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Abstract 

 
This paper provides an overview of a two year 

project that is developing and implementing an 
institution-wide framework to support 
comprehensive quality assurance of assessment 
standards. Progress is here reported at the one year 
mark. The abstract reports on the background to, and 
significance of, the work. It then describes each of 
the components of the model and how they 
collectively allow the institution, and all associated 
stakeholders, to have greater trust in the judgements 
academics make of students’ work. The paper makes 
clear that the framework can be applied in any 
institution. 
 
1. Introduction 
 

There is continued international attention being 
focussed upon the ways universities ensure, and 
demonstrate, that they apply appropriate and 
consistent academic standards when judging 
students’ work – and, through this, the award of 
degrees. Examples include the OECD’s AHELO 
project [1] and, in Australia, a newly formed body 
called the “Tertiary Education Quality and Standards 
Agency” (TEQSA). TEQSA has the power to close 
courses, programs or whole institutions if it finds 
standards to be inadequate. Also in Australia, 
considerable work around the area of discipline 
standards has been undertaken funded by what was 
“The Australian Learning and Teaching Council”.  
 

Partly in response to this attention, Griffith 
University has funded a two year project to help it 
develop improved practices that will ensure that it 
can more effectively demonstrate the 
appropriateness, and consistency of, its academic 
standards. The project is predicated on the idea that 
to effectively assure academic standards ultimately 
depends on the rigor of academics’ expert 
judgements of students’ work, and the 
appropriateness of that work to their learning. How 
do we ensure, and demonstrate, that academics’ 

judgements about these matters are appropriate and 
consistent? 
 
2. A Framework for Comprehensive 
Quality Assurance 
 

In answer, Sadler [1], [2], [3] proposes the use of 
consensus moderation. Building on Sadler’s work, 
Nulty [5], [6], [7], [8] has proposed that consensus 
moderation be implemented and reported upon 
across the whole of what he has called a ‘time-line of 
core academic activity’. This ‘time-line’ specifies 
eight learning and teaching activities to be quality 
assured from course planning to marking and 
grading. For each activity, Nulty [5] has also 
proposed an associated list of reference practices, 
each of which comprise some form of consensus 
moderation. 
 

It is notable that these practices arise temporally 
in sequence throughout an academics’ work. It is 
also notable that the reference practices academics 
use for consensus moderation can be encouraged, 
supported, recognised, and/or required by the 
implementation of various institutional systems and 
policies. Thus, for example, academics who are 
course convenors at Griffith University already 
routinely prepare electronic course profiles to 
describe to students the course curriculum design, 
the assessment, learning and teaching strategies, and 
so forth. The project has developed and implemented 
a new section of this e-document that requires 
academics to also report on the consensus 
moderation activities they will use through the 
design of the course, its teaching and its assessment.  
 

To help ensure that academics take this new 
requirement seriously, the university has also 
adopted a new assessment policy that specifically 
mandates academics expert judgement and the use of 
consensus moderation practices. In addition, various 
peer review and moderation practices are further 
encouraged and supported, in part by stipulating a 
requirement to complete associated documentation, 



and in part by organising the provision of appropriate 
peer support at multiple stages of the ‘time-line’. 
There is a substantial new web site “Assessment 
Matters” (developed principally by my colleague 
Nicola Shapland) that provides information and 
support as academics need it (See: 
http://app.griffith.edu.au/assessment-matters/). The 
intimate and visible involvement of the PVC 
(Academic), Deans (Learning and Teaching), Heads 
of Schools and Program Convenors is similarly 
important to lead acceptance throughout the 
academic community, and also to provide organised 
peer assistance to these processes. 
 

Technological supports are also being developed 
and implemented (These led by my colleagues: 
Ashford-Rowe; Garner and Selzer). These supports 
are progressively helping the university to move 
toward a situation where the processing of written 
forms of assessment can all be seamlessly handled 
electronically within one integrated system. Thus, 
students can upload draft assignments, check them 
for plagiarism (through text matching services), then 
upload final assignments that are automatically 
forwarded with (revised) associated text matching 
reports to the course convenors for electronic 
distribution to markers. Markers can assess the 
students work “on screen” using software called 
“ReMarks” [9]. Marked work can be automatically 
(and simultaneously) returned to students, archived 
for future reference in standards-setting meetings, 
while marks are integrated into the university’s 
learning management system (BlackBoard). The 
design and use of ReMarks also supports consensus 
moderation activities at the marking stage, as well as 
quality assurance by Assessment Board sub-panels 
(described next). 
 

Reforms are also being implemented in the way 
assessment boards act as quality assurance bodies. 
Currently, these bodies scrutinise the marks allocated 
to students work and the associated grade 
distributions in comparison to other courses that are 
cognately similar. While this will continue, in the 
future where there is reason to question these marks 
and grades, the assessment boards will establish 
appropriately qualified sub-panels to review in detail 
the course profile, assessment tasks, criteria, and 
most importantly also the actual marking of the 
students’ works. Primarily this review function will 
be collegial and formative in its nature. Only where 
gross problems with assessment and marking are 
found will appropriate corrective actions be taken. 

 
3. Conclusion 
 

Griffith University is systemically and 
systematically developing and implementing a range 
of quality assurance mechanisms that focus on the 

use of consensus moderation, through a common 
framework represented by an 8 level timeline of core 
academic activity. It is promoting this initiative in an 
integrated range of other supports and requirements. 
In consequence, it will be able to claim, and to 
demonstrate, that the professional expert judgements 
of its academics are trustworthy – i.e. both 
appropriate and consistent. This means it can assure 
the academic standard of its courses, programs and 
its graduates with rigor, thereby meeting the 
expectation of the communities it seeks to serve, and 
the requirements of regulating bodies. 
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