias was minimised in the data analysis. Specifically, this occurred 

through inductive coding of the emergent themes (Travers, 2010).  

3.3 Data analysis 

3.3.1 Process and justification for approach 

Thematic analysis is exploration of the presence of themes within the interviewees’ 

responses. According to Willis (2010), themes can be either predetermined or allowed 

to emerge from the data. This research has adopted the latter, so there was no pre-

empting of what the data would generate. NVivo qualitative research software was 

used to code the transcripts. 

Two types of coding are possible – deductive or inductive coding (Sproule, 

2010). Inductive coding is where information emerges from the analysis of the 

interviews and is then coded (Willis, 2010). Deductive coding occurs where the 

researcher has a priori identified themes and then searches the transcripts for 

evidence of these themes. These approaches can be employed individually or may be 

combined. Such coding allowed the information from the semi-structured interviews 

to be organised into themes for analysis (Willis, 2010), identifying the factors that the 

academics perceive as those that influence their assessment practices. The benefit of 

thematic analysis is that the interview text can be deciphered into manageable 

categories by using key words, phrases and themes (Sproule 2010).  

The benefit of inductive coding is that it can reduce the influence of any 

preconceived notions on the data analysis, and allows the codes to be identified from 

the participants’ dialogic responses. Here I have sought to understand what the 

academics identify as the factors that influence their assessment practice. 
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Predetermined codes and themes would potentially have led to bias in my analysis of 

the data. 

Explicit and implicit coding were also used in the coding process. Explicit 

coding is where text is easily identifiable content from the interview transcripts 

(Sproule 2010). This technique has been applied in the coding of the interview data in 

order to identify any terms which academics emphasised as having influence on their 

assessment practices. Implicit coding is where underlying meaning is inferred from 

the interview transcripts and here it has allowed for greater depth of analysis in 

identifying the underlying meanings in the interviewees’ responses (Sproule 2010). 

Although implicit coding is subjective, it has been used to extract information not 

explicitly stated during the interviews and that supports the academics’ implied 

perceptions of the factors they described during the interview process.  

3.3.2 Coding process 

Coding was initially manual and conducted through repeated readings of the 

interview transcripts and making anecdotal notes in the margins. Once I felt 

confident that these notes had captured the essence of each response, I 

complemented the manual coding process with a digital analysis using NVivo 

software. This generated a ‘word cloud’ from the terms most commonly found in 

the transcripts. A second word cloud was then produced (see Figure 3-1), which 

differs because certain terms were blocked such as numerical references (one, two, 

third) and colloquialisms (like, stuff, yeah and yes), and in addition stemmed words 

were grouped (think, thinks, thinking). This word cloud allowed the identification 

of key words that emerged from interviews and excluded less relevant terms.  
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Figure 3-1: Word cloud of key terms using NVivo. 

The larger sized words are those that were most commonly used by 

academics during the interviews. These include: students, think, assessments, know, 

teaching and course. The use of contingent terminology is evident at the periphery 

of the word cloud, evidenced through words such as guess, probably, might, 

sometimes, quite, trying and bit. This observation resulted in searching the word 

cloud for more definite terminology like always, works, right, actually, making, tell 

and know. These terms were then identified in the transcripts to highlight what the 

academics were saying with certainty and with uncertainty. Once the contexts of 

these words were clarified, key themes were identified. However, these contingent 

and definite terms were only used to inform the emergence of themes. The five key 

themes were the characteristics of the student cohort; feedback processes; 

resources and regulations; program-level planning and collegial support; and 

professional development. Other sections of transcripts where these words did not 
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appear were also coded according to their relevant themes, to reduce the limitations 

in the analysis. Each theme was recorded in the margin of the text and sorted 

collectively into another Word document to categorise the similar themes together 

for ease of analysis. 

3.3.3 Limitations 

Being a master’s level research project, a major limitation is the scope of this study in 

the time frame available. According to Willis (2010), one limitation of research is the 

need for reflexivity. I ensured that I was conscious of my impact on the research and 

research process, to ensure that I had a balanced view and maintained a consistent 

process when coding the interview transcripts. Another limitation of the research was 

using only nine academics who teach across three programs in the first year to 

provide insight into the influences identified by academics on their assessment 

practices. The duration of time needed to undertake the research has limited the 

opportunity to undertake research with a wider scope beyond first year. The number 

of interviews that were conducted was also limited by the amount of time available 

and only represents a sample of academics teaching within the core courses of the 

selected programs. Despite these limitations, useful insights have been gained.  

Further research could be conducted beyond the scope of this initial study 

to provide greater insight into the assessment design and practices of academics 

across other programs, academic groups and student cohorts. 

3.4 Summary 

In conclusion, the phenomenological methodology used here has provided an 

opportunity for the participants to reflect on past and recent experiences to reveal 

what they recognise as the factors influencing their assessment practices. The 

literature review has allowed the identification of themes applicable to the current 
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context of higher education and recent research on factors that have influenced some 

academics’ assessment practices. The appropriateness of including the first year 

perspective, with current higher education policies addressing transition and 

retention of first years as a priority, has also been documented. The semi-structured 

interview questions allowed participants to express their views and the researcher 

could also ask probing questions that elicited more detail where appropriate. The use 

of thematic analysis with coding of emergent themes has allowed interviewees’ 

responses to dictate the data, highlighting what they identified as influential factors in 

regard to their assessment practices. The aforementioned research methodology and 

methods have been used to identify what factors influence the assessment practices of 

academics who convene first year courses in a multidisciplinary science academic 

group. 
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4 Insights into academics’ assessment practices 

The first section of the chapter reports the findings generated from the analysis of 

the interview data obtained from the nine research participants. The interview 

questions were designed to identify the main factors that the academic 

participants, representing a cross-section of the faculty, perceived as influencing 

their assessment practices. To elicit a phenomenological understanding of the 

academics practical experiences and their conscious thoughts on their academic 

roles planning and designing assessment tasks. 

The findings are reported initially as a series of narratives, so that each 

academic’s perspective on their assessment practice is situated within the broader 

context of their work experience and philosophical approach to teaching and 

learning. Interviewees’ names and some genders have been changed so that they 

cannot be identified. The key themes to emerge from the interviews have been 

drawn out of these narratives and the results of the digital analysis using NVivo 

software.  

In the second section of this chapter, the points of convergence and 

divergence between the perceptions of the research participants are explained and 

discussed. The chapter concludes with a summary of the factors that are perceived 

as influential on the assessment practices of this group of academics.  

4.1 Academics’ assessment stories 

Each of the narratives that follow begins by outlining the participant’s university 

teaching experience and how they approach this with the first year student cohort. 

Then the factors they perceive to influence their assessment practices are 

described, using pertinent quotations (in italics) taken from the interview 

transcripts to support their claims. I conclude each narrative with a summary of 
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these factors so that they can be more readily compared in terms of the key themes 

to emerge from the interviews. 

Ash is an associate professor with 20 years of university teaching 

experience who describes his educational philosophy in terms of a curriculum that 

integrates discipline knowledge and skills with work-related competencies. Ash 

implements an iterative, formative assessment process to provide feedback and 

develop necessary skills for the more substantial summative assessment tasks. The 

most important consideration when designing assessment is the characteristics of 

the student cohort, especially their current skill levels, and background knowledge 

and experience in the field of study:  

First of all you have to know your cohort.  

Ash further explains how diverse student populations affect his thinking 

around assessment:  

Students come with a wide range of interests. So, when you are looking at 

assessments you’ve got to think about – okay, what’s going to appeal to 

all of them? What’s going to make them motivated to do that? 

A second factor influencing Ash’s assessment design is the availability of 

resources, primarily the time constraint placed on marking by sessional staff (a 

tutor who predominantly teaches tutorials and workshops and marks assessment) 

that is linked to faculty budgetary requirements:  

The sessional budget is never enough. I can never employ as many staff as 

I would like … I’ve been able to keep a bit of assessment that fits with my 

philosophy. The other bits I’ve had to compromise because I don’t have 

the resources and I’ve got very little time, given very tight deadlines, by 

academic policy and administration.  
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Although compliance with university policy does influence assessment 

design, he recognises that the assessment instrument has to provide evidence of 

the course learning outcomes:  

Ultimately everything is underpinned by what do they [students] need to 

know, what do they need to learn, and that comes from what’s the role of 

this course and this particular program, what learning outcomes I want 

from that. 

Another factor, which Ash considers when designing assessment is the 

student feedback obtained through the course and teaching evaluations:  

The important thing for me is actually looking at the comments in 

particular. That’s quite interesting, to look for really simple things in 

there that you can change and improve next time. If something keeps 

coming up several times with several students, then you know there’s 

probably something you should be addressing, so that rich kind of data is 

good.  

A final factor for Ash relates to how feedback will be provided to students 

once their assessment has been marked:  

I really try and design assessment that lends itself to giving qualitative 

feedback that is geared towards ‘okay, here is something to think about 

next time’. Assessment should provide them [students] with timely 

feedback about how they’re going so they know whether they are doing 

well or if they need to get some extra help or what areas they need to do 

more work on.  

Thus Ash identifies three key influences on his assessment practice: the 

characteristics of the student cohort; resource and budget constraints; and the 

process of providing feedback after the fact.  

Bailey is an early-career academic with two years’ experience as a course 

convenor, but has worked as a sessional staff member for the previous six years in 
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the same faculty. Bailey’s teaching philosophy is best described as ‘authentic’ as he 

uses real-world problems and projects to incrementally develop students’ 

understanding of the course content. Bailey believes it is imperative to challenge 

students to be reflective and critical learners. His assessment practices are 

primarily influenced by the characteristics of the student cohort and the need to 

support the students in their learning through the assessment process:  

Amongst our first-year cohort, where we know we have to be quite 

concerned about students coming from non-traditional backgrounds, 

students coming from disadvantaged backgrounds, first in their family … 

obviously designing assessment that can accommodate small failures so 

that we can give them the feedback that they need, and help them improve 

and help them recover. 

Another important factor influencing Bailey’s assessment practice is 

providing feedback:  

I really think a lot about how to give effective feedback … we can look at 

assessment not as a fixed point in time, but as a process of learning that 

they can get feedback from at multiple stages.  

Another significant factor for Bailey is marking constraints and budget 

pressures: 

The depressing truth is that I have to think about the marking of the 

assessment. We are getting squeezed in terms of sessional funding. If you 

don’t have a large sessional budget, then that is going to fall on you. You 

don’t have time to mark hours and hours and hours of content. So, it is 

like, what do I want them to do, what are the learning outcomes that I 

need to make sure they can do that? How much time have I got to get that 

done? 

In addition to these factors, Bailey highlights the importance of aligning the 

learning and teaching activities with assessment expectations:  
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There is always a bit of a chicken–egg thing as you design class activities 

with the assessment activities. They need to be done roughly together, to 

make sure you are going to be able to give them what they need before 

they have to complete the assessment.  

However, for Bailey the lack of a teaching qualification influences how the 

assessment is designed and the need to improve feedback processes: 

It is important that the assessment is engaging and feels purposeful, 

which is not always easy to do. I don’t have a teaching qualification, so I 

really feel that it is important. I was hoping to get advice on managing 

and balancing things. I tend to get absorbed in trying to give effective 

feedback, but sometimes it is effective but sometimes it isn’t. I definitely 

want to learn about how I can make feedback more effective for students. 

I don’t really feel like that I have that nailed just yet. 

A final issue for Bailey in relation to assessment is the desire for program-

level planning and collaboration with colleagues, which may be linked to his early-

career status.  

Thus Bailey perceives that the key influences on his assessment practice 

are: the characteristics of the student cohort; the provision of feedback; and 

marking constraints due to budget pressures. The benefits of program-level 

planning and collegial collaboration are something he desires to assist in 

improving his practice. 

Casey is a professor who has over 30 years of teaching experience and 

describes her philosophy of teaching as:  

to inspire people to learn by stimulating their interest.  

Casey believes her assessment practice aligns with her teaching philosophy: 

I have control of what assessments I do in my courses … and I tend to think 

I assess in a way that is appropriate for what it is I am teaching. 
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The most significant factor that influences Casey’s teaching practice is the 

student cohort, which she explains is because:  

first year cohorts are generally diverse, large, have a variety of 

educational backgrounds and probably learning styles. Therefore 

assessment needs to be straightforward, well-structured and therefore 

accessible to their diversity. 

This suggests that Casey has awareness of the need for assessment to cater 

for a range of abilities and learning styles so that students have an opportunity to 

succeed. 

Alongside student diversity, Casey believes the size of the cohort also 

influences her assessment design, although this concern is mostly related to the 

provision of feedback: 

the number of students in the class from the practical point of view of 

assessment time … There is an element of making sure assignments can 

be fed back quickly. That creates a sort of challenge there, because when 

you are in the advanced stages you want to set them more complex and 

bigger tasks. To give them good feedback on that does require time. If you 

have a large class, that makes that difficult. 

The type of assessment instrument is another consideration for Casey, 

although the reasons behind this she finds difficult to articulate:  

First thing I work out is, what is the format of the assessment? Whether it 

is a report or a field notebook, or it is going to be an examination. That 

then sets up the framework … If it is a report, I try and find something that 

is going to be relevant to what they might be doing in the world of work 

and interesting, and achievable … Explaining the reasons behind the task 

was essential, perhaps more so in first year … and being transparent 

around the marking criteria.  
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Thus, for Casey the most important factors that influence her assessment 

design are the size and characteristics of the student cohort, and the fact that 

assessment needs to be relevant to the skill being assessed and authentic to a 

student’s future profession.  

Drew is an early-career academic who has six years’ experience as a course 

convenor and prior to this was a sessional staff member in the same faculty. Drew 

does not identify a formal teaching philosophy, but acknowledges the importance 

of building confidence in first year students, challenging their preconceptions and 

encouraging new perspectives, especially through what he describes as “wicked” 

problems. Drew perceives the most significant influence on his assessment 

practices to be collegial support and collaboration. He states that when he wants to 

improve assessments, the need to collaborate is at the forefront of design: 

With these last assignments, I have talked to colleagues before I set them 

into motion. I talked [to a colleague] a fair bit about the design 

framework report … And I ran the redesign of the other stuff past [another 

colleague] because she is more senior than I am. I tend to do that not 

because I feel obligated, but because they usually have some tweaks. 

Drew also identifies the need for professional development opportunities 

around assessment as being important to ensure he is doing the right thing: 

assessment and marking in particular is a source of anxiety. It is sort of 

like, if it is something that goes wrong, it goes really wrong, and I also feel 

like, when you are an early-career academic, it is not that you have ever 

seen what goes into the design of an assessment, so I didn’t actually know 

how to start.  

Program-level planning is another form of collegial support that Drew 

perceives as important, in the sense of providing cohesion and consistency 

between courses and demonstrating credibility to his peers:  
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So I kind of try to show them that there is communication between 

courses, so like, trust me … So I think for those early-career academics, in 

building trust we actually have to go out and say it, to build trust with the 

students. 

The characteristics of the student cohort is also an influencing factor when 

Drew is planning and designing assessments: 

The need to understand the skills and abilities that the students possess is 

important to then develop assessment to build confidence and their self-

awareness and capability. 

Finally, feedback is a significant assessment practice for Drew that 

influences the type of assessment instrument he devises:  

In the first four weeks I try to make it very feedback heavy, because it is 

their indication as to whether they should keep going or how they are able 

to withdraw before the census date. And so it sets them up then in the 

lower stakes and I can say ‘you need to work on this, this and this’, so when 

the stakes are higher I don’t have to repeat myself.  

This highlights that the incorporation of feedback is necessary in the 

planning and designing of the assessments. 

In summary, for Drew there are a number of factors that influence his 

assessment practices: collaboration among colleagues; relevant professional 

development; the characteristics of the student cohort; and provision of adequate 

feedback.  

Eli is a professor with more than 30 years of teaching experience whose 

teaching philosophy is informed by the size and prior knowledge of the student 

cohort. Eli admits that he does not think too deeply about his assessment practices 

because he sees his teaching role as secondary to the research he conducts:  
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I don’t want to have to think too much too systematically about what it is 

that I am doing … I am not really sitting there and thinking about learning 

objectives and pedagogy and what have you. I probably feel a little bit 

guilty about not thinking like that. That’s because I am more of a 

researcher than a teacher. That is not my main priority.  

However, Eli does explain that the current recruiting practices at this 

university mean the first year cohort has particular characteristics that shape his 

views towards assessment:  

I guess the biggest challenge I found is the fact that in Queensland if a 

student comes straight from school to university, then they probably will 

be seventeen or nearly eighteen and, you know, most seventeen-year-olds 

are pretty immature, they tend to get kind of spoonfed a lot of stuff from 

school and kind of structured. 

Apart from the students, resource constraints have some effect on the 

course assessment plan:  

There is a kind of balance between, you start off maybe thinking this 

would be great, this would be great, but that means I would get 150 essays 

and each would have to be marked in some detail and with comments. We 

can’t do that as I haven’t got the time. I have not got the money and 

nobody is going to give me the money to buy that time for someone else. 

So we have to find something that is less time intensive. So you might end 

up at the other end of the spectrum with something like an online multiple 

choice quiz. 

Eli’s responses highlight a sense of frustration for an academic who sees 

himself primarily as a researcher. In sum, Eli perceives the lack of time and money 

available to mark assessment for large student cohorts as the major influence 

when planning assessment.  

Finn is an associate professor who has been a course convenor for 16 years. 

Finn’s educational philosophy is about encouraging students to develop deep 
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understanding and to think critically and creatively. He describes four key 

influences on his assessment practice. The first of these is resource constraints in 

terms of time and money:  

If I was following the budget pressure, all assessment types in first year 

would be multiple choice. I am using them, yes, but I don’t like them. We 

are dealing with very large classes where you are trying to minimise 

marking time. I only have 40 minutes of marking per student over the 

whole semester.  

The second factor for Finn is the characteristics of the student cohort.  

However, despite this, Finn acknowledges the need to support the student 

cohort: 

I design the assessments in a way to encourage them to develop a proper 

work ethic. Because they are first years, they are not used to university-

type assessment, it is a bit new for them, the self-pacing, so I try to 

minimise their stress … Students will always accept a lot from you as long 

as you tell them why you are doing it. 

The alignment of assessment with the course content is also mentioned, as 

is providing feedback to students; however, Finn does not elaborate on either of 

these issues. He does, however, see program-level planning as important to ensure 

that courses ‘speak’ to each other:  

what also comes into play is the types of assessment they are doing in 

other courses in first year. We don’t do enough of that coordination. But I 

am trying quite hard to discuss with other convenors of first years, are 

you getting them to do … but in first year that hasn’t worked.  

Finn also perceives the lack of relevant professional development 

opportunities as an important factor, and confesses he has undertaken minimal 

professional development based on one bad experience:  
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Half a day completely wasted, and so since then I haven’t gone to 

anything. Because I figured if that is the quality, then there is no point. 

But I would love to be a part of it [professional development] when it 

happens about assessment and how do you, what are our options, let’s 

think outside the box. I know multiple choice and online quizzes. What 

else is there, what else could we do? That comes from other fields maybe, 

that we might be able to adapt to sciences and other first year courses. I 

would really love that. 

This highlights Finn’s willingness to improve assessment practices; 

however, the other factors have greater influence on his assessment design: 

resources; the student cohort; and lack of program-level planning.  

Glenn is a senior lecturer with over 35 years of experience in tertiary 

education. The teaching philosophy that Glenn identifies is a hands-on, student-

centred learning experience with ongoing feedback and various motivations as the 

most effective approach to teaching at the university level.  

Glenn points to a lack of resources as a major factor that influences his 

assessment plans. He raises concerns about increased managerialism in the 

university sector:  

[We have] a fairly aggressive management system at the moment and 

with very limited resources, and therefore how you would like to assess, 

you very simply cannot. I mean, if I am being brutally honest, the 

university doesn’t really care about teaching and learning. It cares about 

student ratings and it cares about retention and that is pretty much it, 

and that is not teaching and learning. You’ve got this rampaging 

managerialism and that is really destroying things. 

Glenn links these issues with the mandatory course evaluation surveys; he 

explains that he utilises this feedback to adjust his assessment where a significant 

number of student responses concur.  
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The diversity of the student cohort in relation to the degree program they 

are enrolled in and their academic ability and ethnic background also plays a part 

in Glenn’s planning and design of assessments. He describes the need to support 

and engage the less able students, but explains this as a response to the current 

recruiting practices of the university:  

We have students who are not well qualified. Now I am in favour of 

getting them into university, but if you are going to get them into 

university, you then have to support them, scaffold them, to help them to 

achieve educational goals to get degrees, and yet this is happening at 

exactly the same time as the amount of resources we have per student is 

going down, down, down. And so I think it is nearly impossible to teach 

really well in the current situation.  

Glenn believes that one way to support these students is through explicit 

teaching of the assessment task and marking rubric:  

There is a rubric of course, and then I go right through every assignment 

topic and go ‘look, this is what this one involves, here is how you do it’ and 

I do stress it to them again and again.  

Feedback practices are another feature of Glenn’s pedagogical approach to 

assisting first year students’ learning achievements:  

I am in favour of maximising formative assessment. I try to build feedback 

into all aspects of the assessments. Formative assessment has the values 

for both telling the students what is important and giving them feedback 

and us feedback about how they’re doing, what weak points there are in 

their knowledge and so on, all of which is very important in my opinion. 

In relation to professional development, Glenn favours ongoing 

enhancement of his knowledge through accessing assessment scholarship:  
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I have for many years monitored educational research to see if there is 

any useful information, any useful findings which I can apply, and 

sometimes there is both positive and negative.  

In sum, Glenn perceives the key influences on his assessment planning and 

design as: the current managerial context and its link to resource constraints; the 

characteristics of contemporary first year cohorts; the benefit of pursuing 

independent professional development; and the importance of formative feedback 

for students’ learning.  

Harper is a lecturer with approximately 25 years of experience. Initially 

Harper is unsure of her educational philosophy, but later claims that:  

some of it is about them learning through that assessment. So I think the 

assessment is not just for me to find out where they sit on a grade, it’s to 

try and give them feedback to help them get more involved in their 

learning, I guess.  

Implementing formative assessment and providing ongoing feedback 

underpin Harper’s assessment practices as the most significant influences on her 

assessment design and planning: 

I’m probably more interested in the formative, because I want to be able 

to give students feedback so they know what they are doing and where 

they’re at, so they can probably engage in the process a bit more and try 

and improve themselves. So I think that is really important. There are 

fancy words around that, called assessment for learning, and so I think 

I’ve been doing that for some time, I just didn’t know I was doing that.  

Secondary factors are the characteristics of the first-year student cohort 

and how she can design assessment that they see as connected to professional 

practice:  

I try and make sure some of the questions have context or relevance for 

them so they can empathise or understand it, and the design of early 
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diagnostic assessments are designed so it’s helping them get some 

confidence. I guess, explicitly emphasise that’s the reason why you are 

doing these particular tests or this particular preliminary report.  

The constraints within the institution are another factor that influences the 

type of assessment instruments Harper employs:  

It [a multiple-choice quiz] doesn’t cost the school as much and so they are 

happy, the students are happy … we’ve tried to do that now quickly and 

efficiently, which keeps the bosses happy, and technically we are starting 

to keep the students happy because we can give feedback a lot quicker. 

Especially because our classes at one time were getting bigger and bigger, 

that’s a lot of marking. They were approaching three hundred, you just 

had to do a shift in the way you did assessment, or students became 

unhappy because they didn’t really get much feedback.  

In relation to this factor, Harper identifies the difficulty of designing quality 

assessment questions: 

The hard part sometimes is it’s much more awkward to ask the deep and 

meaningful conceptual questions in a multiple choice, so we still have 

some handwritten sort of things, but we leave that for the end when we 

are trying to bring things together, and poor sap me has to mark them all, 

yes, that’s part of my lot in life, I guess! 

In sum, Harper’s assessment practices are heavily influenced by: her 

reliance on formative assessment to provide feedback to students; as well as the 

size of the student cohort, which determines the time available for marking.  

Jesse is a lecturer with 20 years of university teaching experience. Jesse’s 

educational philosophy amounts to:  

focusing on whether or not the students recognise what they are learning 

and why they’re learning it, and how it relates to their discipline and how 

it relates to their future employability.  
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The academic skill level of the first year cohort is a major consideration for 

her when planning assessment:  

I think about where the students are starting from, like, what’s their 

starting point for academic literacy and their skills and knowledge … 

there will be a range of starting points for different students. Then looking 

at where we want to get to at the end of semester and then, I guess, the 

next step is to try and trace out a journey so we can get there, building in 

all that flexibility for the different students’ academic literacy along the 

way. I try and get some information about the characteristics of the first 

year cohort before I teach them. 

Jesse tries to motivate students by connecting the assessment to their 

future careers: 

I describe and explain to them why I’ve designed it that way, because this 

is one thing, once they have done it, that they can pretty much pick up that 

assessment item and use it for a job that they might be going for.  

How well the assessment targets the students’ capabilities is another aspect 

influencing her assessment practices:  

The other factors would probably mostly relate to the achievability of the 

assessment, like, breaking the assessment down into pieces and steps that 

the students can achieve along the way. Because I think, even if you design 

an assessment that is pedagogically very good in terms of having learning 

outcomes, you then need to think about how you actually roll out that 

assessment to get the most from it, so it’s supporting students along the 

way. 

Jesse also recognises the importance of program-level planning and 

collaboration for designing appropriate assessment tasks:  

It’s a bit of a circular process. I guess, identifying what, initially, I think of 

where the course I’m designing fits into the overall program. We have 

worked together building the same assessment, like a parallel assessment 
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process in both of our courses, so that for students it flows from one to the 

other, but it also means that we can compare how the students are 

learning in that longer term, not just in that one course but over a whole 

year.  

Jesse pursues professional development both by herself and in workshops 

provided by the university, as she is aware of the importance of staying abreast of 

the latest ideas, research and practices in relation to assessment:  

I try to keep up with the literature around assessment practices as well, 

because I think everything improves with time and you should keep up 

with that, and the key challenges for students change with time as well. I 

also like to be involved in professional development workshops. When you 

are designing a course, you are often doing it on your own and it can be a 

little bit isolating, so it’s a good opportunity to connect with other staff 

and have a chat about what you’re doing. 

Lastly, for Jesse the need to think about feedback when designing 

assessment is another influencing factor: 

There’s a whole focus on formative feedback to students as they work 

through their assignments during semester ... we’ve got that ongoing 

feedback loop and of course once they submit, they actually get written 

feedback from their markers or from me about the actual substantive 

work that they’ve submitted. My approach to that provisional feedback is, 

it’s not feedback just on the final assignment on its own, that’s not actually 

very useful. It has to be done along the way and that leads to better 

outcomes, but it’s also parallel to how [the discipline] works in the real 

world. 

This highlights that the provision of feedback is essential when planning 

assessment and how the tasks are implemented. Jesse perceives other influential 

factors in assessment practice: the characteristics of the student cohort; alignment 



FACTORS INFLUENCING ACADEMICS’ ASSESSMENT 

PRACTICES  80 
 
of assessment to pedagogy; professional development; and program-level planning 

and collaboration with colleagues.  

These academics’ narratives provide insight into the key factors that influence 

each of their assessment practices. From these narratives emerge themes that are 

common among the research participants and can be considered the key factors 

influencing their assessment design and planning. These key factors are outlined in 

the next section, with discussion around each one to explain points of convergence 

and difference between the academics interviewed for this study.  

4.2 Digital thematic analysis of academics’ interviews 

 

Figure 4-1: Word cloud of key terms using NVivo. 

It is useful to reflect on some of the results generated through the coding of 

emergent themes using NVivo. The word cloud results are not significant, but do 

substantiate the themes that have emerged from the narratives. Initially all of the 
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interview transcripts were used to generate a word cloud, which then assisted in 

identifying key words and phrases. Once commonly used phrases had been 

removed (e.g. like, stuff, yeah and yes) and stemmed words employed (e.g. 

think/thinks/thinking), the word cloud was analysed to assist in coding. The word 

cloud as illustrated in Chapter 2 (see Figure 4-1) reveals words that were expected 

given the topic, including students and assessment. Other prominent words are 

feedback, course, teaching and think. What is relevant from this analysis, though, is 

the emergence of contingent words, such as guess, probably, just, might, sometimes, 

quite, trying and bit. Words of certainty such as always, works, right, actually, 

making, tell and know are also evident. Both contingent and definitive words have 

been systematically searched within the transcripts to identify how the academics 

were using them, and some of these quotes are included in the narratives above. 

The contingent terms provide some insight into the uncertainty that 

academics acknowledge in the factors that influence their assessment practices. 

When a participant uses guess it is used frequently in the sentence in relation to 

many aspects of assessment, highlighting supposition with the assessment process. 

Similarly probably is used when describing the actions and decisions that 

academics make regarding their design and planning of assessments. The use of 

just often appears to be a defeatist reaction to teaching certain aspects of the 

course or the lack of flexibility with decisions due to resource constraints and the 

need to make changes. Interestingly, might is often used around trying to gauge 

students’ interest within course pedagogy and authentic assessment. In relation to 

sometimes participants use the term to express that they occasionally make 

changes or lack understanding about the decisions they are making. In some 

instances sometimes is used when considering other opportunities to improve 
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assessment design based on professional development experiences or student 

feedback. Quite is used to emphasise difficulty with some aspects of assessment 

design like the construction of multiple-choice questions, also accentuating the 

challenges with organisational requirements or the difficulty students may have 

with assessments. When using the term try it is about participants expressing their 

attempts at undertaking their alignment, design and engaging the student cohort 

with assessments. Lastly, when they use the word bit they are usually talking about 

making minor changes to assessment or explaining their perception of students’ 

understanding of content. These terms illustrate that there is some uncertainty 

around the assessment practices of academics. 

Definitive words are also used by participants, particularly when expressing 

the perceived influences on their assessment practices. From the transcripts, such 

certainty emerges in how they always read the course and teaching evaluations, for 

example. They often allude to their success in implementing assessment when 

using the verb work. Interestingly, right is generally used in the colloquial sense, 

like oh right; however, it is also used to express confidence in their ability to assess 

students’ work accurately. When using the word actually they are frequently 

emphasising how the course content or skills aim to enhance students’ 

understanding in preparation for assessments. Often the word make is used to 

express changes or improvements to assessment. Lastly, the academics I have 

interviewed often express confidence in their ability to know their student cohort, 

even if this knowledge is based on the previous cohorts that they have taught. 

However, the word know is often preceded with don’t, when used to highlight 

students’ lack of experience and uncertainty about how changes to assessment 

may be positive for the academics and students. Interestingly, the academics I have 
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interviewed appear more likely to be confident with their knowledge of marking, 

informing students about assessments and their perception of the student cohort 

than with other aspects of assessment practice. This means that through 

academics’ years of experience in marking and their expertise in their discipline 

they possess confidence to assess the material they have explicitly taught. 

4.3 Key factors influencing academics’ assessment practices 

This section is a discussion of the key themes that have emerged from the interview 

data. These themes relate to the factors identified by the academics as having some 

influence over how they plan for and design assessment in first year courses. The 

overlap of themes is symptomatic of the assessment planning and design process, 

where a number of factors are considered concurrently. The phenomenological 

approach means academics are considering their conscious thoughts on how they 

undertake the practical process of developing assessments. My analysis of the 

interview data has identified five key themes: the characteristics of the student cohort; 

resources and regulations; provision of feedback; program-level planning, collegial 

support and professional development. The digital analysis using NVivo will also be 

discussed in light of the aforementioned themes.  

4.3.1 Characteristics of the student cohort 

For nearly all of the academics interviewed, the need to consider the 

characteristics of the student cohort is a key factor influencing the design of their 

assessment plan for the course. In a practical sense, the large size of the first year 

student cohort is one characteristic that has a significant effect on how the 

academics think about the type of assessment they need to implement. The cohort 

size affects the time available for marking student work and the provision of timely 

and constructive feedback to each individual. Large numbers of students mean the 
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choice of assessment instrument is constrained by the budget available to pay 

sessional staff for marking and a policy requirement that assessment tasks should 

be returned to student within 21 days of submission. Therefore, for most of this 

group of academics, assessment design is undertaken through the pragmatic lens 

of available sessional budgets and time constraints. 

Many academics are on a workload that allocates 40% of to teaching with 

the remaining 60% split between research and administration. This time 

constraint means that they often choose an assessment instrument for its marking 

efficiency and this tends to result in over-reliance on multiple-choice and short-

answer quizzes and tests completed and marked online. Even for the academics 

who do not perceive cohort size to be an issue, feedback and marking time are still 

major considerations in assessment planning.  

Another characteristic of the student cohort that influences assessment 

practices is diversity in relation to academic ability, background, learning styles 

and prior experience/knowledge. From the phenomenological perspective, 

academics’ impressions of academic ability from previous student cohorts can 

influence the planning and design of assessments for future cohorts, as academics 

consider what is realistically appropriate for students to achieve. Several comment 

on the level of maturity of incoming students and speculate about the different 

aptitudes in the contemporary cohort. However, many of this group of academics 

agree that assessment design needs to accommodate the range of starting points 

that exist within the student cohort. 

The characteristics of the first year cohort necessitate some form of 

scaffolded learning. All of the academics I have interviewed appear to agree that 

assessments must support students’ learning. Summative assessment is designed 
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to capture learning at the end of a learning episode and formative assessment 

intends to provide feedback through the students’ learning. So academics’ 

awareness of assessment design recognises its importance to ensure that student 

learning is scaffolded, enabling students to develop skills and improve knowledge 

both sequentially and iteratively throughout a course. Interviewees report that 

early assessment pieces are often designed to be formative, providing students 

with sufficient feedback to ensure they receive an indication of how they are 

progressing and how to apply their learning and experiences to subsequent 

assessment tasks, which build in complexity. Three participants report that an 

iterative assessment process guides the pedagogy of their studios. Here the 

assessments give students the opportunity to practise the same skills in different 

contexts. Two also report providing the opportunity for students to practise their 

content knowledge, and one says they give students a second chance in their 

multiple-choice quizzes, while the other allows them to research the answers. 

Other differences in the assessment design exist. Three identify that students in 

first year often lack the ability to manage their time. Consequently, these 

assessments are designed to encourage a proper work ethic, with all three 

including a weekly assessment to encourage some self-pacing of assessment to 

reduce the propensity to fall behind. 

Academics’ interviewed also scaffold first year students’ understanding of 

assessment tasks through explicit instruction on the assessment task and marking 

criteria. When implementing their assessment tasks, all report that they expressly 

inform students of the details of the assessment tasks, although clear differences 

exist; some provide a rationale as to why the students are undertaking the task, 

and others explicitly connect to the skills that students will need to use and how 
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relevant they will be to their future career. Only three explain the assessment task 

in association with the marking criteria, it is not clear if the other academics 

actually use a rubric at all when assessing or they just didn’t mention they use it 

when explaining the assessment task to their students’. This illustrates that, while 

participants all inform students about their assessments, the approaches differ in 

rationale and only a few specified they use a marking rubric when explaining the 

task.  

Another consideration in supporting first year students is the need to 

engage and motivate through assessments. Two-thirds of the academics I have 

interviewed believe that their assessment tasks need to motivate and engage the 

student cohort, consequently academics consciously consider this in their 

assessment practices. The most common approach is to design ‘authentic’ 

assessments which provide real-world connections for the students. Authentic 

assessment enables students to see how the task can replicate real-world 

experiences in their chosen profession, whether it is a report or group assessment, 

and can increase awareness of the type of content and skills applicable to their 

discipline. One participant also recognises the need to provide choice for the 

students within assessments, while two specifically mention the need to include 

current events to engage and provide relevance.  

A number of experienced academics reveal that it is difficult to teach when 

the cohort is not engaged with course content or assessments. In contrast, one 

early-career academic recognises that it can be challenging to make assessments 

engaging and purposeful. The diversity of the student cohort is also seen as a 

positive opportunity for academics to improve assessment practice; lecturers and 

a senior lecturer hold this perspective. Although the size and diversity of the 



FACTORS INFLUENCING ACADEMICS’ ASSESSMENT 

PRACTICES  87 
 
student cohort both influence the planning and design of assessments, participants 

report that the skills and capabilities of incoming students are a significant factor, 

which are discussed further in the discussion section (see 5.2.1). 

4.3.2 Resources and regulations 

As discussed in the previous section with regard to cohort size, a significant factor 

constraining assessment practices is the limited available budget for course 

delivery and marking. Based on their experiences, two-thirds of participants 

identified budget constraints as influential when considering the design and 

implementation of assessment items. Many report that a tight sessional staffing 

budget is an ongoing issue and means most of the marking becomes their 

responsibility as the course convenor. Time is a significant pressure in the 

workload of academics and two specifically mention tight deadlines and 

administrative pressures. If assessment tasks are too labour-intensive, such as 

essays or written reports, then the small sessional budget is earmarked to ensure 

these get marked properly. Two academics identify that this often means an 

assessment plan that includes only one labour-intensive task and use of multiple-

choice quizzes, mid-semester tests and exams as the other assessment items. While 

most identify the negative impacts of budget constraints, one participant is quite 

vocal about the current management system and the impact of limited resources, 

and what they perceive as declining standards in teaching and learning. 

 The policy regulations place expectations on the participants. The tight 

deadlines have been recognised as a factor and the aforementioned time available 

to provide feedback and mark assessments. The assessment policies that require 

learning outcomes have also been identified as an influence on their planning and 

design of assessments. The workload pressure that academics implied when 
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considering their assessment practice, was connected to their time pressures and 

the budget constraints. Some academics acknowledge the influence of course and 

teaching evaluations that are required in their role as a teaching academic. In 

addition the role of researcher was significant for one academic, who highlighted 

this priority in their role. When academics immerse themselves in their role, there 

are a number of regulations that participants identified as influencing their 

assessment practice. 

4.3.3 Provision of feedback 

The provision of feedback is reported as a significant influence in the planning and 

design of assessments by eight participants and again this is often related to the 

size of the student cohort. All of the academics see a link between feedback and 

improving student learning and as such feedback is seen to be a ‘necessary evil’ 

because of the time it takes to construct quality feedback for every student. Five 

report reducing the number of feedback-intensive assessment tasks because they 

do not have sufficient time and/or a sessional budget to mark and provide 

appropriate and timely feedback to large cohorts. Three express a belief that 

maximising formative assessment has great value because it provides feedback to 

the students and to them about how students are progressing and what they are 

learning. This reduces the need for extensive feedback on summative assessment. 

Only the two early-career academics suggest that they probably spend too much 

time providing feedback, in contrast to the more experienced academics, who 

acknowledge that the lack of time available to provide feedback significantly 

constrains their assessment design. Based on their experiences of assessment 

academics perceive feedback as a time consuming yet necessary role in their 

assessment practices. 
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4.3.4 Program-level planning, collegial support and professional development 

These three themes are closely connected, so they are discussed collectively in 

consideration of the academics daily role. Program-level planning is another aspect 

that is identified as an influential factor by five academics out of the nine 

interviewed. Three of these talk about the need to consider the types of 

assessment implemented in other courses within the same program. Two 

academics acknowledge their efforts to connect their course content to that of 

others in the program. It is the timing of assessments across first year that is 

reported as a focus in any sort of program-level planning to prevent ‘choke’ points 

in the semester where assessment is due in the same week for different courses. 

All of these academics are aware of how overwhelming this can be for first year 

students and there is a consensus among this group that more program-level 

planning needs to be done. Furthermore, there is a need for a more formal 

approach to program-level planning, as these interviewees claim that the majority 

of program-level planning across the academic group is informal and unstructured.  

Collegial support in planning and designing assessment is another factor that 

has some influence over the assessment practices of these academics. Two of the 

interviewees deliver courses across multiple campuses and this demands more 

collaboration to maintain consistency in curriculum delivery and in the message 

about assessment. The two early-career academics interviewed are proactive in 

seeking support from their senior colleagues about their assessment design and 

both are adamant that this is beneficial in terms of improving the assessment 

design and for their own professional development. The more experienced 

academics also recognise the benefit of informal conversations with colleagues 

about their assessment practices.  
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Professional development is another factor that influences the assessment 

practices of academics. A number of interviewees see the benefits of being 

informed of new assessment practices, types and technologies, especially since 

some also note that the experience of assessment design can be quite isolating. The 

sharing of assessment experiences and practices is appreciated. Although one 

identifies a lack of appropriate professional development opportunities in 

assessment to enhance their assessment practice, two also identify the need to 

undertake professional reading in order to maintain currency with assessment 

literature. Cooperation in assessment planning through informal conversations, 

collaboration with colleagues for professional development and for reassurance is 

recognised as a positive factor influencing assessment planning and design. 

4.3.5 Contingent and certain terminology 

The digital analysis of themes from the word cloud reinforces the emergent key 

themes. A number of key words emerged from the academics phenomenological 

responses from their stream of conscious thought about their assessment 

experiences. Key terms like student, assessment, course, feedback, teaching and 

timing are regularly used due to the nature of the topic and confirm the themes 

that arise from the narratives. In addition, the use of a number of contingent terms 

indicates that there is some uncertainty when academics undertake assessment 

planning and design, specifically in trying to align assessments and engage the 

student cohort. There is also some certainty evident in their assessment practice, 

in regard to their perceptions about what they know of the student cohort to 

support their learning and confidence in their judgement when marking 

assessments.  
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4.4 Summary 

In this chapter I have presented the findings from analysis of the interview data 

obtained from nine academics who range from early career to experienced, and 

who work across all disciplines in the science group. The narratives from the nine 

academics have generated key themes in relation to what factors are perceived as 

influencing their assessment practices. The emergent themes have been discussed 

based on analysis of the narratives and qualitative analysis using NVivo. 

Five key themes have been identified from these narratives, which yielded 

personal perspectives based on their experiences with assessment. As expected, 

the characteristics of the student cohort are one key influence on academics’ 

assessment practices. Additional themes that emerge are: feedback processes; 

resources and regulations; program-level planning and collegial support; and 

professional development. My results suggest that the size and diversity of the 

cohort are quite influential, in conjunction with the perceived ability of the 

students. There is a need to scaffold learning and engage the student cohort with 

authentic assessment and skill development. The provision of timely feedback also 

emerges as a key factor that academics consider when planning and designing 

assessments, although there are concerns with the more formal processes in 

collecting student feedback, while the lack of time and financial resources also 

constrains the types of assessment that academics implement. Program-level 

planning, support from colleagues and professional development also inform 

assessment practices.  

In the chapter that follows, these findings are discussed with reference to 

current research in order to determine some of the reasons for these findings, and 

I identify and explain some points of convergence and divergence. 
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5 Discussion 

This research seeks to understand what academics perceive to be the factors that 

influence their assessment practices. Specifically, it has sought to answer the 

following research questions: 

 What factors influence the assessment practices of academics? 

 What are their current assessment practices? How do they plan and design the 

assessment tasks within a course?  

 What impact may current assessment practices have on the first year cohort? 

Nine academics from a multidisciplinary science faculty have participated in 

semi-structured interviews. As noted in the last chapter, these academics were 

selected based on their representativeness of a range of different experiences – 

from early-career academics to senior academics nearing the end of their careers, 

and from teaching-intensive academics to those on a balanced profile. The 

academics were also drawn from a range of programs within the multi-discipline 

science group. It is important to note that the study has not set out to provide data 

that would represent all academics in the group; rather, it has sought to assess 

diverse viewpoints as part of a phenomenological approach. 

There is now a very sizable literature on assessment. There is also a 

growing literature on the marketisation of the higher education sector. Both of 

these literatures offer insights into the diverse factors affecting the assessment 

practices of academics and the first year experience in particular. The deregulation 

of the higher education sector in Australia has resulted, paradoxically, in the need 

for tighter regulation in the quality and consistency of standards (see Chapter 2). 

Such standards are enforced through the Tertiary Education Quality Standards 

Agency (TEQSA) and the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF).  
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Research has also acknowledged the importance of a positive first year 

experience, and current transition strategies aim to contribute to this experience. 

Potter and Bye (2014) reveal that a quarter of commencing students consider 

dropping out in their first year. One significant aspect for first year students is 

assessment; Carless (2015) and Star and McDonald (2007) identify that students 

spend more time on assessment than any other task. There is also a need to ensure 

that students receive consistent messages around assessment (Queensland 

Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2014). In addition, a range of orientation 

programs, peer-support programs (McPhail et al., 2015), flexible online learning 

(Larkin et al., 2016) online resources (Rae & Hunn, 2015) and intervention 

strategies (Lizzio & Wilson, 2013) all support students’ transition into higher 

education. However, these strategies need to be coordinated and intended to 

improve student retention (Mahon & Crowley, 2013; Potter & Bye, 2014). Since 

funding is associated with student success and retention in the first year (Bevitt, 

2015; Krause, 2005), the significance of a positive first year is linked to students’ 

experiences with assessment. The research indicates the importance of success in 

first year through transition strategies and positive assessment experiences; 

however, there is a gap in knowledge of the factors that influence academics’ 

assessment practices. 

The factors that influence the assessment practices of academics can be 

broadly categorised into institutional factors, attitude and experience, and student 

cohort characteristics (See Fig 5.1). However, there is a gap in the research 

regarding the factors that academics in multidisciplinary science who teach more 

pure science and environmental disciplines. Specifically those academics who have 

experience teaching within first year courses perceive as influential on their 
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current assessment practices. The majority of current research in science 

assessment addresses primary and secondary school education assessment 

practices (Black, 1995; Black & Wiliam, 2009) and at the tertiary level is limited to 

formative assessment practices (J. I. Smith & Tanner, 2010; M. K. Smith et al., 2013; 

Wieman & Gilbert, 2014). Current research within other science disciplines, 

moreover, is primarily focused on pedagogical skill development, rather than on 

assessment (Greenlee et al., 2015; Hurlimann, 2009). This research addresses the 

factors that academics in a multidisciplinary science faculty perceive to influence 

their assessment practice, in order to contribute towards scholarly research on 

assessment practices in higher education and the impact this may have on first 

year cohorts.  

This chapter compares and contrasts the findings from my study with those 

reported in the literature, identifying similarities and differences, and offering 

explanations for new insights that have not been reported before. The chapter 

addresses the second research question on current assessment practices first, to 

better understand the first research question on the key influences on the 

academics’ assessment practice. Lastly, the impact that these current assessment 

practices may have on the first year cohort is considered. 

The conceptual model (see Figure 5-1) provides a visual summary of the 

factors influencing the assessment practices of academics. The relationships that 

exists between institutional factors, the characteristics of the student cohort and 

resources and policies are represented. The personal experiences of academics in 

their assessment practice and the intended support of assessment strategies for 

the first year student cohort is also discussed in the sections below. 
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Figure 5-1: Conceptual model of key influences affecting academics’ assessment practices. 

5.1 What are their current assessment practices? How do they plan 

and design the assessment tasks within a course? 

There are a few important considerations that academics make when planning and 

designing their assessments. These include: aligning the assessment with the 

course learning outcomes; how they will unpack the assessment task for the first 

year students, i.e. the pedagogical strategies they will employ to assist student 

understanding of the assessment requirements and marking criteria and the 

standard of work expected; and making real-world connections, i.e. explaining the 

authenticity of the assessment and clarifying links to the profession; and, lastly, 

how academics consider implementing formative assessment that enhances 

students’ skills and confidence in undertaking the culminating summative 

assessment.  
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5.1.1 Alignment of assessments to learning outcomes 

One important factor that course convenors consider when planning assessment is 

how the assessment item corresponds to the course learning outcomes. It is thus 

unsurprising that the academics I have interviewed see this as important, because 

they are compelled to do so by university policy. The assessment tasks allow 

students to demonstrate that they have achieved the learning outcomes. Construct 

validity means that an assessment task measures what it claims to measure (Reddy 

& Andrade, 2010), so the learning outcomes that academics develop need to align 

to the assessment task. One of the main issues with assessments concerns the lack 

of alignment to the course learning outcomes and course content (Offerdahl & 

Montplaisir, 2014; Panadero & Jonsson, 2013; Reddy, 2011). Research from 

Hanauer and Bauerle (2015) indicates that some academics are unfamiliar with 

literature on learning outcomes, and from Goos and Hughes (2010, p. 319) 

identifies that some academics lack confidence in “wording course learning 

objectives”. Although this research has not explored the construction of learning 

outcomes, the academics interviewed ensure that the learning outcomes are at the 

forefront of their assessment design, because they know they have to use them due 

to university assessment policy. 

5.1.2 Unpacking the assessment 

A further important consideration that academics make in their current 

assessment practice is the need to unpack the assessment task for the first year 

student cohort. All the academics I have interviewed indicate that they explicitly 

teach students how to read assessment task instructions. However, differences 

exist in their explanation of assessments. Only three academics explicitly state that 

they inform the students how to interpret the criteria and standards for marking 
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using a rubric when explaining the assessment to them. The value of a rubric is 

that it shows students what is valued in the task and contributes to their 

understanding of how they will be assessed (Panadero & Jonsson, 2013; Reddy & 

Andrade, 2010). The fact that two-thirds of the academics interviewed do not 

specify the use of a rubric when explaining the task to students may indicate their 

lack of understanding of the importance the rubric has in outlining students’ 

assessment requirements. Sadler (2009) reports that marking criteria informs 

students of the quality required for specific assessment tasks and allows them to 

develop a more intelligent approach to the task. However Sadler (2009; 2010) 

acknowledges that the idea of providing advanced notice of the standards in the 

criteria is contested. The use of a rubric when explaining a task allows students to 

recognise the alignment of the task. Although the alignment of the task to the 

marking criteria has not been investigated here, there is a need to ensure that the 

unpacking of an assessment task includes the use of a rubric, as this is not a 

consistent practice among the academics I have interviewed. 

The third important consideration is how academics link their assessments 

to the real world when unpacking an assessment task for first year students. Most 

academics interviewed highlight the relevance of the task to skill development and 

focusing on ‘authentic’ real-world relevance. Lizzio and Wilson (2013) state that 

academics whose authentic rationale for undertaking the task supports students’ 

understanding provide real-world relevance that assists students’ understanding 

of the link between the assessment and practice. The advantage of academics 

providing real-world relevance through authentic assessment is that it instils a 

sense of purpose; this is one of the five senses of success that help to develop in 

students a sense of connection to their profession and their discipline of study 
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(Lizzio, 2006). The academics I have interviewed are designing authentic 

assessment to engage and develop a sense of purpose in students’ first year 

experience. 

5.1.3 Linking formative with summative assessment 

The use of formative assessment to support students’ learning is also seen as an 

essential part of academics’ assessment design. Interviewees report that the 

weekly frequency of assessments by some academics across the disciplines is 

designed to develop self-pacing, improve time-management skills and assist with 

early academic recovery. This sense of resourcefulness corresponds with research 

by Lizzio (2006) that students need to learn how to cope proactively with a variety 

of challenges, including seeking help through the appropriate university channels 

and developing the ability to manage study commitments with other aspects of life. 

The iterative learning process through assessments is commonly used to support 

students’ learning. The benefit of students having multiple opportunities to 

develop their skills is that this enhances students’ academic capability (Lizzio, 

2006). Academics’ use of pedagogy aligned with assessment helps students to 

develop a sense of resourcefulness and capability, as is evident in the assessment 

practices of the academics I have interviewed, and also supports students’ 

successful transition to university. 

In summary, this research on academics from a multidisciplinary science 

group has identified four key aspects that they consider in their current planning 

and design of assessment: alignment of assessments to learning outcomes; 

unpacking the assessment task though explicit instruction; authentic real-world 

relevance; and the use of formative assessment to support students’ learning 

through their assessments. Understanding what their main practices are provides 
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an opportunity to understand how these perceived factors influence academics’ 

planning and design of assessment.  

5.2 What factors influence the assessment practices of academics? 

There are a range of factors that academics in this study identify as influencing 

their assessment practices. Firstly, the characteristics of the student cohort: size; 

diverse academic ability and multiple pathways of entry; and the need to provide 

timely and relevant feedback. Additional factors are: time constraints; human 

resourcing and available budgets; as well as policies and regulations; workplace 

culture and pressure; course and teaching evaluations, all discussed in this section. 

Lastly, program-level planning, collegial support and professional development 

affect how academics approach the planning and design of assessments. Due to the 

interrelated nature of assessment practices, there is some overlap regarding these 

influences. 

5.2.1 Characteristics of the student cohort 

Course convenors identify that the student cohort is a factor that influences their 

assessment practices. One of the key features of the student cohort is its increasing 

diversity as a result of the aforementioned wider participation policy, which also 

means multiple pathways of entry. Soria and Bultmann (2014) and Wilson et al. 

(2014) confirm that students may be from low socio-economic backgrounds, may 

lack social capital if they are first in family and from diverse cultural backgrounds, 

and may be challenged by aptitude if they have lower entry admission scores. 

These non-traditional students can pose assessment challenges for academics. 

Potter and Bye (2014) acknowledge that a more diverse cohort may mean that 

more students require extra support in their transition to university. The course 

convenors I have interviewed recognise the need to support their first year 
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students and some acknowledge the challenge catering for the diverse learning 

styles and range of aptitudes of the student cohort.  

A number of participants are mostly concerned with the academic ability of 

the cohort based on prior experience. Goos and Hughes (2010, p. 319) research 

indicates that “addressing the needs of students from diverse backgrounds” is one 

of the key concerns of academics. Most of the academics I have interviewed do not 

specifically mention low socio-economic backgrounds or first in family as a direct 

challenge of student cohorts. They tend to generalise about the range of aptitudes 

they need to consider. Nonetheless, these academics recognise that the early 

assessment tasks need to introduce students to key concepts and scaffold their 

knowledge towards more complex tasks. Such decisions align with the findings of 

Star and McDonald (2007), who identify that intellectually challenging material 

can help to retain students. So the need to support a range of academic ability 

influences course convenors’ design of assessments. 

Another finding of what influences academics’ assessment design is the 

need to engage the diverse student cohort. The use of ‘authentic’ assessment has 

been discussed earlier in this thesis as a consideration in their current practice by 

academics. Course convenors aim to engage the cohort by linking to current events 

and ensuring the assessment replicates real-world scenarios. Lizzio and Wilson 

(2013) agree with this practice, stating that authentic assessment is beneficial for 

motivating the student cohort. So the challenge for academics is to provide a choice 

that will appeal to a range of aptitudes, cultural backgrounds and learning styles. 

The advantage of academics providing real-world relevance through authentic 

assessment is that it instils a sense of purpose, which as noted above is one of the 

five senses of success that helps students to develop a sense of connection to their 
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profession and discipline of study (Lizzio, 2006). The use of authentic assessment 

connects the current assessment task and associated skills to the students’ chosen 

future career. So the influence of a diverse cohort means academics design 

authentic assessment to engage students and develop a sense of purpose so as to 

enhance their first year experience. 

The characteristics of the first year student cohort influences academics’ 

use of formative assessment. A number of the academics use formative assessment 

to scaffold students’ learning from early concepts and skills to more challenging 

application of skills and knowledge. Wiliam (2011) indicates, formative 

assessment provides students with the opportunity to address any shortfalls in 

their understanding. Research by Sadler (1989) confirms that formative 

assessment practices allow academics to make judgements about the quality of 

students’ work in order to improve their understanding and learning. The benefit 

of feedforward was also identified by some academics, as Sadler (2010) identified 

feedback has two purposes, to provide specific comment on current work being 

appraised and be general enough for students’ to apply to future assessments. 

Therefore, the academics who recognise and use formative assessment possess the 

knowledge of the benefits of feedback through formative assessment to develop 

students’ learning. So the need to support a range of academic ability influences 

course convenors’ design of assessments through the implementation of formative 

assessments to help students achieve the summative assessments. 

5.2.2 Provision of feedback 

The provision of feedback is another factor that influences how academics 

construct their assessments. All participants consider how they are going to 

provide feedback when designing their assessments, as current university policy 
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requires them to provide feedback within 21 days. Antoniadou et al. (2015) 

acknowledge that the lack of adequate time to undertake tasks including marking 

and providing feedback contributes to academics’ workplace stress. The majority 

of interviewees are aware of the size of the cohort and how that affects their time 

to mark and provide sufficient feedback. Five manage their workload by reducing 

the number of assessments that require intensive feedback, for example by using 

instead online multiple-choice quizzes and tests. However, the early-career 

academics express concerned about the time taken and the quality of feedback 

they provide. This finding is supported by Grainger and Weir (2016), who 

recognise that it can take time for newer academics to develop this skill, while 

Goos and Hughes (2010) confirm that more experienced academics are more 

confident in their ability to provide feedback on their assessments. The provision 

of feedback is a factor that affects how course convenors plan and design their 

assessments. 

5.2.3 Resources and regulations 

One of the key influences that has emerged from my research with academics 

within a science group is the perceived constraint on resources. The notion of time 

features frequently when participants discuss feedback and marking. This is 

reinforced by Duncan (2007, p. 271), who acknowledges that academics spend a 

“good deal of time” personalising feedback for the benefit of the student. 

Antoniadou et al. (2015) also recognise that a lack of sufficient time to complete 

required tasks contributes to workplace stress; based on academics’ interview 

responses, they found that the quantity of marking and feedback causes stress and 

large cohorts influence how academics plan their assessments. All the academics I 

have interviewed are aware that assessments also need to reflect what is practical 
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in terms of providing feedback. Consequently, the amount of time required to mark 

assessments for a larger cohort is a predominant concern which influences how 

academics develop their assessments. 

The perceived budget constraints feature prominently as a factor that 

influences course convenors’ assessment practices. They have to consider the time 

required to mark the assessment tasks throughout the course because of human 

resourcing. For every teaching period, each course receives a set budget allocation. 

Sessional staff are employed to share the workload with academic staff in 

undertaking teaching and marking duties. The majority of the budget is allocated 

for this purpose, so a reduction in funding for a course would result in less staff 

being available to support teaching. Consequently, this increases academics’ 

teaching loads and, with reduced sessional support, there is ultimately an increase 

in marking time. The literature supports that large classes and administrative 

workloads are perceived barriers for course convenors in undertaking “good 

assessment practice” (Goos & Hughes, 2010, p. 322). Medland (2016) concurs that, 

with increasing student numbers and reduced resource levels, workloads are 

increasing. Although my research does not specifically discuss budget constraints, 

this has emerged as an influencing factor for these academics. 

Due to perceived budget constraints, course convenors are often 

constrained in their assessment types. They defer to multiple-choice questions in 

quizzes, tests and exams as a more affordable assessment type and feel that they 

have less control in implementing the assessment types they would prefer. 

Antoniadou et al. (2015) support the finding that there is a loss of academic 

freedom when policies limit flexible assessment design. The sentiment of my 

interviewees is reinforced by (Raaper, 2016), who acknowledges that academics 
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are often unhappy at how policies and regulations affect their assessment practice. 

The less labour-intensive assessment types are predominantly used by academics 

who unashamedly acknowledge their benefits, as technological improvements 

have made multiple-choice quizzes more efficient and easy to mark, and quick in 

providing feedback. The perceived budget constraints identified by course 

convenors mean the assessment types are limited so that academics can 

realistically manage their workloads in marking and providing feedback on their 

assessments. 

Regulation of the tertiary sector has added an extra layer of policy and 

requirements that academics are required to adhere to. Goos and Hughes (2010) 

confirm that adherence to institutional policies and guidelines is an institutional 

requirement. Academics are required to develop a course profile that outlines the 

learning outcomes and associated learning activities, and an assessment policy that 

outlines the assessment plan for each course. The course convenors I have 

interviewed comply with these requirements to ensure that each course has 

clearly identifiable learning objectives which are then used by the academics to 

guide their assessment process. The implementation of learning outcomes to 

govern courses is mandated by Federal Government policy through the AQF to 

ensure consistency standards across the sector (Australian Qualifications 

Framework, 2013; Grainger & Weir, 2016). The organisational requirements that 

academics comply with are a requirement that influence how they undertake 

assessment planning and design. 

Another factor that influences the assessment practices of academics is the 

need to comply with university requirements to elicit student feedback. The 

students provide feedback through course and teaching evaluations. The 
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implementation of course and teaching evaluations incorporates the need to 

ensure a quality education from a neoliberal perspective, and provides students 

with a mechanism to comment on their educational experience (Bevitt, 2015; 

Jones-Devitt & Samiei, 2011). Goos and Hughes (2010) acknowledge that often 

academics feel pressure to make their assessment easier, for more favourable 

course evaluations; however, this is not raised by any of my interviewees as a 

contributing factor in their assessment design. The majority take note of the 

qualitative feedback that students provide. In some instances, if there is a 

consistent message from a large proportion of the cohort, then some consider 

making some adjustments to their assessment. Goos et al. (2011) in their research 

indicate that academics find informal feedback valuable; my research shows that 

students can also have a positive impact when they provide constructive formal 

feedback.  

The issue of resource constraints appears to connect to workplace culture 

and pressure, which are underlying issues in some academics’ assessment practice. 

Although only one expresses that research is a priority in their work commitments, 

the literature suggests that assessment is devalued as a scholarly activity 

compared to research by the institution or school, and consequently considered 

less of a priority by academics due to their workload pressures (Hanauer & 

Bauerle, 2015; Raaper, 2016). Drew and Klopper (2014, p. 352) recognise that 

science faculties are significant contributors to research income and research 

outputs for a university. This means that pre-existing cultures within such schools 

would focus on research, rather than learning and teaching. Consequently, with a 

primary focus on research income and outputs, the resourcing for assessment is 

less of a priority. Carless (2015) confirms that there is a need to increase resources 
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for assessment, as this would lead to more positive assessment outcomes and 

could alleviate workload stress around assessment. So although workplace culture 

is not perceived to be a significant influence by many interviewees, the priority of 

research over learning and teaching results in fewer resources available to support 

the assessment practices of academics and can influence their assessment practice. 

There were a number of institutional factors that were not considered 

influential by academics in their assessment practices.  These included 

moderation, the growing concerns around assessment and academic integrity, 

digital submission and marking. Moderation is the process where the teaching 

team members develop a shared understanding of assessment requirements, 

standards, and the evidence that demonstrates differing qualities of performance 

(Adie, Lloyd, & Beutel, 2013). The focus of the research was on the planning and 

design of assessment, although the time constraints and size of the cohort for 

marking was at the forefront of their planning. One academic only mentioned 

moderation and perhaps the moderation process was not considered a priority in 

the other academics’ consciousness around their assessment practices and the 

institutional requirements. However Adie et al. (2013)  reveal as academics 

balanced time, staff and resources there were inconsistent moderation processes. 

When academics did consider marking the more experienced academics did 

express confidence in their ability to make judgements when marking 

assessments.  Similarly academic integrity and digital submissions was not raised 

from the perspectives of the academics as institutional factors affecting their 

assessment practice, which indicates the other requirements of resource 

constraints of time and budget, assessment policy compliance, feedback and 

workplace culture were more influential. 
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5.2.4 Program-level planning, collegial support and professional development 

The need for program-level planning is recognised by more than half the course 

convenors as relevant to their assessment practice. Program-level planning is a 

more common practice for those whose programs have iterative skill development 

from one course to the next. Despite some faculty meetings, program-level 

planning is often conducted informally between colleagues. Some try to undertake 

some informal program-level planning to coordinate topics or align skill 

development between first year courses in other programs where the iterative 

nature of their course is less evident; the faculty is undertaking an audit of 

assessments to ensure that the timing of assessments will reduce the number of 

assessments demanded each week. The research identifies that a more 

coordinated approach to assessment planning is required at the program level for 

a more cohesive and positive student experience (Drew & Klopper, 2014; Macleod 

& Wilson, 2012). Even though program-level planning is occurring, course 

convenors want more coordination to happen and it is considered relevant to their 

current assessment practice. 

The opportunity to collaborate with colleagues is a key assessment practice 

of course convenors. The propensity for early-career academics to seek assistance 

and reassurance is higher than for more experienced academics. The lack of formal 

teaching qualifications is a factor for the early-career academics. Hornby (2003, p. 

450) confirms this finding, as minimal assessment training is offered to new 

academics and they “just picked it up as they went along.” The process of learning 

about assessment is through tacit knowledge from colleagues, which is critical for 

the newer academics (Garrow & Tawse, 2009). The early-career academics often 

bounce around ideas for validation or check that the amendments they are making 
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to their courses will not have any negative consequences for the course convenor 

teaching the cohort afterwards. Although Garrow and Tawse (2009) identify the 

benefits of mentoring programs and such programs do exist, there is no mention of 

any involvement in mentoring by any participants. My research highlights that, 

despite mentoring opportunities being available, early-career academics are more 

likely to collaborate with colleagues for reassurance on their assessment practices 

and to improve their knowledge of practices.  

Professional development is another aspect that influences the assessment 

practices of academics. Some of the academics I have interviewed admit that they 

have not undertaken any assessment-related professional development recently 

and previous experiences shapes their views of professional development 

opportunities. Although not identified as an influencing factor in their assessment 

practices moderation provides an opportunity for academics to collaborate and 

learn how to justify and be accountable for their assessment decisions (Adie et al., 

2013), so professional development in assessment moderation would provide an 

opportunity for academics to participate in assessment professional development. 

Although, improving assessment types seems to be more valued by the academics 

in this research. 

However, informal conversations between colleagues at professional 

development events are an assessment practice valued by the course convenors I 

have interviewed. Goos et al. (2011) recognise that informal and formal advice 

from colleagues are helpful guides in the assessment practices of academics, where 

more experienced academics state that sharing assessment ideas with colleagues 

provides insight into alternate practices and new assessment ideas that may be 

worth considering. However, Garrow and Tawse (2009) acknowledge the benefit 
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of informal peer learning, especially with assessment moderation, although the 

literature on informal collegial support beyond moderation appears limited. This 

illustrates that informal conversations between academics is a valuable influence 

informing their assessment practice. 

The limited targeted professional development undertaken may influence 

their scholarship on assessment. Two academics interviewed specifically 

undertake professional reading to remain current with developments in 

assessment practice. Assessment literacy, while not a focus of this study, is evident 

in the uncertainty expressed in the language during the interviews. Some 

academics clearly understand the importance of learning outcomes, the relevance 

of formative and summative assessment, and the need to align pedagogy to 

assessment to support and engage the student cohort. However, the fact that only 

three explicitly express that they use a rubric when unpacking assessments for 

students implies that the usefulness of a rubric in revealing to students the key 

aspects of the task being assessed is not widely understood. The standards-based 

assessment aligns the assessment task to the learning outcomes and the standards 

required for a bachelor’s degree (Australian Qualifications Framework, 2013; 

Grainger & Weir, 2016). The opportunity to undertake targeted professional 

development around assessment could influence academics’ level of assessment 

literacy, highlighting that professional development experiences can shape their 

assessment practices. 

Five key influences have been revealed from this research investigating the 

assessment practices of academics in a multidisciplinary science faculty. The 

predominant influences that are perceived as a factors: the size and diversity of the 

student cohort; provision of feedback; resources and regulations; program-level 
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planning, collegial support and professional development. These perceived 

influences on academics’ assessment practices provide insight into to how they 

currently undertake their planning and design of assessment. Due to the 

importance of assessment for students, it is imperative to understand how the 

strategies employed by academics support and enhance the first year student 

experience.  

5.3 What impact may current assessment practices have on the first 

year cohort? 

The possible impact of these assessment practices is beyond the scope of this 

study; however, the intended impacts of these strategies, to support and enhance 

first year students’ assessment experience, can be discussed from the academics’ 

perspective. The initiatives that exist to support the first year student experience, 

including orientation and peer-support programs, online learning support and 

intervention strategies, have been discussed earlier. However, in light of the 

current literature, knowledge of the intended and unintended impacts of 

academics’ assessment practice contributes to understanding how first year 

students are supported through academics’ assessment practices. The intended 

consequences of academics’ assessment practices includes: alignment to learning 

outcomes; unpacking of assessment tasks; and formative assessment strategies 

that scaffold assessment and provide feedback. In contrast, the unintended effects 

of academics’ assessment practice may include the type of assessment, specifically 

the reliance on multiple-choice questions and lack of intellectual quality of 

questions. Lastly, program-level planning and assessment literacy are also aspects 

of academics’ current assessment practice that may impact on the first year cohort. 
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These intended and unintended impacts have been extracted from the 

aforementioned current practices of academics and are explained below. 

5.3.1 Alignment of assessments to learning outcomes 

The alignment of assessment tasks to learning outcomes is a current practice 

undertaken by academics which provides meaning in relation to the course 

curriculum. The learning outcomes identify the key ‘building blocks’ of the course 

and inform students what they will learn, what is valued and how they will be 

assessed (Prøitz, Havnes, Briggs, & Scott, 2017, p. 6). The interviewees all use the 

learning outcomes when commencing the design of their assessments, which 

reaffirms that this practice provides first year students with an understanding that 

the assessments tasks are generated with the learning outcomes in mind. The 

students’ sense of academic culture is encouraged when they understand the 

requirements of the task (Lizzio, 2006). So aligning the assessment to the learning 

outcomes is a clear aspect that can support students’ first year experience.  

Another strategy employed by the interviewed academics in the science 

group to support first year students’ transition to university is the unpacking of the 

assessment task. They all state that they unpack the assessment task, which means 

explaining what the task is about and the students need to undertake in order to 

complete the task. Although details of  where was not addressed, however 

university policy dictates that lectures are recorded and so if the task is unpacked 

in a lecture the videos can be revisited again by students’. However the explanation 

of the rubric when unpacking the assessment task does not appear to be a common 

practice among the academics I have interviewed. The value of the rubric to 

enhancing students’ understanding is acknowledged in the research (Panadero & 

Jonsson, 2013; Reddy & Andrade, 2010), although Prøitz et al. (2017) state that 
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rubrics are not always used in the design of assessments. So the fact that rubrics 

are not always used to explain assessment tasks means that students may not 

clearly understand how they will be assessed. However, the rationale for 

undertaking the assessments is more commonly explained, which connects 

students’ understanding between the assessment and practice (Lizzio & Wilson, 

2013) and instils a sense of purpose to their studies (Lizzio, 2006). So the 

explanation of an assessment task using ‘authentic’ connections will improve the 

student assessment experience and the use of a rubric will also provide students 

with a clearer expectation of their assessment requirements. 

5.3.2 Providing extra learning support 

Course convenors intend to have a positive impact on supporting first year 

students by scaffolding the assessment process. The use of formative assessments 

to support students’ learning is one such practice used by some of the academics 

interviewed. Research corroborates that formative assessment allows academics 

and students to ascertain: where the students are currently at in their learning; 

where they need to be; and how they can improve (Black & Wiliam, 2009; 

Broadfoot & Black, 2004). Subsequent assessment tasks are designed to increase in 

complexity to provide intellectual challenge, so that students are able to satisfy the 

course learning outcomes. The intellectual challenge of assessments can encourage 

academic capability and resourcefulness (Lizzio, 2006; Star & McDonald, 2007). 

The iterative processes that are often a key component of assessment design 

provide students with multiple opportunities to practise their skills and further 

advance their knowledge. Academics’ use of weekly assessments aims to 

encourage self-pacing and the development of time-management skills, so that 

students maintain currency with the weekly content and are provided with the 
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best opportunity to meet the course learning outcomes. The provision of 

‘authentic’ real-world relevance linking the assessment to future careers and 

associated skills provides students with a sense of purpose towards their studies. 

This highlights that assessment practices can instil a sense of capability and 

purpose through iterative and regular assessments, which can positively affect 

students’ transition into higher education. 

The provision of timely and effective feedback by academics is another 

mechanism that impacts on the first year experience. All of the academics 

interviewed recognise the importance of feedback, especially on early assessment 

tasks, and the benefit for students’ learning. Duncan (2007) confirms that feedback 

is an integral part of the learning process, and ongoing feedback is beneficial for 

students’ learning (Batz et al., 2015). The use of online multiple-choice questions 

allows students to receive feedback quickly and identify where improvements 

need to be made. The minimal feedback that students may experience on more 

significant later assessments may limit their ability to apply understanding of their 

achievement to feed forward into subsequent assessments in future courses. 

Although students receive timely feedback on early assessments and multiple-

choice quizzes, which aims to support their learning through assessments, the lack 

of feedback on more significant assessments may hinder their learning for 

assessments in subsequent courses. 

5.3.3 Assessment types 

A problematic finding from this research is the over-reliance on multiple-choice 

tests and quizzes due to the time constraints imposed on marking by large cohorts 

of first year students. It is confirmed by Medland (2016) that students in large 

cohorts may not undertake a variety of assessments, as course convenors feel 
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constrained by their lack of time and reduced sessional budgets. The problem with 

this is the narrow evidence of the learning generated by these tests. For example, 

Star and MacDonald (2016) question the ability of multiple-choice tests to 

challenge students intellectually, and this leads to reduced engagement. Some 

course convenors admit to using in-class quizzes as a way to manage students’ 

learning behaviour. This goes against current research on the fundamental 

purpose of assessment, which is to understand where students are at in their 

learning and to gather evidence (Masters, 2014). Therefore, the limited 

opportunity to undertake a diverse range of assessment types that cater for the 

various academic abilities and backgrounds may influence the assessment 

experiences of first year students.  

Furthermore, the intellectual quality and construction of assessments may 

also affect the experiences of the first year cohort. The intellectual quality of 

multiple-choice quizzes are questioned by several convenors, who highlight their 

lack of academic rigour, which brings into question the ability of multiple-choice 

questions to challenge students intellectually, which is known to enhance retention 

(Star & McDonald, 2007). While significant research has been conducted on the 

intellectual quality of assessments (James et al., 2002) and the value of different 

assessment types (Momsen et al., 2010; Offerdahl & Montplaisir, 2014; J. I. Smith & 

Tanner, 2010), the low intellectual quality of multiple-choice questions means that 

some students may not be extended to their full academic capability. In addition, 

some academics design their multiple-choice quizzes based only on lecture 

content, through their perception that students will not use additional resources. 

So although the scaffolding of resources supports students’ transition to university, 



FACTORS INFLUENCING ACADEMICS’ ASSESSMENT 

PRACTICES  116 
 
the lack of academic rigour in some assessments may not be academically 

stimulating for some students. 

5.3.4 Program-level planning and assessment literacy 

The program-level planning that occurs informally may be of benefit to the first 

year student experience. The informal program-level planning that is occurring 

between course convenors aims to ensure that learning and assessment 

experiences are coordinated. Current research demonstrates that a coordinated 

approach to assessment planning is required at the program level for a more 

cohesive and positive student experience (Drew & Klopper, 2014; Macleod & 

Wilson, 2012). The iterative nature of assessment within courses, and between 

courses in some programs, mean that some academics are designing their 

assessments with subsequent courses in mind. Some courses are on offer across 

multiple programs, which can make program-level planning more problematic; 

however, academics who teach within these courses still attempt to align content 

in specific weeks and different assessment components in order to support the 

student assessment experience. However, more formal program-level planning 

could facilitate a greater variety in the type of assessments and so cater for diverse 

learning styles and enable students to demonstrate a broader range of their skills 

and knowledge, enhancing the first year student experience. 

The level of academics’ assessment literacy has been shown to be a barrier 

to good assessment practices (Goos and Hughes (2010) and so the importance of 

professional development could have an impact on the first year experience. Only 

two interviewees indicate that they have undertaken targeted professional reading 

to maintain currency with the scholarship around assessment. Some recognise that 

they can improve their assessment capacity through collegial support and 
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conversations, although these are generally informal. The early-career academics 

in this study are more likely to seek assistance, and this is supported by the 

research of Garrow and Tawse (2009), especially as they recognise that they do 

not have a teaching qualification. More experienced academics acknowledge the 

benefit of collegial support on their assessment practice, and that this has a 

consequence for student learning, where new ideas are shared and attempted. The 

opportunity for academics to collaborate and undertake professional reading on 

assessment literature could positively impact on students’ assessment experience 

as academics thereby improve their assessment practices, like using rubrics to 

explain assessment tasks and developing more effective assessments. This 

demonstrates a need to improve awareness of where assessment fits between 

curriculum, pedagogy and educational alignment. 

In summary, the current assessment practices of the course convenors 

within the science group have a number of intended and unintended impacts on 

the first year cohort. Some of these unintended consequences are the low level of 

intellectual quality with multiple-choice quizzes, especially quizzes based on 

lecture content only, and the lack of diversity in the types of assessments available 

to students. The provision of detailed feedback only on early assessment tasks may 

also reduce the effectiveness of students being able feed forward into their 

learning from later assessments to those assessments in subsequent courses.  

There are a number of intended impacts that aim to enhance the first year 

student assessment experience. Support is provided through program-level 

planning, with iterative assessments and formative tasks that assist students’ 

learning. So timely and effective feedback on assessments, especially early 

assessments, provides students with insight into their achievements and where 
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improvements may be needed. A progression in complexity from early to later 

assessments that aims to develop a sense of resourcefulness, with regular 

assessments to improve time management and associated skills, is another 

intended support strategy. Lastly, the inclusion of current events and authentic 

assessment also provides a sense of purpose to students to aid their transition to 

university.  

5.4 Summary 

The research has revealed five key influences that affect how academics in the 

science group undertake their assessment practices. The key influences identified 

are: the characteristics of the student cohort; resource constraints and institutional 

policies and regulations that direct assessment practices. To a lesser extent, 

workplace culture and pressure has also emerged as a theme, while program-level 

planning and collegial support; and professional development opportunities are 

more influential in shaping how course convenors design and plan assessments.  

The resultant practices are that the academics link assessment to the 

learning outcomes and unpack the assessment task, scaffold learning and make the 

tasks ‘authentic’, and collaborate with colleagues to support students’ learning and 

skill development. The informal conversations at professional development events 

seem more relevant than the events themselves, and there is minimal opportunity 

to undertake professional reading of assessment literature, which means 

academics are often uncertain in their planning and design of assessments.  

This investigation of how academics undertake their assessment practice 

has revealed some positive consequences for the first year experience, namely: 

clarity in alignment of the task to learning outcomes; links to ‘authentic’ practices; 

and supportive pedagogical strategies that include scaffolding and skill 
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development. However, there is some room for improvement, particularly in 

improving assessment scholarship so that all academics: use rubrics to explain 

their assessment expectations; design more intellectually challenging multiple-

choice questions; undertake formal program-level planning to increase the 

iterative learning process; and provide students with a more positive first year 

experience. 
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6 Conclusion 

The research reported in this thesis seeks to understand what academics perceive 

to be the factors that influence their assessment practices. This research focuses on 

the assessment practices using a first person perspective of academics’ who teach 

first year courses offered by a multidisciplinary science faculty. Current literature 

identifies that there are three broad categories that influence the assessment 

practices of academics. How the findings of this research compare with the current 

literature is now discussed. Following this, the limitations of the research and the 

recommendations, in light of the findings, for improving the assessment 

experience of academics and enhancing the first year student experience are 

presented. Lastly, ideas for further research that is required are proposed.  

6.1 Answering the research questions 

This section considers the findings in light of the research questions. This research 

has investigated the factors that academics perceive to influence their current 

assessment practices based on their experiences. The overarching question that 

has guided the research: What are the factors that academics perceive to influence 

their current assessment practices? The following sub-questions are addressed in 

light of this main question. 

6.1.1 What factors influence the assessment practices of academics? 

This research has identified five key influences on the assessment practices of 

academics. These factors are: the characteristics of the student cohort; resources 

and regulations; provision of feedback; and the influence of program-level 

planning, collegial support and professional development, all of which affect how 

academics approach the planning and design of assessments.  



FACTORS INFLUENCING ACADEMICS’ ASSESSMENT 

PRACTICES  121 
 

The influence of the student cohort, in relation to its size and diversity, is a 

factor influencing the assessment practices of academics. Predominantly, the size 

of the cohort affects the workload of marking and providing feedback. However, 

the academics I have interviewed also recognised the need to support the cohort 

through scaffolding and formative assessments. The need to engage the cohort 

through inclusion of authentic assessment in their design aims to make the tasks 

relevant to the students’ future career and develop the required skills. The 

aforementioned support also includes the explicit instruction of explaining the 

assessments by teaching the students how to read the assessment texts to ensure a 

shared understanding between the academic and the students’. Also in their 

explanation, some academics’ outline the rationale and align the task to the skills, 

and some use rubrics to explain the expectations of the task in order to enhance 

students’ understanding. Therefore the influence of supporting the student first 

year cohort is a key factor in academics’ assessment practices.  

The available resources significantly underpin the assessment practices of 

academics, specifically the lack of time and constrained budgets. The lack of time 

has been identified as a perceived impact on assessment design because a larger 

student cohort means that academics are required to mark and provide feedback 

to a larger number of students. Coinciding with reduced sessional budgets, this 

means that the onus of marking falls predominantly on the course convenors. This 

increased workload is another influencing factor; consequently, academics are 

likely to be constrained in having one or two labour-intensive assessments and 

replying on more time-efficient options for other assessments like multiple-choice 

questions in quizzes, mid-term tests and examinations.  
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So the need to provide feedback features prominently, as academics 

recognise the value that effective and timely feedback can have for students’ 

learning. The early-career academics interviewed believe they invest too much 

time in providing feedback and doubt the effectiveness of their feedback to 

students, whereas more experienced course convenors are more confident in their 

ability and often adjust the task type to manage their workload and still meet 

policy requirements to provide feedback within 21 days. Thus, the un/availability 

of budgets, resources and time affects the types of assessment tasks offered and 

the ability to provide the necessary feedback. 

Institutional requirements also affect the assessment practices of academics 

in the science group. The assessment policy requires them to comply with a variety 

of university policies; course convenors need to develop course profiles that 

outline the learning outcomes and associated learning activities, and provide an 

assessment plan for each course. All academics in this study use the learning 

outcomes to align assessments when planning and designing their assessments. 

Another institutional requirement as a result of neoliberal policies is to measure 

client satisfaction; academics are required to seek feedback through course and 

teaching evaluations as a way to ensure quality in higher education. The qualitative 

comments are read by academics and in some instances where there appears to be 

a common student perspective, they may adjust their assessments for the benefit 

of future cohorts. The various institutional requirements shape how course 

convenors plan and design their assessments. 

The professional experiences of academics are another factor that 

influences their assessment practices. The majority of program-level planning 

appears to be informal, in that some course convenors converse about their 
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assessments to ensure the iterative nature of a course and between courses. In 

other cases where courses have less perceived alignment, some effort is still made, 

although this can be challenging. The opportunity for academics to collaborate is 

seen as influential by the more experienced academics in sharing assessment 

practices and reducing the perceived isolation of designing and planning 

assessments. Although the moderation processes was not identified by 

participants as an opportunity to collaborate with colleagues. The less experienced 

academics are more likely to seek collegial support and speak with senior 

colleagues to clarify their assessment practices.  

The professional development undertaken influences assessment 

scholarship. More experienced academics appreciate the informal opportunities to 

discuss assessment practices with colleagues, usually at professional development 

events. Course convenors do attend professional development events to learn 

about emerging assessment ideas, although some identify them as less relevant. A 

couple reveal that they engage with academic literature on assessment, although 

others may do so and just did not mention this influence on their assessment 

practice. The majority of academics use contingent terminology when expressing 

their conscious thoughts about their assessment practices, including phrases like 

guess, probably and might, signifying some uncertainty with assessment processes. 

The use of contingent terms is found across the range of academic levels, implying 

that there is a degree of uncertainty in assessment practice, which may influence 

how they plan and design their assessments. 
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6.1.2 What are their current assessment practices? How do they plan and design 

the assessment tasks within a course? 

This sub-research question provides answers to the key considerations that course 

convenors make when planning and designing assessments. These are: aligning the 

assessment with the course learning outcomes; how they unpack assessment tasks 

for first year students; and how academics consider implementing formative 

assessment to support completion of summative assessments. 

Academics consider the diversity and ability of the first year student cohort 

when they plan and design assessments. Alignment of the learning outcomes and 

assessment tasks is one consideration that reveals their assessment practice. 

Assessment policy dictates that academics are required to develop learning 

outcomes and ensure that the assessment tasks align with these. Construct validity 

ensures the assessment task is assessing what it is designed to assess, and 

academics ensure that they plan assessments using the learning outcomes. In 

addition, all of the academics I have interviewed explicitly teach students how to 

read assessment task instructions as part of their assessment practice. The 

unpacking of the assessment task is important in supporting student learning so 

that they understand what the task is; however, only three specify that they use 

rubrics to explain the standards that students need to achieve. The use of authentic 

assessment is considered to reinforce the real-world relevance of the task and so 

engage the student cohort. The types of skills that will be of benefit in preparation 

for students’ future careers are also factored into the design of assessment tasks.  

The use of formative assessment and the need to scaffold students’ learning 

are other considerations that academics include when planning and designing 

their summative assessments. The perceived student academic ability is strongly 
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influenced by previous experiences with student cohorts, so academics factor in 

the range of aptitudes and try to cater for them. They determine the starting point 

of the cohort and what the students need to do to progress in content knowledge 

and skill to ultimately satisfy the learning outcomes. The use of formative 

assessment provides students with opportunities to reflect on their learning and to 

make adjustments in preparation for summative tasks. The use of regular 

assessment tasks aims to instil a sense of resourcefulness in students and to 

support their learning. Thus the use of both formative and iterative assessment is 

considered by academics in their practice when they plan and design assessments. 

6.1.3 What impact may current assessment practices have on the first year cohort? 

The current assessment practices of course convenors have a number of intended 

impacts on the first year cohort. The actual impact that academics have on the first 

year student cohort is outside the scope of this research. The intended impacts of 

academics’ current assessment practices are the following. 

The first intended impact of the current assessment practice of academics 

on the first year cohort is the need to support learning through the alignment of 

the assessment task to the course learning outcomes; as mentioned above, this is a 

policy requirement. However, academics recognise that clear alignment of a task to 

the learning outcomes provides students with understanding of how this 

assessment task is relevant. Academics recognise that the need to support the 

diverse first year cohort means that course convenors must consider the range of 

backgrounds and abilities. One method that some academics use is to engage the 

cohort through authentic assessment, which provides real-world relevance linking 

the assessment to the future career and associated skills, providing students with a 

sense of purpose towards their studies.  
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Another intended impact of academics’ assessment practices is to support 

first year students’ learning. Course convenors also support the first year student 

cohort through the use of formative assessment tasks to scaffold students’ 

learning. The formative assessments provide students with timely feedback so 

both the students and academics can identify where the students are at in their 

learning and what alterations are required for improvement in later assessments. 

The iterative nature of assessment also provides students with the opportunity to 

practise their skills and develop their incremental understanding of the required 

course concepts. All academics interviewed recognise the importance of feedback, 

especially on early assessment tasks, and the benefit for students’ learning. The use 

of online multiple-choice questions allows students to receive feedback quickly 

and identify early on where improvements need to be made. The minimal feedback 

that students may experience on more significant later assessments may limit their 

ability to apply understanding of their achievement to feed forward into 

subsequent assessments in future courses. Although students receive timely and 

effective feedback on early assessments and multiple-choice quizzes, which aims to 

support their learning through assessments, the lack of feedback on more 

significant assessments may hinder their learning for assessments in subsequent 

courses. The implementation by course convenors of formative assessments to 

scaffold students’ learning and provide timely feedback aims to support the 

transition of first year students. 

The type of assessments that students attempt may also have an impact on 

the first year student experience. The aforementioned iteration of assessments 

allows for subsequent assessment tasks to be designed with increasing complexity, 

to provide intellectual challenge and so that students satisfy the course learning 
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outcomes. The intellectual challenge of assessments can encourage academic 

capability. However, the intellectual quality of some task is questionable when 

some academics design their multiple-choice quizzes based only on lecture 

content, due to their perception that students will not use additional resources. 

Additionally, some academics admit to using in-class quizzes as a way to manage 

students’ learning behaviour, which is not the fundamental purpose of assessment. 

The limited exposure to a variety of assessment types can also lead to reduced 

engagement. So the type and frequency of some assessment types may have 

unintended consequences on the first year student experience. 

The program-level planning that occurs informally is an intended practice 

of academics to benefit the first year student experience. The program-level 

planning that is occurring between course convenors aims to ensure that the 

learning and assessment experiences are coordinated. Iterative assessments 

benefit students, as the concepts and skills being assessed in one course are 

designed with subsequent courses in mind. However, more formal program-level 

planning would further assist students’ transition into higher education, as the 

variety and type of assessments could be differentiated to provide a more positive 

student experience and cater to a variety of learning styles and differing academic 

abilities. 

Academics’ level of assessment literacy may have unintended consequences 

on the first year assessment experience. Only two academics interviewed state that 

they undertake professional reading of assessment literature. The early-career 

academics also express a lack of confidence in their assessment practice, 

questioning the quality of their feedback to students and the need to seek support 

from colleagues when planning and designing assessments. Some identify the 
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benefit of informal conversations with colleagues at professional development 

events. However, the frequency of contingent terms when academics discuss their 

assessment practices highlights a level of uncertainty around this process. 

Consequently, the level of uncertainty and experience with targeted professional 

development on assessment may influence how academics plan and design their 

assessments, which may in turn affect first year students’ assessment experiences. 

This research has answered the three research questions, highlighting the 

key factors that influence academics’ assessment practices, what they currently 

consider when they plan and design their assessments, and the intended and 

unintended impacts that their experiences of their assessment practices may have 

on the experiences of the first year student cohort. Prior to exploration of 

recommendations from this research and ideas proposed for future research, there 

is a need to identify the limitations of this study. 

6.2 Limitations of this research 

This research has a number of limitations, mainly due to the scope of a master’s 

research project. The time frame was limited due to the research having been 

undertaken part-time over two years. The research has answered the questions in 

relation to one academic faculty – the science group at one university in the south-

east Queensland region. The limited focus on this multidisciplinary science group 

means that only nine academics were selected across three programs, some were 

specifically science and others more multidisciplinary.  

Despite the small number of participants, the findings contribute to existing 

literature about the assessment practices of academics and their perceived 

influences. The academics interviewed are those who teach within core courses of 

the program; this has allowed for a comparison of academics’ practices and a focus 
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on first year students. The first year cohort is worthy of attention due to the 

importance of the transition and retention focus for the institution in regards to 

reputation and finances.  

The limitations can be overcome by further research investigating a 

broader range of academics from a multiple number of programs and including 

student cohorts beyond the first year, so as to understand academics’ intended 

assessment practices. Further ideas for research are discussed below, after the 

recommendations section. 

6.3 Recommendations 

This section provides a solutions focus on the findings in relation to the research 

questions. It is recognised that the neoliberal marketisation of higher education is 

the current discourse. The following two major recommendations accept that 

these are the current parameters within which course convenors must work and 

so attempt to improve the assessment experience for academics and the first year 

student experience. 

1. A formal program-level planning approach for the school for each of its 

programs might alleviate some of the issues identified, especially in first year. 

This formal program-level planning would need to coordinate the types of 

assessments, the associated skills and iterative learning that would support 

students’ academic capability. Identifying the alignment of content between 

courses and assessments where possible would also assist students’ 

understanding of knowledge and concepts, and enable them to make 

connections between courses. Program-level planning would also enable 

provision of variety in assessment types so that students were not undertaking 

too many of one type, e.g. multiple-choice quizzes or oral presentations.  
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2. There is a need for professional development that targets the requirements of 

assessment at the academic group level. This would provide academics with an 

opportunity to increase and exchange their knowledge on topics they identify 

as relevant. This need is due to current professional development 

opportunities being too generic and possibly irrelevant for science academics. 

Professional development sessions need to be developed that cater for the 

needs of course convenors, perhaps through the use of a brief survey to 

discover academics’ current concerns. Program-level planning could facilitate 

the development of an assessment repository. My research confirms this to be 

an issue, and a dedicated repository of assessment exemplars, templates and 

guides to different assessment types would contribute to the knowledge of 

assessment scholarship. The sharing of such resources would alleviate some of 

the isolation and uncertainty that academics experience when seeking help 

and designing their assessments. 

6.4 Ideas for further research 

This research has investigated what course convenors within a multidiscipline 

science faculty perceive as the factors influencing their assessment practice. The 

focus has been on those who teach the first year cohort. For the purposes of this 

particular study, the scope of the research is limited to gathering data from a small 

group of academics who all come from the science faculty. Future research could 

broaden the participant base. Suggestions for future research include the following 

seven directions: 

1. Further research could investigate the assessment practices of how academics 

plan and design assessments across all year levels in order to determine 
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differences between cohorts beyond the first year and to distinguish 

differences. 

2. Research could be extended to include academics working in every program 

that falls under the science grouping to increase the validity and 

generalisability across the whole sciences group in order to identify whether 

similar findings exist across the group.  

3. Research could look into assessment practices in other science–related 

faculties across Australia and even internationally.  

4. Research could look at the design process to determine how these factors play 

out in the quality of assessment tasks produced. This would involve collecting 

and analysing assessment instruments according to commonly accepted 

criteria for assessment quality, such as validity, fairness and clarity. This would 

provide some indication of the assessment capacity or literacy of academics 

within the group and also help to highlight professional development needs. 

5. Further research could identify assessment practices in other disciplines, 

investigating other academics within other disciplines including but not limited 

to health, education, arts and humanities, law, engineering, information 

technology and business.  

6. Further research could also investigate authentic assessments with a real-

world connection that engage and retain students. This is needed due to the 

universities’ current focus on employability and graduate outcomes, and to 

determine what support is needed to upskill academics in their assessment 

planning. 

7. Further research could also investigate the influence of student evaluations on 

academics’ courses and their teaching, to identify how these could be made 
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more useful, to improve students’ assessment experience and the evaluation 

process. 

6.5 Summary 

The changing role of higher education with deregulation and marketisation is 

resulting in significant influences on the role of academics. There is a need for 

academics to ensure quality standards in learning and teaching through their 

pedagogy and assessment practices. The key influences perceived by academics 

include the characteristics of the student cohort as they encompass a range of 

aptitudes and backgrounds. The availability of resources brings time and budget 

constraints, which affects the types of assessments they can design and implement. 

University requirements mean academics need to comply with policies to develop 

course profiles and assessment policies, as well as seeking evaluation of teaching 

and learning as an indication of student satisfaction, necessary in the deregulated, 

competitive higher education sector. In addition, collegial support through 

informal conversations and professional development opportunities affects how 

academics design and plan assessments.  

The higher education sector is continually evolving and there is a need to 

support academics in their role. Assessment is fundamental to both academics and 

students, so supportive policies to assist academics with their experiences with 

their assessment practice is likely to improve the first year student experience. 

Support of this cohort would alleviate budgetary pressures from attrition of 

students and contribute to the reputation of the institution, especially in the league 

ranking tables that are a result of the marketisation process. Competition with 

private providers entering the higher education sector is another consideration 

that demands a quality education. So the development of policies to support the 
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assessment practices of academics will ultimately lead to higher quality 

assessment practices for the benefit of the institution. Improving the assessment 

practices of academics needs to be on the institutional agenda.  

Other initiatives to support the first year student experience, including 

orientation and peer-support programs and online learning support, as well as 

intervention strategies, have been implemented. Ultimately, reducing some of the 

perceived negative influences on academics’ assessment practices would likely 

result in improving the assessment experience for academics and in turn 

enhancing how an improved assessment experience can also support first year 

students commencing higher education.  

This research contributes to an important conversation regarding 

assessment practices in higher education; however, more work is needed. From 

the phenomenological perspective academics’ assessment practices from a 

multidiscipline science faculty are seen to be shaped by the characteristics of the 

student cohort, the availability of resources, institutional policy requirements, and 

the need to provide feedback to support students’ learning. In addition, informal 

program-level planning, collegial support and the level of assessment scholarship 

available through targeted professional development opportunities also influence 

academics’ assessment practices.  

Further research would enhance the findings of this research so as to better 

understand whether the perceived influences on academics’ assessment practice 

can be investigated further. Given the increasing competition and pressure on 

academics to adapt to changes in assessment practices, what solutions can be 

found to support their assessment practices for academics themselves and for the 

students they teach? What changes are needed? Since the higher education sector 
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is undergoing rapid change and assessment shapes education in powerful ways, 

the quality of university education is fundamental to both students and academics. 

And most importantly – given that this is a thesis situated in the discipline of 

education, how might solutions to current influences transform the future of 

education in Australia and abroad? 
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