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ABSTRACT 

This doctoral thesis investigates highly emotive and topical aspects of student learning in 

higher education namely, assessment and feedback. The study deals with the complexities 

and barriers to using learning-oriented assessment approaches to equip students with skills 

needed to thrive within the uncertainty, demands and challenges of rapidly changing 

societies. In the current research literature, views about assessment, and in particular 

formative assessment, are diverse and in some instances contradictory. The argument I make 

in this thesis is that assessment is situated within a local context, comprised of students and 

their teachers, which is regulated by disciplinary, professional and institutional traditions, 

expectations and needs. This research study was impelled by the realisation that most 

research into pedagogical views held by teachers and their students in higher education has 

examined them in isolation of each other. In recognition of this disparity in the literature, a 

more comprehensive study on teachers' and students’ views, expectations, and experiences of 

assessment was undertaken in the South African context.  

 

The study was conducted at a research-intensive university and investigated the 

aforementioned assessment aspects in students and teachers involved in second year 

compulsory bioscience courses. Using an exploratory, interpretative, mixed method research 

approach, data were collected through a combination of interviews, questionnaires and 

document analysis. An in-depth examination of documents from the selected courses, 

including students’ marked work, provided evidence of assessment and feedback practices 

experienced by the students registered in the courses. Teachers were interviewed about their 

assessment practices and their rationale for using these practices. Students' views and their 

reactions to assessment and feedback were ascertained through questionnaires and interviews.  

 

Interpretations that emerged from using a socio-cultural-historical theoretical lens were 

helpful in understanding the factors that present challenges to the implementation of learning-

oriented assessment approaches. From the characterisation of assessment environments based 

on learning-oriented assessment principles it was apparent that there was limited active 

involvement of students in the process. The data highlighted a complex array of factors 

influencing teachers’ conceptions of assessment and subsequently their practices. Significant 

about the study was the identification of the effects of existing course level assessment 

cultures and histories on teachers’ assessment practices. Program and course factors had more 
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influence on teachers’ practice than their subject expertise, pedagogical beliefs and values. 

The main highlights emerging from the study were the multiplicity of students’ and teachers’ 

views of assessment and feedback with a number of convergent and divergent perspectives. 

Notably, the cause of dissonance between academics and students stems from the tension 

between the competing needs of facilitating students’ independence and the desire to give 

them detailed corrective feedback. This dissonance translated into varied emotional responses 

to feedback from students. Although the focus of the study was on the comparison between 

students’ and teachers’ understanding of assessment, the preponderance of students’ 

emotional reactions to assessment feedback that emerged offered an important insight into an 

unpredicted social-relational dimension of assessment. My original contribution to research 

knowledge is the generation of the Assessment-Systems-for-Practice (ASP) framework, a 

reflection and methodological tool for investigating and analysing assessment practices. This 

framework provides a holistic way of dealing with the complex nature of assessment in 

higher education. The framework thus has implications for assessment design that would take 

into consideration cognitive, structural and social-relational dimensions, and its use could 

have a positive impact  on teachers’ individual assessment practices.  

 

 

 

Nothing we do to, or for our students is more important than our assessment of 

their work and the feedback we give them on it. The results of our assessment 

influence our students for the rest of their lives and careers – fine if we get it 

right, but unthinkable if we get it wrong.  

(Race, Brown and Smith, 2005: xi). 
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CHAPTER 1 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

1.1  An overview of the study   

Due to their central role in student learning in higher education, assessment and feedback 

have received much attention over the years. For students, assessment is usually seen less as a 

learning process but more as a gatekeeper enabling or denying them access to employment, 

financial and social security. Feedback from assessment plays a central role in learning and 

teaching. However, a number of research studies report that students are often dissatisfied 

with feedback because it does not meet their expectations and needs. Although assessment 

and feedback are currently regarded as sociocultural processes (Gipps, 2002; Shepard, 2000), 

assessment practices in most universities seem to lag behind in addressing the vast changes in 

the sociocultural context and aims of higher education. Moreover, what appears to be largely 

overlooked in the literature is the relationship between students’ views of assessment and 

their teachers’ assessment practices. In this doctoral study on students’ and teachers’ 

perspectives of assessment and feedback, I illuminate nuances of how assessment 

understandings and their enactment occur in a specific higher education context in South 

Africa. I have chosen to view assessment through a learning-orientated lens in order to reflect 

on how this integral part of teaching and learning plays out in the context of this study.  

 

Research findings presented in this thesis emerged from 2nd year university students and their 

teachers’ experiences and views about assessment. Learning-focused assessment has been 

shown to have great potential in promoting students’ conceptual development in science 

classrooms (Bell & Cowie, 2001). The focus of this study was on assessment practices in 

three compulsory second year biosciences courses at a South African university. The primary 

aim of this research study was to highlight both the challenges and opportunities of using 

learning-oriented assessment practices as a basis for aligning teaching and enhancing learning 

in science courses. Thus, the results of this study can potentially enlighten assessment 

practitioners on ways to support teachers and to develop teachers’ and students’ knowledge 

about using assessment to enhance sustainable learning in undergraduate science courses. 
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The six chapters making up this doctoral thesis highlight various aspects about assessment as 

a learning tool. In this introductory chapter, I provide an overview of the research study and 

start the chapter with the assumptions and preconceptions I had at the onset of this research 

study. Next, I describe and discuss the contextual and theoretical issues around assessment 

and learning in science. Finally, I conclude the chapter with an outline of the subsequent 

chapters.  

 

1.2 Why assessment - my assumptions and preconceptions 

I am a Black South African woman who holds a position of senior tutor within the school1 

under investigation. My main responsibility within the school is to provide academic support 

to first year students in tutorial settings. Apart from running tutorials for first year students, I 

also present lectures and run laboratory sessions for a group first year Health Sciences 

students (total of n=580 students). My interest in assessment and feedback stems from my 

own experiences over ten years of higher education teaching and of providing academic 

support to university students in my capacity of academic support tutor. Over my teaching 

years the most common conversations I have had with colleagues around assessment were 

often oversimplified focusing largely on marking issues. My own experiences in assessing 

big classes reflect, in many ways, the struggles many lecturers might face in similar contexts. 

These struggles include giving effective timely feedback or actively involving students in the 

assessment process.  

 

My experiences as an undergraduate student, the memories and dread of receiving what I 

considered negative feedback, sometimes the sense of inadequacy and the glow of happiness 

after receiving outstanding achievement profoundly triggered my curiosity about assessment. 

In order to improve my own assessment practices and to make them effective in terms of 

promoting learning, I engaged extensively in assessment related literature and attended 

professional development courses on assessment. For me assessment offers a fruitful point 

from which to ascertain constructive alignment between curriculum goals, teaching, learning 

and assessment and to explore the impact and changes it may have as advocated in the 

research literature especially on learning-oriented approaches in higher education. I 

discovered that some of the assessment related challenges I personally experience have been 

                                                           
1 In some higher education contexts what I refer to as a school is referred to as a department. 



3 
 

widely reported in the literature. These cemented my interest and heightened my awareness 

of the effects of assessment on students.  

 

As I reflected on my own assessment challenges, I was curious about challenges my 

colleagues faced in using assessment to address the stated objectives of preparing 

scientifically literate, ‘research ready’ students and lifelong learners. These objectives are 

among some of the outcomes stated by the university for its graduates. My interest in 

exploring assessment practices was also sparked by informal talks I had with students and 

academics2. I encountered different expressions of discontent over assessment and feedback 

in particular, from both students and their lecturers. For example, students on the one hand 

complained about exam stress or anxiety about anticipated feedback, while lecturers on the 

other hand complained about heavy marking loads and students’ lack of interest in feedback. 

The different discontentment about assessment led me to question the relationship between 

student assessments, the values academics and higher education envisage and what students 

experience in their classroom interactions.  

 

My preconceptions (mostly informed by my experiences as a student and those of my own 

students) were that students were mainly interested in and motivated by marks. That is, I 

assumed that students did not read or engage much with the written feedback teachers 

provided on their papers. Interesting comments from my colleagues over the years were about 

students not collecting their marked tests and assignments. These comments supported my 

view and some of my colleagues’ views that some students do not care about or engage with 

feedback teachers provide. Through this study, some of my preconceptions were confirmed. 

However, I have also discovered that students’ reactions to assessment and feedback varied 

greatly and that marks definitely play a critical role in how student engage with assessment 

and feedback.  

 

As lecturers, we are often puzzled by how poorly students are performing despite the effort 

we put into teaching and the explicit and transparent ways we feel we communicate 

assessment criteria to students. A comment often heard from students was, “I don’t know 

what lecturers wanted in this test or assignment”. This was despite students having received 

feedback in the form of marks and written comments. Students' uncertainty about assessment 

                                                           
2 In this thesis, I use the terms academics, lecturers and teachers interchangeably. 
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expectations and our sentiments as lecturers about transparency confirmed to me Sadler's 

(2010) contention that “the mere provision of feedback [or assessment criteria] does not 

necessarily lead to improvement” (p536) or shared understandings. Therefore, it was 

important to ascertain the enacted assessment practices and students’ experiences of such 

practices. This study confirms and supports the notion that assessment and feedback are 

complex and that they provoke different emotional responses in the students. The value of 

this research study is to increase our awareness as lecturers of the factors hindering shared 

understandings of assessment between ourselves and students. 

 

My preconceptions about lecturers arose mainly because of the main requirements for their 

appointments. The majority of lecturers are often appointed mainly on their research 

expertise, and less on their pedagogical proficiency. In light of this, I assumed that their lack 

of pedagogical training would profoundly influence their assessment practices so as to render 

them ineffective with respect to learning and teaching issues. However, I was intrigued by 

how, notwithstanding their lack of formal teaching training, it was obvious that some of these 

lecturers had adopted innovative and pedagogically sound practices. This led me to wonder 

about their motivation for this and sparked my interest in finding out what teachers think 

about assessment and why they assess the way they do.  

 

A number of researchers in the field of assessment stress the value of collaborative and 

dialogic assessment approaches in promoting shared understanding of tacit assessment 

standards and feedback between teachers and students (Carless, 2006; McDonnell & Curtis, 

2014; Rust, Price, & O’Donovan, 2003). Within the dialogic approaches to assessment the 

importance of motivation, self-esteem, self-regulation and the significance of emotions are 

highlighted (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006; Värlander, 2008). Collaborative and dialogic 

approaches to assessment, teaching and learning as such have implications for equitable 

power dynamics, respect and trust issues amongst teachers and students. Most importantly, 

these approaches challenge the traditional views of teachers as the only legitimate assessors 

and that of assessment as something done to students. The complexity of the assessment and 

its related feedback encouraged me to explore the contextualised set-up regarding the division 

of labour and relations in assessment systems. 

 

My argument in this research study is that given that assessment or its feedback is a social 

practice that is context-dependent, the notion of a clear-cut conception of assessment and 
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feedback is elusive. This may be because from a socio-cultural point of view, assessment is 

viewed as part of a system of learning and teaching which is influenced by individual, social, 

cultural, historical and contextual factors (Gipps, 2002). My argument is that the use of 

learning-oriented approaches to assessment as a theoretical lens in this study would help us 

understand and enhance our approaches both in teaching and learning in different and diverse 

learning environments. The foregrounding of the learning and formative purposes of 

assessment reasserts the value of assessment as a crucial part of teaching and learning (Shay, 

2008). “Formative assessment aids learning by generating information that is of benefit to 

students and teachers” (Juwah et al. 2004, p.3). Acknowledging assessment as a social 

practice requires account to be taken in understanding it as both a process and structure 

located in broader systems of social contexts of policy systems and course instructional 

systems.   

 

As assessment is an important aspect in the ecology of teaching and learning, we cannot 

review systems of assessment without acknowledging their relationship to the view of 

learning and teaching underpinning them. For example, student diversity in terms of their 

levels of preparedness, confidence, motivation and academic literacy influence what they 

value in terms of feedback. Under these conditions, feedback cannot be a ‘one size fits all’. 

This array of factors, which this study hopes to highlight in order to create awareness in 

lecturers, poses a challenge to lecturers’ pedagogical approaches. We as lecturers are 

challenged to adapt our assessment practices for this diversity in our conceptualisation and 

design of assessment and feedback systems. Hence, the key aim of this research study is to 

reflect on the roles of assessment in the broader context of teaching and learning. In addition, 

I hope to map out the challenges of adopting the learning oriented assessment.  

 

The next section provides an overview of the general trends in the South African higher 

education development realm. I will use the relevant literature to explore the assessment 

challenges and opportunities for using assessment to enhance effective science teaching and 

learning.  
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1.3 Background 

1.3.1 South African Higher Education 

Higher Education in South Africa is not immune to the challenges faced globally. Global 

trends such as ‘massification’, knowledge production, and interest in lifelong learning 

(Altbach, Reisberg, & Rumbley, 2009) affect South Africa (SA) in many and different ways. 

The South African National Development Plan (NPC, 2011), which is the blueprint for future 

developments in the country alluded to the fact that higher education as the major driver to 

development must also be cognisant of the information/knowledge system challenges. That 

is, teaching in HE needs to develop graduates who will be able to contribute to the country’s 

economic challenges. 

 

In its plans, the NPC focuses on three functions of universities. The first function listed by the 

NPC (2011) is that of “educating people with high-level skills for the employment needs of 

the public and private sectors”. Secondly, the NPC envisages that the skilled people produced 

by universities will be the “dominant producers of new knowledge”. Lastly, universities need 

to provide “opportunities for social mobility and simultaneously strengthens equity, social 

justice and democracy” (p.262). In addition, the Plan acknowledges that a "greater 

understanding within government is required to acknowledge the importance of science and 

technology and higher education in leading and shaping the future of modern nations" (ibid).  

In the context of the current teaching that emphasize predominately-traditional assessment 

approaches emphasising summative purposes of assessments, the plan seems ambitious. 

However, changes especially towards learning-focused assessment approaches may enhance 

our chances of achieving the NPC goals. All of these societal and economic needs should 

change our conceptions about the kinds of knowledge and skills educations systems need to 

address in their learning, teaching and assessment practices. Therefore, assessment and 

feedback practices in higher education teaching provide a fertile ground in which to explore 

the potential for addressing these societal and economic needs. 

 

In the South African higher education context, the need to address diversity in students’ 

educational, linguistic and socio-economic backgrounds is proving to be a challenging task. 

Since the advent of a democratic government in 1994, the South African higher education 

sector has expanded significantly with a substantial growth in enrolments of black students. 

Of concern are the outcomes of the analysis of access and throughput in higher education 
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(Scott, Yeld and Hendry, 2007) showing racial disparities in terms of students’ completion 

rates. Additionally, the Council on Higher Education report (CHE) contends that even in 

2013 “addressing equity of access ... [and]...outcomes remains elusive” (CHE, 2013 p.27).  

Of note, is that, despite the increase in student numbers in the scarce skill areas of science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM), South Africa is still not producing enough 

STEM graduates to meet its economic development objectives (Department of Higher 

Education & Training (DHET), 2013). This raises serious concerns about addressing socio-

economic and equity issues in the country. 

 

How then do we envisage increasing students at HE if the fields they follow or are able to 

enrol in, are not relevant to addressing the ills of the past education systems? The envisaged 

expansion of the university sector from just over 937 000 students in 2011 to about 1.6 

million enrolments in 2030 as per the White Paper (DHET, 2013 p. xiv) will mean more 

challenges for academic staff in terms of teaching loads and high student-to-staff ratios. This 

occurs amidst other factors affecting academics such as publication pressure, greater 

administrative responsibilities, resource constraints, and the pressures of teaching to a 

diversified student body. Other significant factors in higher education include drives to 

professionalise teaching and trends towards modularisation. Under these circumstances, 

improving student success and throughput rates becomes a very serious challenge for the 

university sector. All of the aforementioned factors will impact on the time and resources 

needed to adopt more learning-focused assessment approaches. 

 

Both the South African National Development plan (NPC, 2011) and the White paper on 

post-school education and training (DHET, 2013) call for curriculum development initiatives 

that will contribute to improved success and graduation rates to meet the needs of citizens in 

the 21st century. However, Scott, Yeld and Hendry (2007, p. 40) note that diversification of 

student intake in some cases “has not been matched by institution-wide modification of 

educational approaches”. Additionally, Case, Marshall and Grayson (2013) contend that 

mainstream programmes in STEM have remained relatively unchanged over this period of 

expansion. Overall, we know little about current pedagogical practices in the context of these 

trends.  

 

However, there is at least recognition that science education can contribute to addressing 

some of the current societal needs of a developing country. Case et al (2013) identify 
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pedagogy, curriculum and institutional culture responses as key to dealing with the 

massification of STEM in HE education. The three targeted areas identified are connected 

and interdependent. For example, curriculum structure and institutional cultures affect the 

effectiveness of pedagogy (Fisher & Scott, 2011). Pedagogical responsiveness is linked to 

improving the effectiveness of learning, teaching and assessment to meet the disciplinary-

specific needs, economic needs and address the diverse socio-cultural-historical realities of 

students (Slonimsky & Shalem, 2006).  

 

In their contribution to the South African higher education debate, Luckett and Sutherland 

(2000) stress the importance of formative assessment practice as a means of improving 

learning and teaching in this complex higher education environment. Taras (2002) points out 

that “examining assessment practice is also a useful means of gauging change and 

development in higher education since it impacts directly or indirectly on other processes” 

such as teaching and learning (p.503). Indeed, a substantial number of researchers provide 

insightful ideas about assessment practices in this shifting HE context (e.g. Beaumont, 

O’Doherty, & Shannon, 2008; Boud & Molloy, 2013). Notably, in science education, 

assessment continues to be an area of considerable research interest (Bell, 2007; Friedrichsen, 

Driel, & Abell, 2011; Goubeaud, 2009; Hanauer & Bauerle, 2012). In the biosciences 

discipline in South Africa there is little research on assessment aims to enhances both 

teaching and learning. The next section focuses on assessment as a crucial part of science 

teaching and learning.  

 

1.3.2 Assessment and its link to teaching and learning in higher education 

The international growth of, and interest in, assessment for learning and feedback in different 

educational sectors may be an acknowledgement by researchers, teachers and students that 

assessment practices are an expression of the value of meaningful learning in HE (Ramsden, 

2003). Assessment as an integral part of teaching and learning has a wide range of purposes 

in education and in the context of tertiary education in particular. It can be used to support 

teaching and learning, to diagnose students’ needs, for selection or certification purposes and 

to serve as an accountability procedure (Gipps, 2002). Furthermore, there is a recognition of 

the evolution of assessment from educational measurements emphasizing objective testing, 

grading and summative testing, to more formative practices (assessment for learning and 

learning-oriented assessment) to align with sociocultural/constructivist forms of teaching and 
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learning (Bell, 2007; Pryor & Crossouard, 2008; Shepard, 2000). However, despite this 

idealistic conceptualisation of assessment, its enactment at classroom level might be a 

different story. Shepard (2000) argues: this different story must be told differently looking at 

assessment, “its form and content...to better represent important thinking and problem solving 

skills in each of the disciplines ..., and the way it [assessment] is used in classrooms and how 

it is regarded by teachers and students must change” (p.7). 

 

We cannot review systems of assessment and feedback without acknowledging their 

contribution to learning and teaching activities underpinning them. Assessment practice is 

part of the overall teaching context where the teacher’s view of his or her role (Black & 

Wiliam, 1998) is crucial. Teachers draw on their discipline knowledge, what they consider 

important and their view of how this should be assessed in a particular context to construct 

their assessment tasks.  In fact, the assessment decisions are influenced by the local teaching 

and learning regime (Trowler & Cooper, 2002). Research on assessment shows that the 

design of assessment systems has an impact on students’ approach to learning. Assessments 

which focus on recall of factual knowledge tend to steer students towards surface approaches 

to learning, whereas assessments which emphasize application and comprehension tend to 

encourage deep approaches to learning. Deep approaches to learning and teachers’ 

assessment orientation as facilitating and supporting learning are consistent with the concept 

of formative assessment. 

 

Referring back to the changes proposed by Shepard (2000), there is also the need to 

differentiate between the terms summative (assessment of learning) and formative assessment 

(assessment for learning) especially in the ‘infancy stages’ of formative assessment (Bennett, 

2011). The challenge faced by assessors here is in the differing interpretations and 

implementations of formative assessment. Despite these challenges Sadler's (1989) definition 

of assessment addresses most areas needed to understand the purposes of assessment for 

learning. Formative assessment is primarily concerned with monitoring student learning and 

for providing on-going feedback that can be used by teachers to improve teaching and by 

students to improve their current and future learning. In an attempt to reconcile the blurring 

of lines between formative and summative assessment which do not reflect the complexities 

of assessment in teaching and learning contexts Carless (2007) proposed a construct termed 

‘learning-oriented assessment’. This construct has resulted from an attempt to create a 
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synergy between summative and formative assessment with the primary purpose of 

promoting learning.  

 

A number of models and principles of good assessment and feedback practices have emerged 

from research undertaken within the learning-oriented assessment perspective (Boud & 

Molloy, 2013; Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006; Yang & Carless, 2013). The literature on 

assessment provides compelling evidence that the effective use of formative assessment can 

have a significant influence on student achievement (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Two central 

issues with regard to the effectiveness of formative assessment are the nature and quality of 

assessment tasks and the feedback students experience in diverse learning contexts. Despite 

the wide acknowledgement of theoretically and empirically grounded principles of good 

feedback practice, assessment practices experienced by students in higher education have 

hardly evolved. Some researchers contend that little attention is given to assessment and 

feedback as social practices (Adcroft, 2011; Nicol, 2010). 

 

My view of assessment for learning stems from a sociocultural theoretical orientation. The 

value of a sociocultural view to understanding learning and assessment is that it 

problematizes the dominant cultural and historical ways of the use of assessment. The 

sociocultural view directs us to recognise the interdependency between the individual and 

social environment in which teaching, learning and assessment occurs. That is, the teachers 

and students’ experiences and histories cannot be ignored; they are part of the assessment 

processes and products. The argument here is that the potential that assessment has for 

improving learning and teaching needs to account for the role of interactions, participation, 

collaborations and identity construction for both the teacher and student. 

 

Key to assessment for improving learning is sharing among participants of explicit intended 

and emergent learning outcomes and assessment criteria. That is, constructive alignment 

between teaching, learning and assessment and scaffolding through forward looking and 

dialogic feedback are imperative. According to Biggs and Tang (2007), “in a constructively 

aligned system … the learner is enveloped within a supportive learning system… where all 

the components in the broader system support each other in addressing the same learning 

agenda” (p.109). Within the broad teaching and learning system, assessment dialogues and 

collaborations are also possible through the involvement of students in self-monitoring and 

self-regulation. All of these are central to the notion of sustainable learning through 
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assessment practices. These practices position students as active role players and have the 

potential to promote their awareness of assessment as a form of a two-way communication 

between teachers and themselves (Boud & Molloy, 2013; Carless, Salter, Yang, & Lam, 

2011).  

 

The overarching conceptualisation of assessment in this thesis leans towards learning-

oriented assessment as a tool for learning, contributing to the teaching processes and learning 

outcomes. My view of learning oriented assessment encompasses both assessment as learning 

and assessment for learning. Learning-oriented assessment approaches contribute to student 

learning at university but also develops learning and evaluative skills essential for 

employment and lifelong learning (Boud & Molloy, 2013; Carless et al., 2011). While both 

summative and formative are essential in order to gather information on student learning, 

Black and McCormick (2010) advise that harmonising and balancing the two forms of 

assessments deserves further interrogation and innovation in higher education. They contend 

that this should be done in the light of the aim of tertiary education to help students to 

become independent learners. It is for this reason that this study focuses on assessment and 

feedback from a sociocultural perspective of learning. This social-cultural dimension includes 

wider networks in which assessment offers affordances and barriers to learning for both 

teachers and their students. 

  

1.3.3 Assessment and the multiple goals of science learning 

The South African National Qualifications Framework encourages science undergraduate 

curricula to emphasise enquiry and higher order skills learning (SAQA, no date). This aligns 

with global goals of reforms in science to increase scientific literacy amongst society. A 

growing undergraduate science education literature supports the view of using assessment of 

student learning as a key lever for innovation in science learning and student success 

(Hanauer & Bauerle, 2012). There is a need to reconceptualise assessment for conceptual 

understanding and long-term learning. Globally, assessment is still topical in the context of a 

rapidly changing higher education context. This might be due to the drive to improve the 

quality of teaching, learning and assessment to meet the need to prepare students for the 21st 

century economy irrespective of the context in which learning takes place.  
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Despite the teaching, learning and assessment reforms over the years, there is a general 

perception that science instruction in higher education still privileges content retention over 

conceptual understanding and the skills development needed for the today’s science practice 

(Hanauer & Bauerle, 2012; Momsen et al., 2013). In an analysis of assessment items (1100 

exam items) in two introductory biology courses in a US university, Momsen et al (2013) 

found that 93 % of the items were assessing at knowledge and comprehension levels. In a 

South African context, Green and Rollnick (2007) found that undergraduate chemistry 

assessments were predominately at the comprehension level and that lecturers relied heavily 

on summative, time constrained closed book tests and examination.  Green and Rollnick’s 

main argument is that these assessment methods are heavy on testing of content knowledge 

and cannot be used to test higher order skills.  

 

On a related point about timed tests, Knight (2006) argues that graduate outcomes such as 

reasoning and creativity cannot be measured with ‘high-stakes’ assessment. Effective 

assessment in science education should therefore assess students’ reasoning in ways that are 

consistent with ways of thinking and practising in the discipline especially in diverse 

contexts. Assessments must tap into a broader range of competencies, capture skills that are 

more complex and higher order content knowledge reflected in new expectations for science 

learning. In that case, assessing higher order cognitive skills and attributes will require 

assessment practices fit for addressing these science reform goals.  

 

1.4 Significance of students’ and teachers’ views of assessment 

The centrality of assessment in students’ approaches to learning in higher education is widely 

acknowledged. Students’ experiences and perceptions of assessment have also been shown to 

affect their learning approaches and thus ultimately their academic performance and 

acquisition of lifelong learning skills (Struyven, Dochy, & Janssens, 2005). Although 

students often receive the assessment information from their teachers, their individual 

"motivations and orientations to study influence the ways in which they perceive and act 

upon messages about assessment" (Sambell & McDowell, 1998, p. 400). Hence, students’ 

conceptions of the task (requirements of the task and what counts as a good response) will 

influence the interpretation of the feedback in the light of their conceptions of the task 

requirements (Gibbs & Simpson, 2004). These interpretations of feedback in some cases 
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arouse different emotions. More importantly, emotions aroused due to feedback outcomes or 

activities shape students’ learning experiences, motivation and self-regulated learning, which 

makes it valuable to explore. That is, it leads us as researchers to explore students’ views, 

experiences and reactions to assessment and feedback as a socio-cultural practice particularly 

as there may be perception gaps between students and teachers.  

 

Several scholars posit that teachers’ pedagogical conceptions have a profound influence on 

students’ learning in science (Friedrichsen et al., 2011; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Tsai, 

2002). Also, pedagogical conceptions will significantly influence the assessment practices 

that academics adopt (Maclellan, 2001). Teachers’ conceptions of assessment constitute a 

part of the core of the assessment environment that is integral to the whole teaching and 

learning system. Thus, an examination of the complex relationship between teacher 

conceptions and practices is important for understanding and promoting changes in teachers’ 

decisions about assessment and teaching practices. In this study, I have attempted to 

understand the relations between teachers’ conceptions and practices of assessment in three 

core biosciences courses. Additionally, as I explore teachers’ conceptions, I attempt to 

establish any existence of the use of sustainable learning-oriented assessment principles in 

these teachers’ practices. 

 

Research literature generally shows that views of assessment held by higher education 

teachers and their students are often examined in isolation from each other. This, I argue, 

does not recognise teaching, learning and assessment as one coherent social act. For example, 

only one third of the articles recently reviewed by Evans (2013) on assessment feedback in 

higher education considered both students and teachers’ perspectives together. Furthermore, 

the literature indicates that, to date, there has been limited exploration of the intersection 

between teachers and students’ views of assessment and feedback, especially in university 

science contexts (e.g. Bevan, Badge, Cann, Willmott, & Scott, 2008; Orsmond & Merry, 

2011). In recognition of this disparity in the literature, a more comprehensive approach to 

investigating teachers’ and students’ assessment views was required.  

 

This study therefore, was designed purposely to address the gap in the literature by 

investigating the assessment views held by teachers and students in a science faculty at a 

South African university. Students and their lecturers although being part of the same 

classroom system use different lenses to observe and make conclusions about the happenings 
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in the teaching, learning and assessment ecosystem. In light of the different positions of 

teachers and students in a learning environment an argument for a comprehensive 

understanding of teachers’ and students’ views of assessment is made to identify 

impediments and enhancers of learning in science.  

 

1.5  Purpose of this study and its research questions 

A primary focus of this study was to understand challenges that may arise if sustainable 

learning-oriented assessment practices in undergraduate science courses were to be adopted. I 

need to highlight that learning oriented assessment principles are used in this study as a 

benchmark that may or may not be achievable. It is used as a goal to strive for if ills of the 

previously disadvantaged schooling are to be mediated through HE teaching and learning 

approaches. Hence, the purpose was two-fold. Firstly, to review and characterise assessment 

practices in the compulsory second year biological sciences course at a South African 

university. In characterising assessment practices, I intend to identify key features of the 

assessment environment, best assessment practices within the courses offered, gaps in 

addressing the programmes’ outcomes, as well as opportunities to improve efficiency in 

existing assessment. The second purpose of the study was to explore and understand the 

relationship between assessment practices evident in the assessment environment and 

students' and academics’ assessment conceptions and experiences. Understanding these 

relationships would help in ensuring and encouraging alignment between assessment 

expectations, requirements and experiences. This doctoral study thus addressed the following 

research questions: 

 

1) What are the current assessment practices in selected bioscience courses? 

a) How do bioscience teachers conceptualise assessment?  

b) What influences teachers’ decision-making about assessment practices? 

2) What are students’ views, experiences and emotional reactions to assessment and 

feedback in biosciences courses?  

3) What are the relations (if any) between students’ views and experiences of assessment 

and teachers’ conceptions of assessment? 
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1.6 Methodology – An overview 

Given my sociocultural view of learning and assessment, I found the interpretive 

methodological approach appropriate for answering my abovementioned research questions. 

The study adheres to the socio-cultural interpretive paradigm because it focuses on 

understanding the subjective world of human experience in specific contexts (Cohen, Manion 

& Morrison, 2011). That is, interpretive approach was deemed relevant in exploring and 

understanding the current assessment practices and participants’ views about assessment in 

specific Biosciences course contexts. In addition, the study takes into account the wider 

socio-cultural-historical context within which the participants (lecturers and students) 

operate.  

 

This study took an exploratory approach with the aim of understanding the current 

assessment practices as experienced by students and conceptualised by their lecturers.  It is a 

mixed methods study with a primarily qualitative approach. The qualitative approach allowed 

me to explore participants’ views and practices of assessment in the natural context in which 

they occur. While this study is essentially qualitative in nature, some quantitative data were 

gathered to complement and support the findings of the qualitative components. Adopting a 

qualitative research design was deemed appropriate in fulfilling my need as a researcher to 

illuminate multiple perspectives held by different students and lecturers of various second 

year Bioscience courses (Creswell, 2009). I did not want only to present descriptions of what 

the practices were in terms of assessment. Rather I was also interested in exploring and 

characterizing the various reasons that generated those practices.  

 

My intention of understanding the nature of the relationship between lecturers ‘conceptions 

of assessment and their actual practices, suggested that I should adopt a case study approach. 

I have used an in-depth multiple case design with cross case analysis of four lecturers to gain 

a deeper understanding of the relationship between the lecturers’ conceptions and practice of 

assessment. In this instance, a case study research design provided the means for 

understanding each individual lecturer within a “real” course environment. The multiple case 

study research design (Stake, 2006) facilitated the construction of contextualized experiences 

and systemic analysis procedures. I adopted a multiple case study approach because it 

allowed me to  
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  explore and understand context specific conceptions of assessment held by 

individual lecturers and to make associations between their assessment conceptions 

and practices 

 compare some aspects between cases thus providing a richer understanding of the 

nature and sources of these lecturers’ conceptions and practices of assessment. 

 

1.6.1 Context of the study 

The study was conducted in three compulsory second year courses for Biology majors in the 

School of Biological Sciences at a research-intensive South African university. Selection of 

the three courses was due to their strategic position in the degree programme. All the students 

doing these courses would have completed a first year introductory life sciences pre-requisite 

course. These courses are, in turn, prerequisites for attaining a degree in the majors selected. 

The three seven-week courses (coded courses A, B and C) serve as foundations in essential 

biological concepts, skills and processes. The courses are meant to promote scientific 

literacy, understanding and integration of fundamental overarching concepts of organismal 

diversity, evolutionary paradigms and ecological systems.  

 

These courses are team taught through direct contact by between two and five lecturers per 

course. The courses have one broad course outline and lecturers take turns in teaching 

specific topics over a period of between one and three weeks. For every topic/section taught 

individual lecturers had specific outcomes addressing the overall course outcomes. The value 

of choosing the three courses with different teachers, teaching styles, and teaching 

philosophies is that it offers us a global picture of the students’ experiences. In these three 

courses, teaching assistants (postgraduate students) facilitate small group instruction during 

practical/laboratory sessions. Student enrolment in these compulsory courses is capped at 

around seventy and eighty students. Student assessments consist of weekly 

practical/laboratory work, course assignments, class tests, research/project reports and end-

of-course examinations. The assessment practices are guided by the institution's student 

assessment policy.  

 

1.6.2  Participants 

In this research all second year undergraduate students enrolled for the three compulsory 

courses (n=70) were approached to participate in the study. Thirty-four of the 70 students 
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volunteered for and participated in the study. Forty-five per cent of the students enrolled in 

these courses at the start of this research study in 2011 were English Second Language 

speakers.  

 

Four science lecturers (given the pseudonyms Freda, Johnny, Kelvin and Chris) were 

purposively selected based on their involvement in teaching one of the three core second year 

BSc (biology major) courses. At the time of the interview, Freda was in her second year of 

teaching; Johnny was in his fourth teaching year; Chris had more than five years’ tertiary 

teaching experience as well as a higher education teaching diploma in addition to 

qualifications in the discipline. Kelvin had fifteen years teaching experience, four of which 

were at university level. All the participants had attended teacher professional development 

courses offered by the university. It should be noted that all the teachers that participated in 

this study were relatively inexperienced at teaching at tertiary level.  

 

1.6.3 My involvement in the context 

This research involves the study of a real world context, higher education, with its 

individuals, structures and power relations. I am researching a field which I am a member of. 

In order to make sense of the design of the research it is necessary for me to give a brief 

account of the personal and professional roles I have as an ‘insider’ in this study’s context. 

My identity during the course of this research study was as a part-time PhD candidate, a tutor 

to Bachelor of Science students and lecturer to first year Health Sciences students.  Some of 

students who participated in this research study will have been part of my tutorial groups in 

their first year of study. I also serve on the School’s teaching and learning committee. My 

identity during the study meant that I had no power relationship with the participants. My 

interactions with the lecturers interviewed for this study was an informal advisory role on 

issues of assessment, teaching and learning.  In fact, my identity as a PhD student made 

participants more at ease in sharing their views and practices and thus helping me to obtain 

richer data. 

 

1.6.4 Data collection 

Given the broad nature of the research questions addressed in this study, I used multiple 

sources of data and methods of collection.  
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Survey – Students’ questionnaire  

To investigate students’ experiences and views about assessment and feedback I used a 

Likert-scale questionnaire adapted from Maclellan’s (2001) Assessment audit tool and from 

Gibbs and Simpson’s (2003) Assessment Experience Questionnaire (AEQ). The 

questionnaire (Appendix A) using both closed and open-ended questions was used at the 

beginning of this study to provide a baseline and to complement for more in-depth interviews 

conducted with all the participants. The questionnaire results provided a snapshot of students’ 

views about their assessment and feedback experiences in two of the three compulsory 

courses. Thirty-four students (i.e. 37% of the total enrolment in the three courses) completed 

paper-and-pencil questionnaires anonymously. I personally administered the questionnaires 

to the students during one lecture period in one of the core courses. My presence when the 

students completed the questionnaire gave me an opportunity to give explanations and 

clarifications to students on some survey items when needed. Descriptive statistics in the 

form of frequency distributions are tabulated and presented in graphs to present the 

questionnaire responses provided by students. In chapters 2 and 3, I report on students’ views 

and experiences of assessment using data sourced through questionnaires.   

 

Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with both students and lecturers. Of the students 

who participated in the study, nine volunteered to be interviewed (six individual interviews 

and one focus group of three students). Both the individual interviews and focus group 

interview with students were used to elicit students’ perceptions of their assessment and 

feedback experiences in all the three compulsory courses. The interviewed sample, for whom 

pseudonyms are used was made up of one male, Scott (English First Language and a high 

achiever3) and eight females (three ESL: Hlompho (low achiever), Zinhle (average achiever) 

& Pumla (average achiever) and five EFL average and high achievers: Marcia, Kelly, Felicia, 

Dorothy & Sophia). Interviews with Marcia, Kelly and Felicia took place as a group. Semi-

structured interviews (Appendix B – students’ interview schedule) that included questions of 

their experiences of feedback lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. Data sourced through 

students’ interviews is reported in chapters 3 and 4. 

 

                                                           
3 Achiever status (low, average and high) based on academic performance 
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Individual interviews with the four lecturers who participated in this study provided data on 

their conceptions of assessment and current assessment practices. Two semi-structured 

interviews, audio taped and later transcribed verbatim, were conducted with each lecturer. 

The second interview was a form of member checking, to establish the credibility of the 

findings based on the interview transcriptions, data interpretations and findings. Participants 

were given an opportunity to comment on the research findings, interpretations, and 

conclusions. All interview data interview were coded using Atlas ti programme for 

preliminary analysis and then analysed manually for development of themes. Constant 

comparisons and contrasts were made throughout the whole process of data analysis between 

data from different participants and between different sources of data. In chapter 5, I report 

on lecturers’ practices and views on assessment using data sourced through semi-structured 

interviews.  

 

Artefacts - Document analysis 

Course documentation such as course outlines and assessment-related handouts were 

examined for evidence of assessment practices and the formative assessments and feedback 

given to students were evaluated. Course documents for the three courses were evaluated and 

categorised based on a modified template originally devised by Gibbs and Dunbar-Goddet 

(2009). The aim of document analysis was to explore the features characterising the 

assessment environment and current practices with regard to types of assessment used, timing 

of assessments, and the weighting of the different assessments. Assessment criteria and the 

type and nature of feedback given were also probed.  

 

Content analysis of feedback that students received as part of their course work (class tests 

for Courses A and B and research reports for Course C4) was conducted. One hundred and 

eighteen marked class tests for Courses A and B and 210 practical reports for Course C were 

analysed. The comments and various forms of feedback were categorised and collated. The 

purpose of the content analysis was to explore teachers’ feedback practices and the type of 

feedback students experienced. Data from these all these artefacts was also triangulated with 

data collected from the questionnaires and interviews. Data sourced from document analysis 

is reported in chapters 2, 3 and 5.  

 

                                                           
4 Course C test feedback was in the form of marks, ticks and crosses. There were no written comments on the 

test scripts. 
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1.7  Ensuring rigour in this research study 

If educational research is to be of use, we as researchers should ensure that our research is 

rigorously designed to provide trustworthy results (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this mixed 

methods study I have adopted the principles of credibility, triangulation and generalizability 

to ensure trustworthiness of my research. A primary justification for using mixed method 

design is pragmatism. I have selected what seemed best and practical from various methods 

in addressing the research questions. Related to the pragmatic justification is the triangulation 

justification, especially more contemporary notions of triangulation that focus on the 

complementarity, validation and corroboration added by multiple data sources and their 

analyses (Creswell, 2009). For triangulation purposes, I collected data about assessment 

practices and perceptions from both students and lecturers. Content analysis of a variety of 

course and assessment related documents, teachers’ interviews, students’ interviews and 

students’ questionnaire were the multiple sources of information in this study. Therefore, the 

conclusions I present in this study are based on and supported by data collected from multiple 

research instruments and subjects.  

 

To ensure credibility of the research I conducted a pilot study to identify possible limitations 

and deficiencies with the questionnaire and interview schedules prior to conducting the main 

study. The pilot study afforded me the opportunity of practising interviewing skills. My 

colleagues and supervisors helped in checking, reviewing and in validating the data collection 

instruments, data analysis and interpretations. With the teachers’ interviews, I did member 

checking, checking with the participants to determine the accuracy of the transcription and 

data reporting.  

 

In this introductory chapter, I have articulated the possible biases I bring into the study. I 

have provided the background information about the context of the research and me as the 

researcher to locate the readers into the research setting and to facilitate readers’ judgements 

about interpretations and conclusions of my findings. The rich and thick description provided 

in the subsequent chapters is done to facilitate the readers’ interpretation of my analyses and 

claims.  
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1.8 Ethical considerations 

Issues of ethics in research are very important and researchers should find a balance between 

the “demands placed on them as professionals in their pursuit of the truth and their 

participants’ rights and values”, which might be threatened by the research (Cohen, Manion, 

& Morrison, 2011, p. 75). This study was conducted in accordance with the ethical standards 

set out by the University Human Research Ethics committee. The committee reviewed and 

granted approval for the research in March 2011 (Ethic approval number: H1 10211). The 

following ethical principles were addressed in this study: 

 Full disclosure. Participants were fully informed both verbally and in writing of the 

purpose and nature of the research beforehand. The intended use of the research data 

collected was explained to the participants.  

 Informed consent. Participants signed an “informed consent” form (see Appendices D 

and E) before participating in the research.  

 Voluntary participation. Participation in the study was voluntary and participants 

were assured that they were free to withdraw at any time of the research.  

 Confidentiality. Participants’ right to privacy was honoured. Pseudonyms are used 

when referring to the participants as a way of protecting their identities.  

 

1.9 Significance of this study 

This research study is novel because it has focused on students’ experiences of teachers’ 

assessment practices in the South African education context. The study is also unique in the 

sense that I have not found any research project in the South African context that investigated 

both students' and teachers’ views of assessment and feedback together from the cognitive, 

structural and social relational perspectives. Student views are particularly valuable because 

students’ direct experiences, which include their emotional reactions to assessment and 

feedback, may allow for appropriate pedagogical responses. Thus this study will contribute to 

an enhanced understanding of how students’ diverse experiences and perceptions of the 

assessment environment relate to teachers’ conceptions and practices of assessment. It is also 

intended to deepen our understanding of how to support students’ learning and practices 

through assessment.  
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This study will to some extent highlight why teachers assess the way they do. It will also 

provide insights into challenges that teachers may experience if they intend adopting 

learning-oriented aspects of assessment in their courses. This research will therefore 

contribute to both South African and international assessment literature regarding students’ 

and academics' perspectives of assessment in the current context of higher education 

massification, diversification and modularisation. Significantly, this study will broaden our 

understanding beyond the structural and cognitive dimensions of assessment by exploring the 

social relational dimension, which includes the nature and antecedents of emotions in 

assessment feedback situations. In sum, the study will provide an evidence-based rationale 

for reviewing and transforming current assessment practices in higher education. I therefore 

anticipate that this thesis will become part of the conversation in promoting scholarship of 

assessment in higher education. 

 

1.10 Structural organisation of the thesis 

Chapter 1 has provided a general overview of the research, the rationale for the study and 

introduced the purpose of the study. The results of the thesis are organized into four stand-

alone empirical papers, which I refer to as chapters (chapter 2, 3, 4 and 5). I have written the 

four papers in such a way that they can be read independently. Consequently, some overlap in 

the introductory sections of the chapters and the data used was inevitable. Chapter 6 is the 

concluding chapter in which I discuss the significance of the findings as a whole, draw 

conclusions and make recommendations for practice and further research.  

 

I deem it appropriate to briefly outline the rationale behind my adopted format of presenting 

my thesis as a series of papers. Primarily, the nature of my research study lends itself well to 

addressing the various interacting aspects of assessment through a series of papers. 

Assessment is a multi-layered, dynamic and contextualised process, which make this thesis 

format appropriate for dealing with the complexity of assessment. This format afforded me an 

opportunity to address different dimensions of assessment in more detail and in unique ways. 

Secondarily, as an emergent scholar who works in a research-intensive university, my view is 

that because of its strong focus on developing skills of writing for publication (compared to 

traditional thesis), PhD by publication is a worthwhile tool for building scholarly capacity.  
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In Chapter 2 I present a paper titled “University students’ views on their experiences of 

assessment and feedback5” by Matimolane, Keane, & Brenner (2013). In this paper, I present 

how I used the learning-oriented assessment (LOA) conceptual framework as a tool to 

characterise assessment practices in two compulsory second-year biosciences courses and 

relate them to students’ perceptions and experiences of assessment for learning. Copies of 

course outlines that included in courses’ learning outcomes, some assessment tasks and 

students’ marked work were collected to inform the ways in which academics described their 

assessment intentions and to provide concrete examples of assessment practices experienced 

by students. A questionnaire was administered to students to elicit their assessment 

experiences. Findings suggest that there were specific practices in the courses under study, 

which incorporated assessment for learning principles. These practices were positively 

perceived by students. While students experienced a wide range of assessment types and 

show awareness of the learning potential of assessments, they generally do not feel that they 

understand lecturers’ expectations. Some of the assessment methods were questioned by 

students in terms of their relevance in preparing them for their prospective science careers. 

The LOA framework proved valuable in identifying learning-oriented practices. The 

limitation at this phase of the study was relying on quantitative data when exploring students’ 

assessment views and experiences. 

 

Chapter 3 presents an unpublished paper titled: “Students’ views of their experiences of 

assessment feedback”. This paper provides an analysis of the nature of feedback practices 

students’ experienced in three 2nd year undergraduate bioscience courses. Additionally, in this 

paper I explored students’ views and experiences of their feedback environments in the 

context of these courses. The chief findings indicate that students perceived the purpose of 

feedback to be multidimensional. Students desired a range of feedback ranging from being 

simply fed with corrections (prescriptive feedback) to more self-evaluating facilitating types 

of feedback. They predominantly expressed their preference for a combination of marks and 

comments on different aspects of tasks. Students highlighted that they valued forward-

looking feedback and the importance of receiving feedback on their ability to address the 

question at hand. The findings are discussed in relation to sustainable assessment feedback 

models and principles of good feedback practices advocated in the literature. I conclude that 

                                                           
5 This paper is published in the International Journal of Assessment and Evaluation (see reference list) 
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it is imperative that feedback practices create opportunities for peer and lecturer discussions 

and for student reflection to improve teaching and learning in tertiary institutions.  

 

Chapter 4 presents an unpublished paper titled: “The power of emotions in students’ 

experiences of assessment feedback”. This paper expands on what I presented in Paper 2 but 

focuses on students’ emotional reactions to feedback. The emotional aspects of students’ 

assessment experiences emerged as an important theme in the study on assessment feedback. 

The most enthralling aspect of this paper is the infusion of emotions in assessment and 

feedback environments. In this paper, I examine the occurrence, nature, sources and roles of 

students’ emotions in feedback situations. The aim of the paper is to highlight emotions as a 

critical factor in students’ learning and achievement. The paper draws on qualitative analyses 

of interview data conducted with nine second-year bioscience students. Students experienced 

a range of emotions in different feedback situations. Negative emotions, such as uncertainty, 

disappointment, annoyance and anger appeared to be dominant. Elements or ‘objects’ of 

feedback that gave rise to these emotions included feedback content and the manner in which 

feedback was given. Comments about feedback from students illustrated how the social 

dynamics of the assessment foregrounds issues of relations and mistrust/trust. The paper 

highlights the important effects of emotions on feedback and concludes with practical 

recommendations on how to enhance positive emotional experiences of feedback among 

students. 

 

Chapter 5 presents an unpublished paper titled: “Insights into university teachers’ 

conceptions and practices of assessment in bioscience courses”. The paper focuses on four 

teachers of second year bioscience courses at a South African university. In an attempt to 

understand the nature and origins of these lecturers’ assessment conceptions and practices, I 

decided to conduct a multiple case study. The data used in the study came from interviews 

and course documents used by these lecturers. Emergent themes from cross-case analysis of 

the four cases are presented. Data analysis shows a multifaceted, complex and nested teacher 

conceptualisation of assessment of science learning. It is apparent that a combination of meso 

and micro level factors has a pervasive and potent influence on lecturers’ assessment 

practices. The paper concludes with implications and recommendations that take into account 

factors most influential to lecturers in their different contexts of assessment for educational 

development interventions.  
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Chapter 6 presents the conclusions derived from all the papers presented in the thesis. In this 

section of the thesis, I provide a summary of the findings I consider to answer the research 

questions and represent the papers in the study. In this section of the thesis, I revisit the 

research questions and draw on the findings of the four papers to synthesise new insights in 

answering the research questions. In this final section of the thesis, I also discuss possible 

theoretical and practical implications based on the findings and suggest future research 

possibilities.  

 

A note about the papers 

All the empirical chapters, regardless of their publication status are my own work. I 

conceptualised the research, performed the data collection and analyses, interpreted the data 

and wrote the papers. My supervisors who appear as co-authors in the papers provided 

guidance and support in the development of the research, helped in the interpretation of the 

data and evaluated the manuscripts. Three unpublished papers provide detailed accounts of 

the research findings and interpretations, which I deem necessary for the purpose of this 

thesis. However, it is my intention to rework the unpublished manuscripts for peer review in 

accordance to the requirement (word counts, presentation & referencing styles) of the 

targeted journals outlined below. 

 

The target journal for the paper presented in chapter 3 is ‘Studies in Higher Education’. This 

established international peer-reviewed journal deals with international and global trending 

issues around teaching, learning and assessment in higher education. This paper that deals 

with the trending theme of students’ experiences of feedback is well suited for this journal.  

 

Chapter 4 is currently being prepared for submission to an international peer-reviewed 

journal ‘Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education’. This journal reports on all aspects of 

assessment including the role of emotions in assessment and feedback context, which this 

paper focuses on. This targeted journal is appropriate for this research study theme because it 

seeks to advance understanding of assessment practices and processes in enhancing student 

learning. 
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The ‘South African Journal of Higher education’ journal is my target for Chapter 5 reporting 

on lecturers’ assessment understandings and practices. This paper will appeal to practitioners 

in the South African higher education context because it critically examines the values and 

presuppositions underpinning practices of assessment. The paper is well suited for this 

journal’s audience because it also looks at the role of assessment in student learning in order 

to explore the challenges it presents in the socio-cultural-historical context of South African 

education system.  
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CHAPTER 2 

University Students’ Views on Their Experiences on Assessment 

and Feedback 

 

Abstract  

This paper explores and analyses assessment environments with regards to their contribution in 

supporting student learning. The student perspective on assessment is related to the learning-oriented 

assessment (LOA) conceptual framework. The context is course-level assessment practices employed 

in selected undergraduate Biosciences courses at a South African university. Lecturers’ assessment 

practices were related to students’ perceptions and experiences of assessment and feedback. The data 

were collected from course and assessment documents and drew on students’ experiences of 

assessment and feedback. The analysis from documents showed that courses relied mostly on 

summative assessment tasks (little use of explicit formative assessment tasks) and that students 

predominantly experienced frequent practical tasks (laboratory reports), tests and examinations. It was 

evident from students’ responses that they viewed assessment as measuring learning, and that 

feedback was focused on awarding marks. Furthermore, students were generally dissatisfied with the 

clarity or transparency of assessment and on the feedback they received. LOA proved to be a useful 

tool in analysing the assessment environment and as a sounding board for possible future 

developments in assessment in these complex socio-cultural contexts. In addition, LOA appeared to 

be a valuable tool that could be widely used for Quality Assurance. 

Key words: Assessment Higher education, Feedback in Bioscience education 

 

2.1 Introduction 

In South Africa, the need to widen access at higher education institutions (Luckett & 

Sutherland, 2000) means that universities need to grapple with under-prepared students, 

imperatives to increase throughput rates and student retention (Council on Higher Education,  

2010). Most of these students come from historically disadvantaged teaching and learning 

backgrounds. According to the Council on Higher Education (2004, p.4), assessment is seen 

as having the potential to address equitable student achievement through “robust and 

transparent” assessment procedures and methods. However, Scott, Yeld and Hendry (2007) 

note that diversification of student intake in some cases “has not been matched by institution-

wide modification of educational approaches” (p40). They highlighted the lack of 
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“conceptualisation of the educational process in terms of appropriateness of content and 

assessment methods which promote more developmental learning” as one possible reason for 

unsatisfactory student learning.  

 

There is a substantial body of international literature supporting assessment for learning 

(AfL), as well as policy reflecting such support in the South African higher education 

context. Shay (2008) noted that even though AfL principles, such as making assessment 

criteria and learning outcomes explicit, are reflected at institutional policy level in the South 

African context, there are doubts and concerns about their actual implementation at course 

levels. My argument is that little is known about the actual implementation of such policy at 

departmental/school and course levels. In researching the practice in a well-functioning 

biosciences school at a South African university, I hope to gain in-depth insight into the 

actual conceptualisation and implementation of AfL. I begin here with an overview of the 

literature on assessment. 

 

2.2 Literature review and Theoretical framework 

Conceptualisation of assessment practices in higher education internationally is changing. 

There is an apparent movement from a behaviourist and measurement perspective of 

measuring students’ acquisition of knowledge to a social constructivist/cultural perspective 

providing information to improve learning and teaching (Shepard, 2000). This move has 

influenced recently adopted higher education assessment policies which recognise the role of 

assessment for learning (AfL, aka formative assessment) to promote equity and fair chances 

of success to all students in the face of a diversified student body (Council on Higher 

Education, 2004; Yorke, 2003). Students’ experiences and perceptions of assessment have 

been shown to affect their learning approaches and thus ultimately their academic 

performance and acquisition of lifelong learning skills (Struyven, Dochy, & Janssens, 2005). 

In addition, students’ conceptions of the requirements of a task (and what counts as a good 

response) will influence their interpretation of feedback they receive (Gibbs & Simpson, 

2004). It is also acknowledged that using AfL can be effective only if students’ perceptions of 

learning and assessment closely reflect the teachers’ intentions.  
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This research focuses on this latter aspect: how well aligned are AfL principles to lecturers’ 

intentions and to students’ perceptions and experiences. There are a significant number of 

studies highlighting the lack of shared understandings of assessment by students and lecturers 

(Bailey & Garner, 2010; Maclellan, 2001; Orsmond & Merry, 2011). Possible reasons 

identified for conception mismatches include the tacit nature of assessment standards and 

criteria (Rust, Price, & O’Donovan, 2003), the nature of the requirements of the assessment 

system (Bailey & Garner, 2010) and the need to meet the obligations of the multi-roles of 

lecturers in the current view of teaching, learning and assessment (Yorke, 2003).   

 

In the context of a paradigm shift towards more learning-oriented assessment approaches and 

against the backdrop of the challenges faced in the higher education sector, this study seeks to 

understand how adopted assessment strategies are geared to address these challenges in the 

wake of, among other factors, increasing class sizes, changing student profiles and 

modularisation. Thus, this paper reports on the lecturers’ intended assessment practices and 

undergraduate students’ perceptions and experiences of assessment and feedback they 

receive.  

 

Formative assessment and its associated immediacy of feedback are crucial in providing 

students with relevant information about their progress at relevant developmental stages. In 

its learning-oriented nature, formative assessment is meant to help students to gradually 

master discipline content and skills without the risk of affecting their course marks. In 

addition, formative assessment is being advocated as a mechanism that can enhance the 

quality of students’ learning experiences and increase the understanding of assessment 

between lecturers and students (Bailey & Garner, 2010). However, more recently, authors 

such as Bennett (2011) and Torrance (2012) have interrogated the different theoretical and 

pedagogic interpretations underpinning these approaches and the complexities of 

implementing formative assessment.  

 

Acknowledging that formative assessment may be “at a crossroads” (Torrance, 2012, p. 323), 

this paper views formative assessment from a sociocultural theoretical orientation. The social 

and cultural context of learning-oriented assessment is premised on socially constructed 

learning, and involves participation within a community of assessment practice where 

students are inducted into ways of knowing, thinking and practising within the discipline. 

Key to assessment for learning are issues of sharing explicit intended and emergent learning 
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outcomes and assessment criteria, ensuring constructive alignment between teaching, 

learning and assessment and scaffolding by providing forward looking and dialogic feedback 

and, most importantly, students’ involvement in self-monitoring and self-regulation.  

 

The conceptual framework used in this study for characterising assessment environments in 

order to explore the extent to which they support student learning is based on the learning-

oriented assessment (LOA) framework by Carless (2007). The theoretical focus for analysis 

further encompasses the “conditions under which assessment supports student learning” 

(Gibbs & Simpson, 2004) and the “principles of good feedback practice” (Nicol & 

Macfarlane-Dick, 2006), both of which are based on theoretical and empirical evidence-based 

formative assessment literature. The learning-oriented assessment (LOA) framework is based 

on three principles (Carless, 2007, pp. 59–60): 

 Assessment tasks should be designed to stimulate sound learning practices amongst 

students. This principle encompasses the notion of constructive alignment and four 

conditions under which assessment supports learning (Gibbs and Simpson 2004).  

 Assessment should involve students actively in engaging with criteria, and quality of 

their own and/or peers’ performance. Active participation, collaborations and 

induction into discipline practice are essential within the sociocultural perspective. 

 Feedback should be timely and forward-looking so as to support current and future 

student learning. This principle encompasses Gibbs and Simpson’s seven conditions 

under which feedback is believed to influence students’ learning and Nicol and 

Macfarlane-Dick’s seven principles of good feedback facilitating self-regulation. 

 

These principles assisted in the analysis of what teachers did in relation to achieving their 

courses’ teaching and learning objectives. The viability and sustainability of implementing 

these learning oriented assessment approaches might seem problematic in the current South 

African HE context. However, I regard these principles as primary springboards to optimising 

educational practice as a whole.  

 

In order to better understand students’ perceptions of assessment and feedback and how it 

related to lecturers’ intended assessment practices this study: 

 reviewed and characterised assessment practices in two Bioscience second year 

compulsory courses, and  
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 explored the relationship between assessment and feedback practices in the 

assessment environment and students’ perceptions and experiences of assessment and 

feedback in the two courses. 

  

2.3 Research design 

All the second year undergraduate Biosciences students enrolled for the compulsory courses 

(n=70) were approached to participate in the study. The compulsory courses were chosen 

because of their strategic position in the degree programme. All the students doing these 

courses would have completed their first year introductory life sciences compulsory course. 

 

Course documentation such as course outlines and assessment-related hand-outs were 

examined for evidence of assessment practices and the formative assessments and feedback 

given to students were evaluated. Course documents for the two courses were evaluated and 

categorised based on a modified template originally devised by Gibbs and Dunbar-Goddet 

(2009). The aim of document analysis was to explore the features characterising the 

assessment environment with regard to types of assessment used, timing of assessments, and 

the weighting of the different assessments. Assessment criteria and the type and nature of 

feedback given were also probed. Table 2.1 shows characterising features of the two courses’ 

assessment environments.  

 

Table 2.1 Features of the assessment environments in the two courses  

Source(s): template adapted from Gibbs and Dunbar-Goddet 2009. 

 

Characteristics of the 

assessment practices 

Course A Course B 

Range of assessment types used Timed closed book test, practical 

tasks and assignments, timed closed 

book examination 

Laboratory tasks, practical test, 

timed closed book test, timed open 

book exam, field collections (insect 

and plant collections) 

Formative assessment only Not indicated Selection of practical tasks 

Summative assessment 100% 100% 

% of marks  from coursework 40% (class test and  practical 

assignments) 

40% (class test, field project  and 

practical work) 

% of marks from examinations 60% from written exam 40%  from written exam and 20% 

from  plant collection 

Feedback given Verbal and written comments Written comments 

Explicitness of learning outcomes Specified in course outline Specified in course outline 

Explicitness of criteria Mark breakdown for tests/exams 

Assignment marking rubric 

Mark breakdown for tests/exams. 

Rubric for field collection marking 
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The assessment environments in the two courses are characterised by frequent summative 

assessment in the form of weekly laboratory reports and dominance of timed tests and 

examinations. It appears that the assessments in these courses are similar to Brown, Bull and 

Pendlebury’s (1997) report that 80% of university assessment is made up of essays and time-

constrained tests or examinations. Course A is characterised by a relatively high percentage 

of marks from examination (60%), written and oral feedback, closed book examination and a 

relatively low variety of practical tasks. In contrast, course B had more variety in terms of the 

practical tasks and a lower percentage of marks from examination (40%), very low levels of 

written formative-only assessment and an open book examination.  

 

2.3.1 Marked coursework 

To analyse the type and nature of feedback given to students, copies of the available marked 

class tests, (n=69 for Course A and n=49 for course B) were examined and written feedback 

comments were categorised and collated (quantified). The coding of the feedback with 

respect to written comments was adapted from Brown and Glover's (2006) coding tool, which 

was designed for the Sciences and for evaluating the formative potential of feedback. Table 

2.2 shows how the written feedback comments made on the two courses’ class tests were 

distributed across the categories used in the coding scheme.  

 

Table 2.2 Distribution of written comments into several categories 

 

2.3.2 Questionnaire 

To investigate students’ experiences and perceptions, a Likert-scale questionnaire was 

developed drawing from the adopted theoretical framework, the Assessment Experience 

Questionnaire (AEQ) of Gibbs and Simpson (2003) and the Assessment Audit tool of 

Maclellan (2001), both of which allow one to analyse how assessment supports learning. The 

Category of comments on 

quality of work 

Examples and explanations       

(%) 

Generic comment  Ticks, crosses, underline, question marks, no, yes 48 

Course specific content Quality and accuracy of answers, appropriateness of what is included, 

omissions, errors identified and corrected and clarification 

20 

Skills  Structure of the answer, whether the question has been properly 

addressed, use of language and communication skills  

8 

Motivational comment Praise, encouragement 6 

De-motivating comment Use of negative words e.g. confused, rubbish 2 

Feed forward:   Reference to resources, dialogue, questioning, signposting, further 

learning 

16 
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instrument was piloted and subsequently amended based on the responses and outcomes. 

Thirty-four student participants representing 49% of the total enrolment of second-year 

undergraduate compulsory Bioscience courses completed the final questionnaire 

anonymously. Analysis and discussion of the questionnaire responses were guided by the 

three LOA theoretical framework principles.  

 

2.4 Findings and discussion 

2.4.1 Assessment tasks as learning tasks 

For assessment task to support learning, they should be varied to cater for the diversified 

student body; capture students’ study time and effort (Gibbs & Simpson, 2004); be 

constructively aligned to teaching and learning activities and communicate clear and high 

expectations. From the documents analysed, it is clear that students were exposed to various 

tasks. This aligned to students’ responses on their views on the assessment practices in the 

two courses where 47% and 61% of the respondents for courses A and B respectively agreed 

that the two courses used a variety of assessment methods. Multiple assessment methods in 

the view of socio-constructivist models offers wide opportunities for the diverse student body 

to perform. In addition, multiple methods would cater for students’ individual preferred 

learning styles, address different assessment purposes and cater for various intended learning 

outcomes. The ranges of assessment tasks, including the weekly practical tasks used in both 

courses are “sufficient to capture study time and effort and to distribute students’ effort across 

weeks”. In addition, diverse assessment will be appropriate for different assessment purposes 

and for addressing various intended learning outcomes.  

 

In their questionnaire responses, over half of the students in both courses perceived that the 

aims and objectives of assessment tasks were clear and that they communicated the high 

standards expected. In both courses, 85% of the students indicated that the assessment tasks 

were based on what was taught in the lectures. This indicates the acknowledgement of some 

form of constructive alignment between teaching and assessment in the two courses. Item by 

item analysis of the responses revealed less favourable scores on the questions probing clarity 

of marking and marking criteria as indicated in Table 2.3. Thirty-nine per cent of the 

respondents for course B compared to 59% of the respondents for course A seemed unclear 
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about what would count as a valid answer in the assessment tasks. Less than 40% of the 

respondents in both courses indicated that the marking process was clear.  

 

 

Table 2.3 Comparison of the two courses in terms of students’ perceptions of transparency of 

assessment 
 Course A Course B 
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The aims and objectives of this course’s assessment tasks were made very clear. 58 3.76 70 3.82 

When I tackled an assessment task, it was not clear at all what would count as a 

valid answer. 

59 2.44 39 2.88 

The assessment tasks had very clear instructions about what one is expected to 

do. 

50 3.41 67 3.72 

How the assessment tasks were marked was made very clear. 33 3.12 36 3.24 

 

Half of the students claimed, as shown in Table 2.4, that they did not know whether marking 

was against implicit or explicit criteria.  Almost three quarters of the students, (73%) 

indicated that they sometimes knew what marks were being awarded for, indicating that the 

marking criteria were perceived to be explicit – at least part of the time. In addition to that, 

85% of the students said they sometimes, or frequently, were unaware of the marks 

breakdown. Eighty-eight percent of the students had some idea of what marks were for but 

85% did not know the mark breakdown. My interpretation from this is that students knew the 

broad mark allocation but not the specifics. This implies that there might have being 

inconsistent practices in terms of communicating criteria to the students. Making criteria 

explicit does not guarantee that students will perceive assessment in the same way as the 

lecturer. Some of the problems with effective use of assessment criteria signal their tacit 

nature (Rust, Price & O’Donovan, 2003). The challenge is to make staff perceptions and 

expectations of assessments (requirements, standards, criteria) known, understood and 

aligned to students’ perceptions and experiences.  

  

Table 2.4 Students’ perceptions about marking and transparency of assessment 

 Frequently Sometimes Never Don’t know 

We knew what we will get marks for 15%  73% 12%  

We were not aware of the mark breakdown 

(implicit criteria) 

23% 62% 12% 3% 

Marked tasks counted towards final class mark 74% 23%  3% 

Marked tasks did not count for final marks  59% 35% 6% 
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Students perceived that the content of assessment tasks focused on various cognitive levels. 

Over half of the students in both courses who indicated that assessment tasks were not about 

memorising corroborated students’ perception that assessment frequently focused on 

understanding. Generally, assessment forms are linked to the purpose of each assessment 

type. For example, as evident in this study laboratory or practical assessments were used to 

evaluate the students’ application skills whereas tests or examinations are used to measure the 

extent of the students’ knowledge. 

 

With heavy reliance on timed closed-book tests/examinations, it is evident that these 

assessment practices were not clearly aligned to students’ perceptions that assessment 

focused on understanding. Additionally, this raises a question of whether timed tests 

adequately assess more complex and higher order cognitive outcomes such as critical 

thinking, verbal communication and creativity. Green and Rollnick's (2007) study supports 

this argument. They found that testing in second year Chemistry was predominantly at the 

comprehension/application level, given the nature of timed tests, as affirmed by students in 

this study. The heavy weighting of tests and exams raise concerns about the risks of over-

emphasising factual recall and lower order understanding to the detriment of higher order 

learning outcomes. The laboratory reports for the two courses were lecturer-designed 

procedures. The practical assignment and field collections presented the students with 

opportunities to design their own work, and thus the notion of student involvement in 

assessment design.  That said, overall, the field and laboratory reports can be viewed as 

teaching and learning activities designed to induct students into disciplinary ways of thinking 

and practising (McCune & Hounsell, 2005).  

 

With regard to the purpose of assessment, there was a general perception by the students that 

it is for measuring learning. This view is aligned more with the summative purpose of 

assessment than the formative purpose. Sixty-two per cent of students thought assessment is 

for scoring or ranking achievement. As shown in Table 2.4, 74% of the students perceived 

marking to be frequently given summative marks and 35% who perceived marking never 

used for formative purposes (not counting for marks). These perceptions support the 

argument in the literature that student assessment is most often used as a measuring device 

(Brown, Bull & Pendlebury, 1997). In describing the purposes of assessment, a significant 

number of students perceived it as promoting learning (formative role). Forty-four percent of 

the students that it was sometimes used to diagnose weaknesses and strengths, and 35% of the 
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students indicated that it was sometimes used to motivate learning. It is clear from the course 

documents that the majority of the assessment tasks were for summative purposes and that 

concurs with the students’ perceptions. It is important to note here that it is students’ 

perceptions of these teaching, learning and assessment environments that are central.  

 

2.4.2 Students’ involvement in assessment 

The second component of the learning-oriented assessment (LOA) framework is that students 

should at times be involved in the assessment process through self- or peer-assessment where 

they will be exposed to developing and using criteria to judge the quality of their work. As 

indicated in Table 2.5, 85% of the students perceived assessment as frequently being 

lecturer/tutor-driven, meaning that students rely on lecturers to assess their work and provide 

feedback. 56% and 50% of the students perceived assessments as never carried out by self or 

peers respectively.  The discrepancy in the responses given by students might be due to 

students’ perceptions of variable explicitness of the requirements of self and peer assessments 

in the different courses.    

 

Table 2.5 Perceptions about assessors 

 

Assessment is carried out by Frequently Sometimes Never Don’t know 

Self 14% 24% 56% 6% 

Peers 6% 41% 50% 3% 

Lecturer/Tutor 85% 9% 6%  

 

Self-assessment facilitates a deep approach to learning as well as self-regulation and the 

development of metacognitive skills and life-long learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Boud & 

Falchikov, 2006). Boud (2000, p. 151) states that, “in order for students to become effective 

lifelong learners, they need also to be prepared to undertake assessment of the learning tasks 

they face throughout their lives”. The reason why self-assessment is particularly useful for 

Bioscience courses and for higher education in general, is that students need the experience 

and encouragement to think of how assessment criteria are applicable in different contextual 

and content scenarios, thus reducing the dependence on lecturers for feedback on their work. 

For the 56% of the students who indicated that they were never involved in self-assessment, 

despite being given assessment rubrics for some tasks, opportunities can be created within the 

discipline for students to engage in assessing themselves. Students need, through training, to 

be supported in understanding the purpose of assessment if they are to engage with it.  
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2.4.3 Feedback as feed-forward 

The third component of the LOA framework concerns feedback, which should be timely and 

forward-looking so as to support current and future learning (Carless, 2007). According to 

Gibbs and Simpson (2004), feedback must be “sufficient, frequent, understandable and 

adequately detailed” if it is to support student learning. They further indicate that feedback 

should not focus solely on marks but should be used to promote future learning. Although the 

potential motivational value of marks on student learning is widely acknowledged, feed-

forward is essential in facilitating student’s ability to close the gap between the current and 

desired or future levels (Sadler, 1989).  

 

In terms of the quantity of feedback, course document analysis reveals that feedback was 

provided in the form of marks and individual written comments on students’ work in both 

courses. However, in addition to that, course A also had an oral feedback session. From the 

questionnaire responses, 39% and 60% of the students claimed that feedback was provided 

only in the form of marks in courses A and B respectively (see Table 2.6). 

 

Table 2.6 Comparison of students’ perceptions about the quantity and quality of feedback  

 Course A  Course B  
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Feedback on my work was usually provided only in the form of marks. 39 2.88 60 2.48 

On this course, I got plenty of feedback on how I am doing. 53 3.38 52 3.30 

The feedback came back very quickly. 56 3.59 49 3.36 

The feedback helped me know how to do better next time. 73 3.9 70 4 

 

The outcome of analysing written feedback in the two courses indicated that the most 

commonly provided comments were generic comments (48%), followed by course specific 

content comments (20%) and feed-forward comments (16%)  (Table 2.2). There was a 

balance in provision of motivational and negative comments, which is crucial in promoting 

engagement with feedback. The course-specific content, skills and feed-forward comments 

accompanied with explanations indicate that students were provided with valuable feedback, 

which can be used not only for the tasks at hand but also for future tasks. Students had 

positive perceptions with regard to the quantity and timing of the feedback. As indicated in 

Table 2.7, over half of the students perceived their feedback to be sometimes helpful in its 

detail, enabling understanding of assessment and for prompting discussions with tutors/peers. 
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This positive perception by students was further illustrated when over 70% of the students 

indicated that the feedback helped them know how to do better next time for the two courses 

(Table 2.6).  

 

 

Table 2.7 Perceptions of the value of the feedback  
Feedback Frequently Sometimes Never Don’t know 

Is helpful in its detail 41% 53% 6%  

Enables understanding of assessment 41% 56% 3%  

Improves learning 44% 47% 6% 3% 

Prompts discussion with tutor or peers 29% 59% 9% 3% 

 

Forward looking feedback enables students to become reflective, self-directed and self-

regulated learners. Feedback (especially in the form of marks or brief comments) will not 

lead to an increase in motivation and improvement unless it is perceived as informational, 

thus leading to subsequent improvement. Despite the positive perception students had with 

regard to the quality of feedback, one gets the sense that students might interpret generic 

comments evident from the document analysis as being too cryptic and telegraphic to be 

understood and used. Lecturers emphasised identification and correction of errors. The 

majority of the feedback comments provided were task specific. The potential transferability 

of these types of comments beyond the end of the modules was less evident due to a lack of 

clear strategies, which encouraged self-evaluative and reflective skills. However, one needs 

to be cognisant of limiting factors in giving such feedback given the size of the classes and 

the modularised course system the lecturers might be working under.   

 

In sum, the regular practical tasks which mainly served formative purposes provided students 

with quick and useful feedback. In addition, students were generally more positive about the 

value of feedback in these assessment tasks.    

 

2.5 Conclusion 

The course documents provided an overview of the features of the assessment environment 

but, if these were to be the sole source of information about assessment in the course, it 

would be very limiting in terms of the details of the assessment environment. Furthermore, 

one cannot be certain that what appears on course documents is translated into assessment 

practices. The overall analysis from documents shows that the assessment environments in 
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the two courses are dominated by summative assessment tasks and that students 

predominantly experienced frequent practical tasks (laboratory reports), timed tests and 

examinations. It should be noted therefore that the course outlines might not explicitly outline 

some of the specific details on assessment in general and/or formative assessment in 

particular. However, one of the limitations of this study is exclusion of informal assessment 

which might be occurring during teaching interactions.  

 

In brief, the weekly practical tasks, explicitness of learning outcomes, variety of assessment 

methods and perceived alignment of assessment to the teaching, all of which are aligned to 

the principle of “assessment tasks being learning tasks”, indicate how specific practices in the 

two courses support student learning. All of these characteristics are often emphasised in 

quality assurance and thus balancing various roles of assessment is illustrated in these 

courses’ assessment environments. The regular practical tasks provided quick and useful 

feedback. Feedback structured criteria (mark breakdown and marking rubrics) ensured that 

feedback is linked to the purpose of the assignment and to criteria. 

 

It was evident from the questionnaire data that the two courses reviewed were generally 

favourably perceived by students as subscribing to some aspects of the learning-oriented 

assessment environments. Nevertheless, students were less positive about the clarity or 

transparency of assessment and the feedback they received. Furthermore, students viewed 

assessment as primarily used for measuring learning, and feedback as primarily an awarding 

marks. There was clear alignment between students’ views and experiences and what was 

evident from the documents analysed. This means that lecturers’ intentions outlined in their 

course documents translated into practice experienced by students. 

 

It was, however, not explicit from the course documentation how students were actively 

involved in the assessment process. Students’ perceptions also attested that assessment was 

frequently lecturer-driven, which is incongruent with the sociocultural view of assessment for 

learning. Clarity and articulation of marking criteria may be enhanced if students are involved 

in the marking process either through self- or peer-assessment but, as discussed, these forms 

of assessment did not occur in the two courses. Little explicit formative assessment practices 

and clear strategies of student involvement in the assessment process are understandable in 

these contexts were teacher expertise in the learner- focused pedagogy are required. Both the 

lack and existence of some learning oriented assessment elements were to be expected given 
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the expertise and contextual conditions required for their implementation. It remains 

questionable whether the learning-oriented principles advocated in the current research 

literature are entirely desirable and viable in these current sociocultural contexts. 

Nevertheless, we should be pragmatic about the need to address equity issues using 

development-oriented assessment in order to optimise fair chances of success for all students.  

 

In conclusion, the learning-oriented assessment framework proved valuable in identifying 

assessment practices that support learning. In addition, an analysis of assessment practices 

thorough the learning-oriented lens may make lecturers more aware of the trends and effects 

of practices and this may create a useful basis for generating new ways to redesign learning, 

teaching and assessment environments.  It is evident, however, that there is need for more in-

depth qualitative data to develop a detailed understanding of the perceptions of assessment 

from both students’ and lecturers’ perspectives.  
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CHAPTER 3 

University Students’ Experiences of Feedback:  

Implications for Adoption of Sustainable Assessment Practices 

 

Abstract 

In line with the goal of developing independent, lifelong learners, there is a substantial body of 

research, which increasingly advocates sustainable feedback practices. However, a number of studies 

continue to report on the lack of the impact of feedback on students’ learning within the broader shift 

towards student-centred pedagogy. I conducted a questionnaire survey and interviews with bioscience 

students to elicit their experiences and perceptions of formal assessment feedback6. Additionally, I 

examined and categorized the assessment feedback students received within their coursework in three, 

second-year undergraduate courses. The analysis of feedback on 328 students’ tests scripts and 

research reports showed that feedback comments were dominated by disclosures in the form of 

symbolic annotations (e.g. marks, ticks). The majority of students viewed feedback dominantly as 

being simply “fed” with corrections (given prescriptive feedback), rather than be provided with 

feedback that enhances future, self-regulated learning strategies. The feedback experienced by 

students is problematized in terms of dialogic and sustainable forms of feedback, which are linked to 

development of students’ capacity to self-regulate and self-assess.  

Keywords: feedback; learning; dialogue; self-regulation; sustainable assessment; students’ views 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Research into student assessment practices has consistently demonstrated the importance and 

benefits of feedback in directing effective student learning and experiences (Black & Wiliam, 

1998; Price, Handley, Millar, & O’Donovan, 2010). However, other available evidence 

gleaned from reviews of empirical studies indicates inadequacies in assessment feedback 

(Evans, 2013; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Li & De Luca, 2014). Some of the concerns arising 

are the differences in conceptions and interpretations students and lecturers have regarding 

the purpose of assessment feedback. This apparent lack of convergence in the understanding 

of feedback may be the source of the many documented problems associated with this 

                                                           
6 Even though feedback can be generated in various teaching-learning interaction and through various sources, 

in this study the focus is on feedback in the context of formal assessment activities 
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construct. In fact, the purpose of feedback may not be shared when students are unable to 

interpret lecturers’ written comments (Adcroft, 2011; Orsmond & Merry, 2011). It is for this 

reason that researchers suggest assessment dialogues as a way to reduce the gap between 

lecturers’ feedback and students’ understanding of its use (Carless, Salter, Yang & Lam, 

2011; Nicol, 2010). For this reason, in this paper I explore students’ views of feedback within 

the context of sustainable dialogic assessment practices as part of understanding and 

addressing the feedback gap. 

 

3.2 Feedback in Higher Education 

Reviewing higher education research into assessment feedback (e.g. Evans, 2013; Li and De 

Luca, 2014) highlighted two significant areas, which are of relevance to this study with 

regard to sustainability of feedback. Firstly, there are calls for the rethinking of assessment 

feedback in the changing context of higher education. Secondly, there is a fundamental 

requirement to address the gap between theory and practice in feedback. 

 

The current realities of higher education (HE) include increased class sizes with students of 

differing motivations, abilities and academic background, the modularization of courses and 

anonymous marking as well as multiple demands on lecturers. According to Nicol (2010), 

massification is “squeezing out dialogue with the result that written feedback is essentially a 

monologue” (p.503).  The shift to course modularization has been criticised for tendencies of 

end loading of assessment (Hounsell, 2007) and “lack of meaningful continuity” (Duncan, 

2007, p. 276) in using feedback to influence subsequent learning. With moves to 

professionalization of teaching in most HE institutions, lecturers are expected to adopt a 

professional/scholarly approach to their pedagogical activities. It is within this complex HE 

context that Evans (2013) and Sadler (2010) contend that we need to know more about 

designing effective learning-orientated feedback systems. 

 

A number of researchers consider that the shift towards socio-cultural/constructivist 

approaches to learning and teaching has not resulted in an equal, parallel shift in approaches 

to assessment feedback (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick 2006; Shepard 2000). Similarly, Adcroft 

(2011) and Nicol (2010) have noted that current research literature has paid little attention to 

feedback as a social practice to align with this shift. They argue that more emphasis is still 

being placed on the technical nature of providing feedback, or what Nicol (2010, p.502) 
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refers to as a “transmission view of feedback”, or a "monologue practice", or what Sadler 

(2010) refers to as “feedback as telling”. Sadler (2010) argues that the “fundamental problem 

lies less with the quality of feed forward and feedback [but] … with the assumption that 

telling, even detailed telling, is the most appropriate route to improvement in complex 

learning” (p.548) . The transmission view of feedback practice operates on the premise that 

students are completely able to comprehend the comments and devise strategies to enable 

them to act on the feedback (Dowden, Pittaway, Yost, & McCarthy, 2013).  

 

Various researchers have called for “sustainable use of dialogic feedback” systems and 

adoption of iterative feedback cycles through peer- and self-assessment to ameliorate the 

feedback problems mentioned above (Boud & Molloy, 2013; Carless et al., 2011; Hounsell, 

2007). It is overwhelmingly argued that dialogic feedback systems are necessary to develop 

student self-evaluative and self-regulating capabilities (Boud & Molloy, 2013; Yang & 

Carless, 2013). Such feedback systems occur in co-produced, dynamic social settings, which 

involve lecturers and their students. In feedback systems, individual, contextual, socio-

cultural and relational factors influence the interactions, generation and utility of feedback 

(Yang & Carless, 2013). For example, contextual constraints might affect the quantity and 

quality of written feedback to students. However, these advocated feedback dialogues depend 

heavily on power and trust issues embedded in cultural and social relationships between 

lecturers and students. In addition, success of these practices relies on lecturers who 

understand their course contexts in terms of students’ academic and socio-cultural situations. 

 

The challenges presented above call for further attention to feedback processes. In order to 

enhance learning through assessment feedback, we first have to understand feedback and gain 

a shared understanding of particular individuals and their contextual situations. Secondly, we 

need to arrive at a shared understanding of the role and purpose of feedback amongst all the 

role players. This study therefore focuses on the students’ perceptions of the assessment 

feedback provided to them.  

 

3.3 Conceptual Framework 

Feedback is defined by Ramaprasad (1983, p.4 ) as “information about the gap between the 

actual level and the reference level of a system parameter which is used to alter the gap in 
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some way”.  Sadler took Ramaprasad's definition further, saying, “information about the gap 

is considered as feedback only when it is used to alter the gap” (1989, p.121).  Carless et al. 

(2011, p.397) provided another perspective on feedback, describing it as “dialogic processes 

and activities which can support and inform the student on the current task, whilst also 

developing the ability to self-regulate performance on future tasks”. This feedback 

perspective highlights three elements:  

 Feedback strategy  

 Informational content  

 Feedback function  

Taking these definitions together foregrounds a feedback system framework entailing three 

integrated components: feed up, feedback/feed-out and feed-forward (Hattie & Timperley, 

2007).  The three feedback types satisfy Sadler’s (1989) three conditions that enable students 

to judge and regulate their learning. Students are therefore, under these feedback conditions 

expected to: 

 Possess a concept of the standard (or goal, or reference level) for which they are 

aiming (Sadler, 1989, p. 121), i.e. feedback provided in relation to this condition will 

confirm possession and attainment of goal and identify errors and misunderstandings. 

Feedback linked to this condition informs the students where they are going. 

 Compare the actual (or current) level of performance with the standard (Sadler, 1989, 

p.121) i.e. feedback provided in relation to this condition will inform the student 

about their current status or progress towards the goal.  

 Engage in appropriate action which leads to some closure of the gap (Sadler, 1989, 

p.121) i.e. feedback provided in relation to this condition will indicate strategies or 

specific action to close the gap between the current and the desired goal. This 

condition answers the feedback question: “Where to next” (Hattie and Timperley, 

2007, p. 86).  

Sadler’s three conditions clearly indicate that feedback can take various forms, which in turn, 

have varying roles in the development of student learning. Various forms of feedback, such 

as identification (symbolic comments) and correction of student’s errors play a critical role in 

helping students close the gap between the current and desired understanding. Certainly, the 

manner in which students define feedback will, in part determine how they engage with it. 

However, in this study feedback will be regarded as (and limited to) information and dialogic 
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processes used by students to close performance gaps on current and subsequent tasks. What 

is of importance in this study is primarily how students behave or what they perceive rather 

than what actually exists within the feedback system, which forms an integral part of their 

learning environment. 

 

3.4 Context of the Study 

In this study, I explored students’ perceptions and experiences of their assessment feedback 

within the context of an undergraduate biological science programme at a South African 

university. Three compulsory second-year seven-week courses (coded Courses A, B and C) 

offered as part of a Science degree qualification were selected for this research. The 

compulsory courses serve as foundations in essential Biology concepts, skills and processes. 

All the courses are meant to promote scientific literacy, understanding and integration of 

fundamental overarching concepts of diversity of organisms, evolutionary paradigms and 

ecological systems. In addition, the courses are meant to address higher order skills related to 

scientific research approaches and to prepare research ready students.  

 

Selection of the abovementioned courses was due to their strategic position in the degree 

programme. All the students doing these courses would have completed a first year 

introductory life sciences pre-requisite course. These courses are, in turn, prerequisites for 

attaining a degree in the majors selected. Approaches to teaching include team-taught lectures 

(i.e. where individual lecturers present a set number of lectures in the same course), weekly 

practical sessions and fieldwork projects. Assessment includes practical work reports, class 

tests and end-of-course examinations. The value of choosing the three courses with different 

lecturers, teaching styles, and teaching philosophies is that it offers us a global picture of the 

students’ experiences.   

 

All the second year undergraduate Biosciences students (n=70) enrolled for the compulsory 

courses in 2011 were approached to participate in the study. Thirty-four of the 70 students 

volunteered for and participated in the study. The research was undertaken with the consent 

of the participating students and lecturers and was in line with the ethics approval granted by 

the University’s ethics committee.  
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3.5 Data sources and analysis 

Data were sourced from a content analysis of feedback that students received as part of their 

course work (class tests for Courses A and B and research reports for Course C). One 

hundred and eighteen marked class tests for Courses A and B and 210 practical reports for 

Course C were analysed. Five lecturers, each marking those sections of the topics that they 

taught, marked the class tests. Teaching assistants (postgraduate students) marked the 

research reports, guided by a marking scheme devised by the course lecturer. Lecturers were 

also responsible for moderating the work marked by the teaching assistants.  

 

Feedback comments in this study were analysed based on their types, depth, tone and focus 

as captured in Tables 3.1 and 3.2. In categorising the feedback comments I adapted a coding 

tool by Brown and Glover (2006), which was designed for the Sciences and for evaluating the 

formative potential of feedback. Brown and Glover’s coding tool contained five categories of 

feedback types to which I added a sixth category. The sixth feedback type category, symbolic 

comments relates to both contents and skills comments in the form of symbols or 

abbreviation (e.g. ticks, crosses etc.). Table 3.1 depicts the distribution of the written 

feedback comments across the categories used in the coding scheme.  I counted comments in 

all the scripts, noted the presence of ticks, crosses and question marks.   

 

Table 3.1 Distribution of written comments into several categories 

Feedback type Examples & explanations % 

Symbolic comments Abbreviated e.g. Ticks, crosses, underline, question marks & no/ yes 51 

Course-content specific 

comments 

Quality and accuracy of answers, appropriateness of what is included, 

omissions, errors identified and corrected and clarification 

20 

Skills comments Structure of the answer, whether the question has been properly addressed, 

use of language and communication skills , referencing 

8 

Motivational comments Praises, encouragement  e.g. Good, excellent  8 

De-motivating comments Use of negative words e.g. confused, rubbish 2 

Developmental feedback Reference to resources, dialogue, questioning, signposting, further learning 11 

Course A - n= 69 class test; Course B – n = 49; Course C n= 210 practical reports  

 

Focus categorisation of feedback is linked to Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) four levels of 

feedback focus namely task, process, self and self-regulation. Feedback type and focus of 

feedback categorisations overlaps. For example, from Table 3.1, the task-focused feedback 

corresponds to content comments, process-focused to skills comments, self-focused to 

motivational/demotivating comments and self-regulation focused to developmental focused 

comments.  
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Brown and Glover (2006) further categorized feedback comments in three levels to reflect 

their depth in enhancing learning (refer to Table 3.2). The levels correspond to Sadler’s 

feedback conditions, discussed under the section on the conceptual framework. Comments 

for Level one are retrospectively framed and focus on identification of errors, omissions and 

acknowledgement of achievement or failure (i.e. identification of performance gap in the 

form of ticks, crosses or marks). Level two comments focused on correction of errors and 

clarifications or reinforcement of concepts (i.e. student is provided with information to close 

the gap). Level three comments concentrate on providing elaborated explanations of errors, 

achievements and/or praise given. 

 

Table 3.2 Feedback depth - distribution of symbolic, content and skills comments across four levels 
 Symbolic 

comments (%) 

Course content 

comments (%) 

Skills comments 

(%) 

Course A B C A B C A B C 

Level 1 –Identification level 87 92 95 31 49 15 37 79 20 

Level 2 - Correction/editing - -  15 24 35 15 3 10 

Level 3 - Corrections with explanations or  

elaborations  

13 8 5 42 26 50 48 18 56 

Level 4 – Cues, hints, suggestions in a 

dialogical tone 

- - - 12 1 - - - 14 

                                                                                                                                                                 

For this study, I have added comments at a fourth level, which are framed in a dialogical tone 

with invitations for further discussions of feedback. Comments at Level four may also be in 

the form of questions, prompting further reflection or in the form of suggestions or references 

to resources for further or future learning. Level four comments address some of the 

sustainable feedback principles (i.e. enhance self-reflection, assessment and regulation). The 

tone of the feedback refers to whether the feedback is of a ‘telling’ or ‘conversational’ nature 

(Mutch, 2003) 

 

Elicitation of the students’ perceptions of their feedback experiences was by means of a 

quantitative questionnaire survey and qualitative interviews. Both the questionnaire and 

interview questions sought students’ views on their experiences and perceptions of feedback. 

Thirty-four students (i.e. 37% of the total enrolment in the three courses) completed paper-

and-pencil questionnaires anonymously. Of the students who participated in the study, nine 

volunteered to be interviewed (six individual interviews and one focus group of three 

students). Forty-five per cent of the students enrolled in the three courses are English second 
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language speakers (ESL). The interviewed sample, for whom pseudonyms are used was made 

up of one male, Scott (English First Language and a high achiever7) and eight females (three 

ESL: Hlompho (low achiever), Zinhle (average achiever) & Pumla (average achiever) and 

five EFL average and high achievers: Marcia, Kelly, Felicia, Dorothy & Sophia). Interviews 

with Marcia, Kelly and Felicia took place as a group. Semi-structured interviews that 

included questions of their experiences of feedback lasted between 30 and 60 minutes.   

 

The next section presents the outcomes of my analysis of the written feedback students 

experienced in all the core courses. The emphasis is not on comparing courses but is on 

highlighting the range of feedback content and/or practices experienced by the students. 

  

3.6 Findings and Discussion 

3.6.1 Practices of Assessment Feedback 

Analyses of the marked test scripts and research assignments revealed that feedback was 

provided in the form of marks and individual written comments on students’ work in all the 

courses. In addition, Courses A and B contained in-class oral test feedback sessions. Analyses 

of written feedback (Table 3.1) indicate that symbolic comments (ticks, crosses, etc.) were 

the most common for all the courses (51%) with very few demotivating comments. More 

than half of the 51% symbolic comments were related to course content. Table 3.2 

demonstrates that the majority of the symbolic comments were at identification or 

acknowledgement level. The most frequently noted symbolic comments were in the form of 

ticks and crosses, followed by underlining and question marks and then yes/ok or no. 

Explanations accompanied less than 15% of symbolic comments for all the courses (e.g., “no, 

you have described …and not … as per question”). The second dominant category of 

feedback was that of content related comments. 

 

A more detailed analysis of content comments indicated a prevalence of provision of omitted 

information and clarification of concepts. In such cases, the results indicate that feedback at 

Level 2 served primarily for instructional purposes. Course-specific content comments are 

what Hattie and Timperley (2007, p. 91) refer to as “feedback about the task” or “corrective 

feedback”. These types of comments provide information on students’ current achievement in 

                                                           
7 Achiever status (low, average and high) based on academic performance 
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relation to the goal. Hattie and Timperley (2007, p. 92) warn that, “too much feedback at task 

level may encourage students to focus on the immediate goal and not the strategies to attain 

the goal”. Course-specific content comments are usually relevant to particular tasks and 

therefore rarely transferable to other assessment tasks (Carless, 2006).  However, this might 

not be the case for the core courses intended to address students’ understanding of core 

concepts and which provide a solid foundation for further learning. Such comments may be 

effective if used in other tasks, leading to improvement of strategies for processing tasks or 

creating an awareness of self-regulation in learning. It is therefore my argument that Level 3 

content specific comments are extremely important in this context.  

 

As indicated in Table 3.1, the comments of a feed-forward nature accounted for 11% of the 

analysed comments. Comments of a questioning nature like “What do you really mean by 

this....; How about...; How can this lead to.....?” might engage students in thinking and 

possibly lead to active self-engagement with feedback. There was only one comment on one 

paper analysed where an invitation to discuss feedback was extended. This finding indicates 

that the lecturer giving feedback is opening possibilities for dialogue with the student.  

Adopting a dialogic style of feedback is in line with moves towards independent and lifelong 

learning. A proportion of Course A’s feed-forward comments referred students to resource 

materials (29%). This type of feedback might help students alter the gap between their 

current state and the desired level. This is a better option than providing corrective feedback 

and perpetuating students’ dependency on their lecturers for feedback.  

 

The majority of the comments praising achievement were more personal and included the use 

of students’ names. The personalised feedback could be reflecting that the lecturer is keeping 

track of students’ learning development or just acknowledging their progress.  Only one-third 

(8%) of motivating comments were accompanied by an explanation. Hattie and Timperley 

(2007) argue that “praise related to task performance about the self as a person” which 

accounted for the majority of comments in this category is largely ineffective due to its lack 

of learning-related information. There were more negative comments noted in Course A than 

in the other two courses. Some of the negative comments used included examples such as 

“jumbled and confused; a very emotional answer containing very little logic; rubbish”.  

Ferguson (2011) reported that students in his study claimed that they are likely to give up or 

that they ignore negative comments.  Negative comments fail to address Hattie and 
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Timperley’s (2007, p. 86) three feedback questions “Where am I going... How am I going... 

and Where to next?” in relation to the learning goal.  

What did become evident from the analysis is the connection between the informational 

content of the feedback at Levels 1 to 3 and the nature of the assessment tasks. For example, 

the dominance of Level 1 skills and content comments for Course B corresponded to the 

calculation and identification orientated class test questions. More than 40% of course 

content and skills related comments for course A and C included explanations. Test questions 

for Course A and the nature of report writing for Course C required discussions and 

interpretations. This clearly demonstrates that feedback may have different purposes, 

depending on the nature and purpose of the task.  

 

In sum, course-specific content, skills and feed-forward comments, accompanied by 

explanations, indicate that students are frequently provided with valuable feedback, which 

may be used for the current task as well as for future tasks. The feedback provided to students 

predominantly focuses on disclosures of the strength or deficiencies of their work and 

directives of how to improve. Dialogically phrased comments and explanations in the form of 

hints and cues were very rare. This supports the notion that although the current literature on 

assessment and feedback advocates for dialogic approaches, practice still remains 

‘monologue’ (Nicol, 2010; Sadler, 2010). Having painted this picture of the nature of 

feedback in the core courses, I now report on students’ views on the feedback they had 

received. Interview and questionnaire data analysis resulted in three key ways students’ 

experienced and viewed feedback as presented in Figure 3.1. 

 

 

Figure 3.1 Students’ perceptions of assessment feedback 

 

3.6.2 Feedback as Disclosure of Achievement 

Students in this study overwhelmingly viewed feedback as being told what was correct or 

Students' perceptions of valuable feedback

Feedback as disclosure of 
achievement

Feedback as instructions of 
how to improve

Feedback as guidance 
and support
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incorrect about their work. These disclosures, identification of errors and indications of 

achievement were mostly furnished through symbolic annotations (e.g. ticks, crosses, marks). 

Students viewed marks as a form of feedback that served as an indicator of their learning 

progress. For example, Sophie commented about how marks facilitated self-evaluation of her 

learning status.  

“We got marks back on the assessment tasks, we knew how we were doing, and if we 

were improving or we weren't improving”.  

For Sophie, marks gave her a sense of how well she was doing in meeting the course 

expectations. Marks are a form of feed-out because they provide information about 

achievement on a task in relation to the goal. Through this type of feedback, students may 

discern their progress, based on their performance. Contrary to the commonly held perception 

that students are merely interested in their marks (Bailey & Garner 2010; Carless, 2006), 

none of the students in this study indicated “marks only” as their best-preferred feedback 

format (Table 3.3). The majority of students (90%) preferred a combination of marks with 

“specific comments on different aspects of the task”, rather than marks only. Based on Figure 

3.2 students viewed “comments indicating what they did wrong” as the second most valuable 

feedback type. 

Table 3.3 Feedback presentation formats preferred by students 

General comments and marks 3.3% 

Tick boxes, general comments and marks 6.7% 

Specific comments on different aspects of the task and marks 90% 

Marks only  0% 

 

Analysis shows that students are aware that marks on their own are not sufficient to guide 

them on changes they need to make to attain the required standards. That said, for a few 

students such as Hlompho, the focus was on using marks and comments to maximize their 

learning. 

“Assessment feedback helped us in terms of improving our marks as well as to see where 

you made mistakes…if your focus was really on the right track”.  

Research evidence indicates that providing specific task comments is more effective than 

providing marks only (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Even though students indicated in their 

questionnaire responses that “marks only” feedback was least preferred, 62% of them 

acknowledged that the assessment mark was still extremely important to them (Figure 3.2).  
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Figure 3.2 Students’ rating of feedback comments 

 

One of the significant findings of this study is that students seem to position themselves as 

the passive recipients of feedback, rather than as active participants or even producers of 

feedback. This suggests students’ narrow view of feedback, as something that ‘happens to 

them’. Perhaps this is because in reality the lecturer is dominant in making choices about 

assessment and feedback designs. 

 

 For the majority of the students their learning effort is almost exclusively, equated with the 

mark awarded by lecturer or teaching assistant. Nicol and MacFarlane-Dick (2006) posit that 

good feedback practice “delivers high quality information about students’ learning and helps 

to clarify what good performance is” (p. 205). Marks are only able to ascertain implicitly 

whether there is a gap between the current and desired performance. However, they fail to 

provide information about the gap or the nature thereof.  

 

The view of the mark awarded as indicative of feedback signifies different meanings to 

different students. For some students, the mark is the initial source of meaning, and the first 

point of engagement with feedback, the basis for them to read the latter. According to Carless 

(2006), marks have an effect on feedback utility. Analysis of the students’ commentaries 

reveals a variable approach to using marks as a basis for engaging with the accompanying 

comments. For some students, if the performance on a task was deemed good or satisfactory 

based on the marks awarded, they were less inclined to engage with the written comments.  

 “I check my mark first if I did well, I generally do not look at what I did wrong. But, if I 

did badly, then I look at what I did wrong. I will go through it see where there are red 
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marks more specifically.  I will look at it definitely like what I did wrong, if I get a low 

mark.” (Dorothy)  

For seemingly independent students, feedback was viewed as advice rather than as 

instruction. 

“I usually  look at the comments very vaguely...I use the mark itself as more of a basis of 

whether I'm on the right track or not... If the mark is good, then I figure that my 

technique or my viewpoints are ok.... I go through it vaguely and not in terms of ‘Oh, 

that's what they want.’ I see their point as more of an opinion to do better or an opinion 

to consider. I do not see it as law”. (Scott) 

In some cases, the mark awarded served as a basis for engagement and reflection. Students 

can decide whether to act on feedback or not. Their motives to do so or not may result from 

positive responses such as deep consideration of the feedback and reasoned rejection of it, or 

negative responses such as distrust of the provider of the feedback (Price et al., 2010). The 

withholding of marks to force students to engage with feedback as proposed by Taras (2003) 

might be an option lecturers can consider given that providing detailed feedback is time 

intensive.  

 

Overall, marks emerge as a powerful and dominant measure of achievement. Students’ focus 

on the mark may be interpreted as a sign of a surface or strategic approach to learning. 

However, students operate within larger university and societal structures where marks are 

highly valued hence their performance focus. Moreover, the motivation of achieving high 

marks may be considered part of a complex process where students make meaning of 

feedback processes. Being awarded marks alone as feedback does not seem to engage 

students in conversation about their work. Instead, this can be interpreted as feedback that 

solely informs/tells students of their progress. My view is that students’ perceptions are a 

result of systems (societal and university/teaching approaches that lecturers use) which are 

predominantly marks-oriented. Although assessment is critical to teaching and learning, 

assessment design and implementation is often approached as a product at the end of teaching 

and learning processes.  

  

Apart from using marks to indicate achievement, assessors used other symbolic comments to 

identify students’ errors. In this study, ticks and crosses unaccompanied by elaborations 

elicited strong emotional reactions among some students. Some students in this study 

indicated their frustration and dissatisfaction with what they perceived to be cryptic feedback. 

According to some of these students, the telegraphic comments were ambiguous or lacked 
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details to help them improve. They felt that the lack of detail in these truncated comments 

rendered the comments unusable and disempowering. 

  

The problems encountered by students when interpreting feedback have been highlighted in 

several studies, for example, (Duncan, 2007; Weaver, 2006).  Ferguson (2011, p.56) reported 

that many students commented, “ticks and crosses without further explanations were 

useless”. According to Marshall (1998) cited by Ball, (2010, p.140), “no or yes” with no 

explanation are telegraphic and incomplete comments. Most of these telegraphic comments 

require further decoding and interpretations by students for them to be of any value. There 

were few instances in this study where students experienced symbolic feedback accompanied 

by explanations. The present study confirms previous findings and provides additional 

evidence that suggests some students’ views of symbolic comments including marks goes 

beyond just disclosures but that such comment also promote self-monitoring. 

 

The aforementioned point is evident in cases where the type of assessment task students 

engaged in mediated some of their feedback expectations. A point in case was Sophie’s 

comment:  

“It [assessment task] was mostly to do with keys and identifying things so they couldn't 

give us too much feedback. They either said you went wrong or you did not go wrong, but 

you knew which sections you needed to work on. So you could figure out which step you 

went wrong on and you knew which concepts you had to go over or check if you 

understood exactly what you were doing or if you didn't understand”.  

This comment illustrates that Sophie’s expectation in terms of feedback was mediated by her 

perceived nature of the task. The comment above aligns with the 79% of the skills-related 

comments for Course B, which were of an identification nature. Interestingly, despite the 

comment also being of this nature, for Sophie it promoted self-reflection, self-assessment and 

self-correction. Contrary to the views of marks and symbolic comments as feedback that 

cannot alter the performance gap, Sophie’s comments clearly illustrate how such feedback 

can promote self-monitoring. Based on sustainable feedback principles, marks and symbolic 

comments are what Crisp (2007, p. 578) refers to as “unilateral pronouncement by assessors”. 

This implies that feedback is just “telling”. Nonetheless, findings in the study indicated that 

this type of feedback was surprisingly highly valued by students.  

 

In sum, symbolic comments (e.g. marks, ticks) as feedback may be viewed as focusing on 

informing students about their status in relation to their achievement of the required 
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standards. Feedback as identification of errors means identifying the achievement status in 

relation to the goal without any corrective advice given (Sadler, 1989). However, the results 

of this study challenge the view that symbolic comments do not promote students’ self-

assessment, correction and self-regulatory capabilities.  

 

3.6.3 Feedback as Instructions of How to Improve or Achieve Higher Marks 

In this category of feedback, students valued feedback as information addressing their 

aspirations of improving their performance and marks. Figure 3.2 indicates that an 

overwhelming majority of students deemed “comments on how to improve” as extremely 

important. Nevertheless, a strong, mark-orientated view was evident from students’ opinions 

on drafting and resubmission opportunities offered in the core courses. For example, Zinhle’s 

motive for paying attention to the feedback was mainly to attain higher marks and less so on 

learning from feedback. 

“My mark was good but I still wanted to resubmit... because she gave me feedback on my 

results. She wrote that I did not report as much as I should have. So I just put more stuff, 

I put more references and my mark went up... so, that was good. I always resubmit if 

given an opportunity to do so...because why not if they say your mark is not going to go 

down”.   

The above response is indicative of the responses given by most students and is similar to 

what students in Covic and Jones's (2008) study used resubmission options for. It is clear 

from Zinhle’s comment that the performance and marks orientation draws attention away 

from deep learning as (her) focus was on gaining more marks. Despite the focus of some 

students on using feedback solely to improve their marks, feedback in the form of correction 

of errors came out as the most important aspect for the students.  

 

When students were asked to rank the importance of different types of feedback, the majority 

(70%) of them indicated that written corrections on the scripts was the most important. This 

is consistent with the findings of Higgins et al (2002) where over 75% of their respondents 

rated comments, which correct mistakes, as important. However, what students prefer in 

terms of feedback is not in alignment with sustainable feedback principles. Feedback as 

consisting of corrections and editing solely from the teacher situates students as passive 

feedback recipients rather than as active generators and users of feedback. The results of this 

study indicate that majority of students in this study generally valued and appreciated detailed 

feedback telling them explicitly what they should correct.   
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“Like one of mine was ‘Fix your references!’  That was nice. They gave nice detail of 

what I needed to fix there”. (Kelly) 

The use of the word ‘fix’ with reference to feedback by a number of respondents might 

indicate that students are stuck in the behaviourist receptive-transmission view of feedback 

(Boud & Molloy, 2013). Analyses of students’ comments suggest that students perceive 

feedback as a form of performance management that uses lecturers’ or teaching assistants’ 

learning direction or “telling” as a means of improving grades, rather than as a tool for 

broader learning and personal development. One wonders whether this type of feedback 

empowers students with strategies to deal with similar tasks in future.   

“My TAs were very good about it. They made comments about everything. They helped... 

so that when you wrote your final report, you knew what to fix, what you didn't need to 

fix, what you could've left out, what you had to add, which helps a lot because your final 

is much better then.” (Sophie)  

Although, Zinhle, Kelly and Sophie’s comments might highlight students’ need for some 

directive and guidance it might also be a sign of their over-reliance on the teacher for 

feedback (Evans, 2013). Alternatively, these students perceived directives as valuable quality 

feedback based on their individual needs. Black and Wiliam (1998, p.54) argue: “a student 

who automatically follows the diagnostic prescription of a teacher without understanding its 

purpose will not learn”. Marcia’s response supports this point of view: 

“They don't have to tell you specifically exactly what you have to fix... just generally... 

‘Your introduction does not have enough information’.  Then you put in more 

information. Or ‘Fix your references’. They do not have to tell you how to fix your 

references... Just go and fix them, do your research and then you find out how to 

properly reference. They gave you enough information to fix stuff”.  

The student who does not want to be told ‘how to fix references’ clearly shows her 

acknowledgement of her active role as a participant in the learning process. However, the 

majority of the students expressed the desire to be spoon-fed with correct answers or to be 

told exactly what to do. Nevertheless, high achieving students seemingly had a more learning 

oriented and developmentally focused view of feedback. 

“I don't think it's critical about your marks... but I think is the way you're writing is 

developing... that would be very, very important to the way we think nowadays and the 

way we are prepared for the future as scientists”. (Scott) 

The feedback focus for this student was more on mastering the subject knowledge and 

fundamental discipline-specific skills or ways of thinking and practising in biosciences 

(McCune and Hounsell, 2005). Furthermore, the comment also illustrates the role of feedback 

in how students make sense of their developing science identity. 
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To summarize, the evidence presented here reveals two different student perspectives. One 

group of students want to be told exactly what to do (prescriptive feedback) while the other 

group is asking to be given a vague or general idea so that they may self-correct. This 

possibly points to how diverse students’ learning needs influence the type of feedback they 

value. The perceived sufficiency of detail in the feedback provided also depends on students’ 

self-regulatory skills. According to Knight and Yorke (2003), if assessment is to be equitable, 

all students should receive feedback that is appropriate to their learning needs. However, 

realistically, the lecturer who is constrained by the massified and diversified classroom 

settings might find that such practices are problematic to implement. For feedback to be 

sustainable, the challenge for lecturers is how best to model and make explicit their feedback 

purposes in order to deal with the burdensomeness of giving detailed corrective feedback. 

 

3.6.4 Feedback as Guidance and Support 

In this category, very few students viewed feedback as more than just disclosures of what 

they need to fix. Students perceived written comments in the form of guiding, thought 

provoking questions, explanations and suggestions as feedback. Students viewed feedback 

not just as information but also as an interactional process. The use of questions can be 

considered as a move towards a dialogic approach to feedback, however in this study students 

had contrasting views about this type of feedback. For Sophie, questioning promoted self-

reflections as illustrated by the comment below. 

  “There were some comments on where you could improve on what you did wrong ‘you 

said this wrong, how about doing it this way’. They often asked me ‘why you did 

something’.  So it helped me think about …okay why did I actually do this. Is there a 

specific reason why I had to do it this way? I did not think, last year I did not think I 

would use them. But this year I'm actually using stuff from them...” (Sophie)  

For Sophie, the questioning triggered an inner dialogue (intrinsic feedback) in her mind 

around disciplinary concepts. It also encouraged the student to think deeper, which is 

empowering in the sense that the onus was placed on the student to further interpret and use 

the feedback. In addition, the student valued this type of forward looking feedback as she saw 

its relevance in preceding courses of study. Surprisingly, feedback content in the form of 

brief provocative questions (e.g. why, what, how) also evoked confusion and annoyance for 

Felicia.  

Some lecturers will say ‘Wrong’ and put the word ‘What’. What is that? Or ‘why’ or 

‘how?’ We do not know what that means. (Felicia) 
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For Felicia the comments were cryptic, meaningless and unhelpful. It might be that Felicia, 

like many other students who might view this type of feedback as unhelpful, is not competent 

to engage with this type of feedback.  In this case the use of questions did not seem to serve 

their intended purpose, a finding supported by Mutch’s (2003) contention that “such a 

[conversational] style might be adopted in the sincere belief that it will enhance the reception 

of feedback; it could be that, for some students it does just the opposite” (p36). If students are 

to make meaning out of feedback and in turn use it for their learning, then students should be 

taught how to engage with feedback (Sadler, 1989). Sadler contends that we often work on 

assumptions that when students are given feedback they will know what to do with it.  

 

In proposing the restructuring of feedback towards dialogical orientation Nicol and 

MacFarlane-Dick (2006, p. 205) posit that, “good feedback practice encourages teacher and 

peer dialogue around learning”. The comment below highlights the way in which peer 

feedback discussions can encourage perseverance and be motivational.  

“I think it motivates you to do well... to do better next time...’Cos..., you see someone 

else's paper, and then you like "No, I can do this! It motivates you”. (Zinhle) 

Alternatively, peer interactions may be viewed as an opportunity for students to use their 

peers’ performances as a yardstick to measure their own performance. Additionally, this 

illustrates how feedback may encourage peer learning and activate students as instructional 

resources for one another. 

 

One strategy adopted in Courses A and B to increase feedback dialogue was through whole-

class test feedback discussion. Surprisingly, more than 45% of the students (based on 

questionnaire responses) placed less value on general feedback to the whole class, whether 

electronic or verbal. This was surprising because it would not be unreasonable for lecturers to 

regard general feedback as a useful teaching tool, permitting students to learn from peer 

errors. For Course A, lecturers asked students with ‘good/correct’ answers for particular 

sections of the tasks to share their responses with the rest of the group. Lecturers assumed 

that this process would allow students to compare their peers’ ‘correct answers’ to their own 

work. On the one hand, some students did find it useful to listen to other students’ answers 

since it helped them to clarify their own thinking in terms of assessment requirements.  

“Because I failed that test... and the reason why I failed the test was I made a judgement 

call on some of the questions. Like, with the people reading out their answers to 

particular questions... what I realised was ... when I was in the test, I thought some of the 
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things that they mentioned, were not important for me to put in the test. It actually quite 

helped us to realise what was required”. (Hlompho) 

Nevertheless, on the other hand, for various reasons, some students did not find the session 

helpful. One reason was an aversion to the use of exemplars or model answers by Scott: 

“In terms of this course they were teaching the entire block, that there could be more 

than one answer. I did not enjoy that we were kind of being told that ‘Yes, that’s a good 

answer’”.  

Scott perceived the ‘correct answers’ were the only definite answers. It might be that his 

reflection in terms of his achievement influenced his opinion. Other studies report similar 

mixed reactions to verbal group feedback. Ellery (2008) found verbal group feedback to be 

time-efficient, less personal, and that it encourages dialogue between lecturers and students. 

On the other hand, Orsmond, Merry, and Reiling (2005) found it to be less popular, irrelevant 

and ignored by students. Differing students’ background and experiences could possibly lead 

to different perceptions and expectations. Orsmond and Merry (2011) advise that “if model 

answers are to be used, they should reflect sufficient variation to allow for learning” (p. 135).   

 

Due to time constraints, during the oral group feedback session, students in this study were 

not exposed to different versions or ways of answering the questions, nor did they have the 

opportunity to engage with lecturers by questioning the reasons why the exemplars were 

deemed to be of high quality. This is probably why Scott viewed the approach as being 

prescriptive. With regard to provision of marked exemplars, Sadler (1989, p.128) warns 

against problems of “copying and stimulation of convergence or stereotypes”. Additionally, 

Handley and Williams (2011, p.98) warn against “provision of model answers as observing 

and imitating” which is not the same as learning from feedback. In questionnaire responses, 

only about 46% of the students in this study ranked model answers as important.  

 

Students viewed feedback as a development process in the context of multi-staged assessment 

tasks. Students perceived formative feedback particularly related to the research report 

writing process and opportunities for drafting and resubmission highly valuable and usable. 

Of particular interest, is how marks continue to be the main determinant of student 

engagement with feedback even in formative assessment contexts. 

“It depends. Like now with course Z, I look at my comments because I know that I have 

another big report to write. So I want to see where I made my mistakes and I want to get 

those marks next time. Um, unless it's something like I'm never going to do again... if it's 

like that one big report. I think it was the course C the last report I didn't even check the 

comments on the final, final one.” (Zinhle)  
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Clearly, students engage with feedback when they perceive it to be of relevance to 

subsequent assignments. The effectiveness of feedback was evident from the fact that over 

65% of the students indicated in their questionnaire responses that the feedback helped 

inform them regarding how to do better subsequently in all the courses. Nonetheless, there is 

a sense of dependency by students on staff for prescriptive feedback and the focus is on 

maximizing attainment of higher marks, as per Zinhle’s comment. Students perceived 

feedback as unusable when viewed as serving summative purposes, and also when feedback 

was content-related and therefore perceived as not transferable to subsequent tasks. The 

following two examples clarify this perception: 

“After receiving my resubmitted essay because it was exams... I didn't go back to the 

comments since that passed I didn't go back” (Hlompho) 
 
 “There were comments in the test script. Um, but I did not really look at it because I 

was not planning on... like going ... redoing the course... so I did not really look at it 

again. I don't think I even went over that paper for the exam... honestly.” (Sophie)  

Mann (2001) points out that where assignments become mere outputs, alienation rather than 

engagement ensues. Students alienated from assignments, which they regard as a “finished 

product”, are hardly likely to be interested in the feedback, and similarly if the feedback is 

viewed as a product rather than part of a relational process, it is less likely to generate a 

response. When asked how often they used feedback comments from one assignment on the 

next piece of an assessment task, 50% of the students claimed that they always used the 

feedback whereas 40% often used feedback.  Thus 90% of students do use feedback for 

learning. If lecturers were more aware of this, they might be inclined to spend more time 

giving usable feedback to students. 

 

A number of factors mediated students’ perceptions of the usability of feedback. The factors 

included its feed-forward nature, comprehensibility, purpose (formative or summative), and 

timing. Overall, despite the positive perception of students with regard to the quality of 

feedback, I have the sense that the majority of students used the feedback as a motivation to 

attain higher marks. This is understandable given the marks-oriented broader societal system 

which students are part of. The preference for prescriptive feedback by students indicates 

their performance orientation to feedback. Within the constraints of increased class sizes, 

giving detailed prescriptive feedback is not sustainable for lecturers. Hence, the call to alter 

the approach from feedback-as-disclosures of what needs to be fixed to the development of 

students’ capability to self-assess (Sadler, 2010) has become an imperative.  
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3.7 Conclusion  

The significance of this study is that it covered a spectrum of issues pertinent to assessment 

feedback within discipline-specific modular courses. I have provided insights into the nature 

of assessment feedback in the context of a massified and diversified HE and in line with the 

shift to sustainable sociocultural views of teaching, learning and assessment. The study 

reminds us of and provides valuable confirmation of findings in similar studies conducted in 

other contexts but not yet operative in the current South African HE context. The key strength 

of this study is my interrogation of some of the assumptions in the research literature about 

the value of marks and symbolic feedback comments. Additionally, the most notable aspect 

of the study is its adoption of a sustainable assessment feedback framework that can be used 

as a diagnostic tool for analysing context-specific feedback practices.  

 

Throughout the discussion in this paper, I have highlighted what seems to be a students’ 

dominant feed-me mind-set towards feedback. The majority of them preferred and valued 

prescriptive feedback, with few students acknowledging their active role in feedback systems. 

The prevalent provision of feedback in the form of corrections and editing ignores the active 

role of students as generators and users of feedback. Even though the literature highlights the 

possible opportunities of engaging in feedback dialogues, this study reveals few activities 

within the current courses’ practices that are designed to promote dialogues and active 

student involvement. Overall, the study revealed little alignment between sustainable 

feedback practice principles and what students value, perceive and prefer (i.e. regard as 

relevant).  

 

Considerations regarding the probability of implementing optimal dialogical practices that are 

sustainable, personalised, foster engagement and autonomy on the part of the students need to 

viewed in relation to the systems in which teachers and students operate. A number of 

practices in these core courses present an opportune context for active involvement of 

students either through peer or self-assessment. For example, practices such as multistage 

writing, drafting, resubmissions, assessment rubrics and exemplars can make a difference in 

acculturating students into the ways of thinking and practicing in the discipline, but also in 

developing their self-regulatory skills. To optimize the adoption of the sustainable feedback 

systems, staff and students need to be assessment literate in how to give and receive 

feedback. However, given the modularised and team-taught setup in these core courses such 
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sustainable practices are more likely to be productive if approached more systematically 

rather than in individual courses. 

  

Staff development activities may be devised to help lecturers reflect and rethink curriculum, 

course and assessment tasks designed to address the challenges identified. Such activities 

may also aid academics in purposefully creating assessment feedback systems that provide 

students with opportunities to develop self-judgment skills, more collaborative dialogues, 

peer-peer and student-teacher interactions. This will help lecturers in balancing the giving of 

explicit guidance and supporting students’ development of self-regulatory skills. Lecturers 

could assist their students by modelling and communicating their reasons for adopting such 

practices. 

 

Students on the other hand, through the promotion of assessment literacy, should be 

encouraged to take their active role as participants in assessment. Strong evaluation skills, 

confidence in the ability to self-assess and peer-assess are crucial in weaning students off 

dependency on lecturers for feedback. These two areas warrant more investigation as they 

hold the key to improving the provision of feedback-dialogues with the hope of improving 

the students’ learning experience and engagement.   
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CHAPTER 4 

The Power of Emotions in the context of Students’ Experiences of 

Assessment Feedback 

Abstract 

Although it is clear that students’ emotions affect their motivation for learning and academic 

achievement, there is limited research on students' emotional responses to feedback and the effect of 

these on their learning and performance. Therefore, this paper draws on qualitative analyses of 

interview data collected from nine second-year bioscience students at a South African university to 

explore the emotional dimensions of assessment of their coursework. Different feedback situations, 

particularly with respect to the content and the manner in which feedback was given, aroused 

emotions ranging from cynicism to appreciation.  Comments from students illustrated how the social 

dynamics of the assessment foregrounds issues of relations and mistrust/trust in feedback contexts. 

The paper concludes that shared understanding of the purpose of assessment between students and 

lecturers through dialogue is an important aspect of mediating emotional reactions and engagement 

with feedback.  

Keywords: Assessment in higher education; effects of feedback; students’ emotions; assessment-for-

learning 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Assessment conversations between students and lecturers8 are an essential element of 

Assessment for Learning (AfL).9. Assessment for learning (aka formative assessment), refers 

to all activities undertaken by lecturers and their students to provide information intended to 

modify and enhance teaching and learning processes (Black & Wiliam, 1998). This 

information is generally referred to as feedback. Despite their importance in assessment, 

feedback practices remain a problematic aspect of student learning.  This oversight has led to 

appeals for the re-conceptualisation of feedback practices in higher education. Moreover, if 

the effectiveness of feedback is to be enhanced, all of its dimensions need to be addressed. 

However, as pointed out in some review studies (e.g. Evans, 2013; Hattie & Timperley, 

                                                           

8 In this paper, teacher is used interchangeably with lecturer or academic. 

9 In this paper, I use the terms assessment for learning and formative assessment synonymously. 
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2007) feedback practices are limited in that they mostly emphasise the cognitive and 

structural dimensions of feedback at the expense of the social and emotional dimensions. 

Empirical research on the latter dimensions of assessment feedback play a crucial role which 

until now has been overlooked (Cramp, Lamond, Coleyshaw, & Beck, 2012; Dowden et al., 

2013). Hence the calls for radical changes to feedback to enhance its effectiveness (Carless et 

al., 2011). As a result of his study of the different perceptions of students and tutors towards 

the assessment and feedback processes, Carless (2006) suggests that the “emotional side of 

assessment is worth further investigation” (p. 23). Furthermore, Pekrun et al (2014) conclude 

that there is a conspicuous lack of research examining the impact of feedback practices on 

students’ emotions and achievement goals. A few research studies (Carless et al., 2011; 

Värlander, 2008; Yang & Carless, 2013) have hinted at the effects of assessment feedback on 

students’ emotions but nothing to date has dealt with this aspect in depth.  

 

For example, Yang and Carless (2013) suggest a feedback triangle framework that includes a 

social-affective dimension. Värlander (2008) tentatively suggests ways in which students’ 

emotions could be taken into account in feedback situations in higher education. She suggests 

“feedback preparation activities” and “feedback-on-the-feedback” activities to promote active 

discussions and dialogue between lecturers and students. However, despite these attempts to 

address this area, there is a paucity of empirical work focusing on students’ emotions in 

feedback situations. It appears that most of the existing research studies on students’ 

emotions have focused on emotions such as test anxiety (Zeidner, 2007) and emotions related 

to learning activity (Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry, 2002; Pekrun & Stephens, 2010) rather 

than emotions which emerge as a direct result of feedback. This has exposed an 

underexplored area of higher education requiring research (Värlander, 2008).  

 

To date, there has not been an extensive investigation on students’ emotional responses to 

assessment feedback in South Africa. This is an oversight because, in the massified and 

diversified SA higher education context, students’ emotional well-being may be linked to 

socioeconomic disparities and financial situations. The majority of these students have been 

through rural and working-class schooling, and then in the higher education environment they 

are further disadvantaged by learning in a second language. Moreover, most of them are the 

first generation in their families to attend university which means that they lack social and 

cultural capital (Slonimsky & Shalem, 2006). Financial investment by their families and 

communities into their education is typically immense. This has resulted in an emotionally 
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demanding pressure on students to succeed. Therefore, their predispositions, learning 

approaches and goal orientations often influence their value judgements of positive feedback 

that would enhance attainment of their life goals and future career opportunities or 

employment. This background of students in the SA context tends to influence their 

emotional reactions to feedback.  In addition, students’ emotional response to the feedback 

could in turn affect their learning so that they might not benefit in the way the teacher 

intended or anticipated 

 

Therefore, in light of the situation in the South African higher educational sector, I have 

explored the incidence, nature, sources and roles of students’ emotions in feedback situations. 

The aim was to investigate the role of emotions as a factor in students’ learning and 

achievement. In the next section, I draw on the relevant literature to explain the concept of 

emotion and discuss the theoretical basis concerning the nature and sources of students’ 

emotions in feedback situations. 

 

4.2 Emotions as a critical factor in feedback situations 

Emotions are multifaceted and involve coordinated psychological processes that include 

affective, cognitive, motivational and physiological phenomena (Pekrun et al., 2002). That is, 

emotions are “appraisals or value judgements which ascribe to things…outside the person's 

own control [and are of] great importance for that person's own flourishing” (Nussbaum, 

2001, p. 4). Three elements (appraisals, control and flourishing) in this description relate to 

Pekrun’s (2006) control-value theory of achievement emotions. This theory describes an 

individual’s control, expectancy and value appraisals as proximal determinants of emotions.  

 

The idea of value appraisal would highlight the importance and extent of the value that a 

student assigns to feedback received. One might surmise that the emotions students 

experience when receiving feedback is largely influenced by the value they place on the 

feedback. Pekrun and Stephens (2010) characterise and categorise these feedback-linked 

emotions either positive or negative emotional experiences. For example, the emotions 

popularly referred to as negative include experiences of anger or sadness whereas those 

referred to as positive include experiences of happiness and joy. Control appraisal relates to 

students’ situational perceptions; that is, their sense of being in or out of control of feedback 
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practices (activities) or outcomes. Nussbaum’s (2001) definition the concept of things 

emphasises the link between emotions and external objects that are not entirely controlled by 

the individual. Objects in this context refer to feedback content, strategy, timing and 

outcomes. The notion of flourishing is associated with students’ wellbeing and achievement 

of their goals. In this study, I consider students’ emotions as appraisals of feedback objects, 

activities and the outcomes of students’ learning and achievements.   

 

One of the crucial variables highlighted by Pekrun (2011) in the learning environment is 

“feedback and the consequences of achievement” (p. 35). Students invest emotionally in their 

assessment tasks, with high expectations for positive achievement rewards (Carless, 2006). 

Falchikov and Boud (2007) regard the emotional experience of assessment feedback and 

grading as complex. This complexity, they argue, is a function of relationships that include 

students and other people, the judgements made about them, and the processes of the 

judgements (p. 144). In dealing with the complexity, feedback should involve “dialogic 

processes and activities” meant to “support and inform the student on the current task, whilst 

also developing the ability to self-regulate performance on future tasks” (Carless et al. 2011, 

p. 397).  By this, they mean that interactive exchanges and discussions where interpretations, 

meanings and expectations of assessment processes are clarified can support students in 

taking ownership of their own learning. 

 

In contributing to this debate about emotions, Crossman (2007) emphasises the importance of 

student-staff assessment relationships and opportunities for feedback dialogues. In the same 

vein, Gipps (1999) encourages relationships that are based on power with rather than power 

over students. Emotions are inherent in power relations within assessment practices (Higgins, 

Hartley & Skelton, 2001; Zembylas, 2003), hence the assertion that assessment is an 

“emotional practice” (Steinberg, 2008, p. 42) and that “receiving feedback is also an 

emotional business” (Higgins, 2000, p. 5). In addition to the role of emotions in assessment, 

theories of emotion reveal that emotions formed in social relationships and interactions play a 

key role in the construction of students’ identities, sense making, self-esteem and sense of 

belonging (Beard, Clegg, & Smith, 2007; Zembylas, 2003). This suggests an inextricable web 

of interplay between power relations, emotions and the formation of student identities.  
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4.2.1 The influences of student emotions on learning and academic achievement 

The most important processes affected by academic emotions include cognitive resources, 

motivation and effort as well as the use of cognitive learning strategies and self-regulation of 

learning (Pekrun & Stephens, 2010). Positive activating emotions, such as enjoyment, hope 

and pride, can enhance intrinsic motivation, effort and self-regulation (Pekrun, 2011). In their 

study, Trigwell, Ellis and Han (2012) found that students who experience positive emotions 

are likely to adopt a deeper approach to learning. They argue that these emotions are 

associated with higher achievement scores.  

 

On the other hand, negative and distracting emotions have been associated with reduced 

effort, lower performance, increased external regulation, and decreased self-regulated 

learning strategies (Pekrun, 2011). Negative emotions emerge as a result of excessive teacher 

regulation or guidance and can impede or disrupt learning (Carless, 2006; Dirkx, 2008; 

Pekrun et al., 2002). Test anxiety and stress can reduce learning memory, leading to an 

impairment of performance (Pekrun et al., 2002; Zeidner, 2007). Such negative emotions are 

often associated with superficial learning and can threaten students’ self-esteem (Crossman, 

2007; Falchikov & Boud, 2007). Consequently, emotions are essential resources that may 

enhance or constrain assessment and students’ feedback experiences (Dirkx, 2008; Värlander, 

2008). It is for this reason that this study which investigates students' emotional responses to 

feedback, has the potential to expand our knowledge on the effect of emotions on learning 

and could suggest ways in which feedback should be delivered to improve performance.  

 

4.3 Purpose of this study 

In this study, I built on the research outlined above to examine the emotional experiences of 

South African university students in formal feedback situations. Grounded in Pekrun's 

control-value theory of achievement emotions described above (Pekrun, 2006), the study 

attempts to answer the following research questions:  

 What emotions do students experience in formal assessment and feedback situations?  

 What are the causes of student emotions in formal assessment feedback? 

 What are the possible effects of the emotions identified in this study on student 

learning and academic achievement? 
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The findings of this study will highlight the impact and effect of lecturers’ feedback on 

students. This, in turn, could promote better learning outcomes for students especially if the 

findings could be made explicit to students to prepare them emotionally for future learning 

challenges. 

 

4.4 Methodology and context 

This interpretative-qualitative study is part of a larger exploration of second-year biosciences 

students’ assessment and feedback experiences in three compulsory courses. The seven-week 

courses chosen for this study are offered in the School of Biological Sciences as part of a 

Bachelor of Science degree with Biology as a major at a South African university. Academic 

performance in these courses is of paramount importance and has implications for students’ 

progression into third year, attainment of the degree and consequently for their future careers. 

Approaches to teaching in these courses include team teaching (two to five lecturers each 

teaching specific topic/s), weekly practical sessions and fieldwork projects. Assessment 

strategies include practical or research work reports, class tests and end-of-course written 

examinations.  

 

4.4.1 Data gathering strategies 

Of the 34 students who participated in the study, nine volunteered to be interviewed (six 

individual interviews and one focus group of three students). The interviewed sample for 

whom pseudonyms are used was made up of one male, Scott, English First Language (EFL), 

a high achiever; and eight females, three English Second Language (ESL) – Hlompho, a low 

achiever, and Zinhle and Pumla, average achievers - and five EFL average and high 

achievers, Marcia, Kelly, Felicia, Dorothy and Sophia. The duration of the semi-structured 

interviews was between 30 and 60 minutes. The research complied with the ethics approval 

granted by the university ethics committee.  

 

4.4.2 Data analysis 

Data collected through interviews were transcribed and coded into various themes based on 

the expressed and implied emotions. In the process, causes of arousal of emotions were 

identified and inferences drawn from the data. To explore the various emotions experienced 
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by students in assessment and feedback situations, I identified interview texts that I 

interpreted as expressions of emotional experiences and tones. Turner’s (2010) four primary 

emotions, namely satisfaction-happiness, aversion-fear, assertion-anger, disappointment-

sadness, and Damasio’s (2000) self-conscious or secondary emotions (embarrassment and 

pride) were used to categorise emotions. Table 4.1 presents extracts exemplifying the 

emotion coding process. Cynicism, which does not feature in either Turner or Damasio’s 

categorisation, emerged as an important emotional reaction in this study.  

 

Table 4.1 Coding of emotions 

Emotions Description of emotion category Example (unedited transcript extract; 

emphasis added) 

Satisfaction-

happiness 

Reported feelings of appreciation, 

contentment and enjoyment 

“My teaching assistants … made comments 

about everything. They helped ... so that when 

you wrote your final report, you knew what to 

fix, what you didn’t need to fix, what you 

could’ve left out, what you had to add, which 

helps a lot because your final is much better 

then.” (Sophie) XPTSP001 

Disappointment-

sadness 

When students reported feelings of 

unhappiness, contempt, disinterest, 

dispiritedness and discouragement 

“I thought I knew what was expected but when 

the test and exams [feedback] came back … I 

guess I did not understand what they wanted 

from us. They will say that you did not answer 

the question you did not give them what they 

wanted. I never really get what lecturers want.” 

(Hlompho) XPTH002 

Assertion-anger When students reported feelings of 

frustration, annoyance and anger  

“Professor G called people [peers, students] up to 

say their answers to get a better idea of what was 

required ... but for me that wasn’t very beneficial 

because I do not like learning in that way”(Scott) 

XPTS003 

Aversion-fear When students reported feeling 

anxious, stressed, uncertain, doubtful, 

insecure and confused 

“Sometimes they use scientific terms and you’re 

not really sure what that means or they write a 

comment like, this is not coherent. I think 

comments on the style of writing and the format 

is really important”. (Zinhle) XPTZ004 

Embarrassment When students reported feeling 

embarrassed 

“I don’t enjoy peer assessment and feedback 

because it’s very subjective and it’s 

embarrassing to some degree” (Scott). 

XPTS005 

Pride When students reported feelings of 

pride, felt confident and being 

motivated. 

“Very good … it is more like Wow! That means 

that I understand. If I study more then I’ll 

understand even better, so it gave me some kind 

of motivation.” (Pumla) XPTP006 

Cynicism A feeling of mistrust, sarcasm or 

scepticism 

“When someone that is roughly the same 

intelligence as you assesses you, you do not feel 

that they will give you as much information back 

as a lecturer (Scott). XPTS007 

 

This initial categorisation of emotions served as a starting point for further analysis, as 

provided in Table 4.2. There, I present conceptualised emotions using the three-dimensional 
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taxonomy of achievement emotions devised by Pekrun (2011). This taxonomy allowed me to 

distinguish between the three dimensions of emotions, namely valence (positive vs. negative), 

activation (activating vs. deactivating) and object focus (feedback content and strategy). The 

object focus dimension applicable to this study is a combination of feedback activities and 

outcomes. I used the framework offered by the control-value theory of achievement emotions 

by Pekrun (2006) to analyse the antecedents and effects of emotions experienced in the 

assessment feedback contexts.  

 

Table 4.2 A 3D taxonomy of feedback emotions  

 

Feedback focus 
Positive (pleasant emotion) Negative (unpleasant emotion) 

Activating Deactivating Activating Deactivating 

 

Feedback content 

and function 

Pride   Contentment10  Anger  Disappointment  

Appreciation   Fear  Hopelessness 

Satisfaction-

happiness  

 Anxiety  

 

Feedback strategy 

Satisfaction-

happiness  

Contentment  Anger  Cynicism  

Appreciation   Embarrassment 

   Disappointment  

(Adapted from Pekrun 2011, p.25)  

 

To conceptualise feedback objects, I made use of three feedback facets: feedback content, 

function and strategy. Descriptions coded into the feedback content included informational 

content at task, process, self and self-regulation levels answering the three feedback 

questions, “Where am I going? How am I going? and Where to next?” (Hattie & Timperley, 

2007, p. 86). In fact, the answers to the three questions ties in with feedback functions. 

Firstly, feedback can be used to clarify the learning goals. Secondly, feedback can inform the 

student about their progress towards the goals. Lastly, feedback can be forward looking 

where actions are suggested on how to close the gap between actual and desired performance 

(Sadler, 1989). These various forms of feedback can be implemented in various forms. Some 

of the strategies can include iterative dialogic processes, different feedback modes, variable 

timing of feedback and alternating between peer, self and teacher feedback providers (Shute, 

2008). It is from this conceptualisation of feedback, using a variety of categories of emotions 

and drawing from the principal theories, that I have provided a rich analysis of the data.  

 

                                                           
10 The interpretation of deactivating depends on the context or situation. For example, contentment may be 

beneficial by reinforcing long-term motivation to invest effort in future learning (Pekrun et al. 2002).  
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4.5 Findings 

Table 4.3 is a summary of the emotions that I identified and the feedback that had triggered 

them in terms of all the themes discussed in this section. This section starts with an overview 

of the emotions identified, followed by a discussion on the causes or triggers of the emotions. 

In the discussion, I have highlighted the functionality and implications of these emotions for 

learning and academic achievement. I have done this by drawing from students’ narratives 

and from theories pertaining to achievement emotions. 

 

Table 4.3 Emotions and their feedback antecedents 

Emotions Feedback objects (feedback content, strategy and strategy) 

Satisfaction-happiness  Dialogical feedback, feedback about self-regulation, feedback on how to close the gap 

between current and desired goals, directives on how to close the gap 

Disappointment-

sadness  

Negative feedback outcomes or failure 

Assertion-anger  Lack of information on how to close the gap between current and desired goals  

Cryptic or ambiguous feedback, e.g. symbolic notations, one-word feedback (why, 

yes, no)  

Identification of errors  or praise without any explanations 

Feedback that does not meet students’ needs or learning preferences 

Aversion-fear Timing of feedback  

Lack of feedback focusing on processing of task in relation to future tasks 

Embarrassment Peer feedback 

Pride Praise linked to positive feedback outcomes/success 

Praise coupled with constructive criticism  

Cynicism Distrust in feedback provider 

 

4.5.1 The feedback-related emotions experienced by students 

Table 4.3 summarises the variety of emotions that students experienced in formal feedback 

situations. In relating his feedback experiences in the core courses, Scott was the most 

negative in terms of his experiences. As Scott is a high achiever, this finding is in direct 

contrast to Trigwell, Ellis and Han’s (2012) assertion that high achievers in a course 

generally display positive emotions. Scott was cynical (sceptical or mistrustful) about the 

feedback he received from the lecturer. Cynicism is an emotion seldom reported in the 

literature on so-called academic emotions. It is possible, perhaps, that based on his 

personality and high achievement he had higher expectations of both himself and the 

feedback.  

 

All the participants expressed both positive and negative emotions, except for Sophie, who 

expressed only positive emotions (happiness-satisfaction and contentment). Most of the 
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participants were highly appreciative of the feedback they had received. This might indicate 

that the feedback provided was generally in line with students’ needs and expectations. 

Nonetheless, there were instances where a mixture of emotions was experienced in a single 

event. For example, students were both angry and frustrated when they had failed and had not 

received any feedback. This is indicative of students’ diverse feedback expectations.  

 

However, while it was interesting to explore what emotions were triggered by feedback it is 

necessary to explore in detail the feedback objects (content, strategy and function) and 

students’ emotional response to such objects. The four emergent themes arising from the 

synthesis of relations between feedback objects and identified emotions were the following: 

(1) Emotional responses to feedback outcomes (i.e. success or failure);  

(2) Emotional responses linked to feedback strategy; in particular, timing and format of 

feedback; 

(3) The mixed emotional responses around feedback content and function; and 

(4) Relations and trust issues in receiving feedback. 

 

4.5.2 Emotional responses to positive and negative feedback outcomes   

Assessment outcomes (marks) are the most common type of feedback in learning situations. 

Marks provide information pertaining to the correctness of students’ responses and progress 

in achieving the learning outcomes. Marks are also linked to potential progression to the next 

year and to the possibility of getting bursaries, sponsorship. Pumla and Dorothy expressed 

feelings of pride when they obtained a high mark. Pride is a positive activating emotion. 

According to Pumla, a sense of pride and confidence linked to feedback outcomes was 

attributed to her own efforts (XPTP006 in Table 4.1). However, marks were not the only 

motivating factor as can be seen in Pumla's comment. She considered that the comment “very 

good” was an affirmation of her perception that she was in control of her learning. The 

positive feedback not only intrinsically motivated this student; it also confirmed her 

knowledge and anticipation that she would master the discipline. Pride experienced by these 

students seemed to motivate them to invest more time and effort in their learning. 

  

Pride and confidence are positive emotions founded on recognition and acceptance in social 

relationships between student and teacher or other students (Barbalet, 1998). In such 
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circumstances, confident students perceive that their learning trajectories are fully under their 

control. Williams and DeSteno (2008) regard pride as a social self-conscious emotion that 

may well drive students’ perseverance behaviours for the need to be accepted in the 

community of practice. Based on the limited empirical evidence of the effects of students’ 

positive emotions in higher education, Pekrun and Stephens (2010) single out pride as the 

activating emotion that correlates positively with study interest, effort and self-regulation of 

learning. 

 

Interestingly, while it is obvious that praise would promote a feeling of pride, my study has 

established that “pride” can be elicited from other types of feedback. For example, from 

Dorothy's comment shown below, it appears that constructive criticism are worthwhile 

because they can give students a sense that they can improve and hence feel proud about their 

potential.  

“Something like ‘Good’ does wonders for my self-esteem. Then they say ... ‘You can 

improve on this. This is how you do it.’ I think it is very important. Do not just mark me 

wrong. Tell me why I am wrong. So I think definitely giving constructive, critical 

feedback is good.” (Dorothy)  

Dorothy, and probably other students in these courses, appeared ready to hear both 

constructive criticism and high quality information about her learning. The excerpt highlights 

the role of feedback in developing students’ self-efficacy. Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) 

regard “good feedback practice as encouraging positive motivational beliefs and self-esteem” 

(p. 205). This seems to be the case where praise is related to task processing, as in Dorothy’s 

comments. On the other hand, praise related to self or merely general praise is unlikely to be 

effective; it does not address any of Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) feedback questions. This 

kind of feedback angered and annoyed Scott. 

“They say ‘Good’ but you don’t actually know what part they are referring to and what 

you have to improve on as such. Like you would get ‘Good’ and then you would get eight 

out of ten and you don’t know to improve to get ten out of ten”. 

According to Scott, this kind of feedback does not bridge the gap between his current and 

desired performance (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2006; Sadler 1989). This type of comment, 

which he perceived as worthless, prompted Scott’s anger and annoyance. Lecturers’ 

awareness of students’ emotions, and ideally of their personalities, when giving feedback can 

be worthwhile in cases such as expressed by Scott. A high achieving student, such as Scott, 

may expect a more intelligent, nuanced and informative comment than a simple affirmation. 

Yet this may be a generalisation, as Pumla, by contrast, was motivated by this simple 
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encouragement of ‘good’. Lecturers might not see the need to provide detailed comments in 

cases of good performance but for these students justification of why they did not get full 

marks might be crucial. My argument is that lecturers’ knowledge of their students can be 

beneficial if they are to give the most meaningful feedback or alternatively create 

opportunities for one-on-one discussion. Though there may be a strong case for provision of 

explanations for marks awarded, the practicality faced by lecturers particularly in large 

classes might be daunting.  

 

In summary, a simple comment praising some aspect of the work, e.g. “good”, resulted not 

only in pride, but also in anger and annoyance. This varied response depends on the 

individual student’s value judgement of feedback in advancing their learning. Despite some 

meta-analyses reporting ineffectiveness of praise feedback (e.g. Kluger and DeNisi 1996), 

there is a view that praise related to task processing and completion might enhance students’ 

confidence, motivation, effort, flourishing and consequently academic achievement (Gamlem 

& Smith, 2013; Williams & DeSteno, 2008). Overall, the pride experienced by Pumla and 

Dorothy echoes control-value theory assumptions, and is seen as related to intrinsic 

motivation, effort and self-regulation.  

 

Students who did not achieve a passing grade generally experienced unpleasant emotional 

reactions. Pumla expressed hopelessness because of her persistent failure in one of the core 

courses. Her apparent lack of interest and negative feedback outcomes led to abandonment of 

effort in that course. 

“It was just because I had to do two majors thus why I did course E.” “Well, here’s the 

thing about course E, after that test I already gave up on it ... I was thinking this is just 

not working for me. I remember when I was writing this [test], really I was just writing 

for the sake of just writing”. (Pumla)  

Her use of words implies an unfathomable process on which she just simply gave up. 

According to Pekrun and Stephens (2010), hopelessness is a negative deactivating emotion 

that reduces both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Frustration and disappointment were 

reported in cases of failure and when feedback outcomes were inconsistent with students’ 

expectations or self-feedback.  

 

Hlompho experienced anger, sadness and frustration, not only because she had failed, but 

also because of the feedback she received on the content of her responses in the assessment 
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task (XPTH002 in Table 4.1). Although Hlompho was disappointed about failing, she shifted 

the blame onto the lecturer rather than placing the outcome on her own inability to address 

the assessment requirement and to answer questions. This reaction seemed to result from the 

feedback, which had not addressed the content of her responses in the task. The feedback 

therefore seems to have missed its mark and hence caused negative emotional experiences. In 

cases of failure, unclear evaluative feedback seems likely to exacerbate negative emotional 

reactions.  

 

Dorothy expressed disappointment, anger and frustration when failure was unaccompanied 

by feedback.   

“I remember being quite disappointed that I had failed the exam because I had studied 

quite hard. So, I do not know why I failed. It sucked, obviously.” 

These emotions were elicited by the mismatch between the level of emotional and 

psychological investment in preparing for an assessment and its accompanying outcome and 

feedback. Dorothy and Hlompho’s anger signals the obstruction of goal attainment and stems 

from perceptions of unfairness. Pekrun and Stephens (2010) suggest that functional 

mechanisms of achievement-related anger in learning are complex. However, they claim that 

“anger is detrimental for motivation and performance under many conditions, but can 

translate into increased task motivation when expectancies for … success are favourable” (p. 

270).   

 

Overall, the lack of attainment of a certain level of expected achievement, unhelpful feedback 

comments and perceived lack of control appear to be the main sources of the anger and 

frustration experienced by Dorothy and Hlompho. This highlights the importance of 

awareness in lecturers that negative feedback outcomes, without information about what 

students need to do and how they should respond in future related tasks, will certainly arouse 

unpleasant emotions. Negative emotional experiences can exert a “lingering influence on 

students’ personal and academic development” (Falchikov & Boud, 2007, p. 152). 

Consequences of failure, especially in the core courses, are detrimental to students’ academic 

progress, and feedback needs to be well managed. Hence, the challenge is to make the 

perceptions and expectations of assessments held by academic staff known, understood and 

used by students. Improving the time students spend actively engaged in tasks, opportunities 



84 
 

for practice, self-assessment and feedback dialogues may aid in aligning their assessment 

experiences and perceptions to those of their lecturers.  

 

4.5.3 Effects of feedback strategy on students’ emotions  

The format of an assessment task and the communication of the assessment requirements 

have an impact on students’ perceptions of assessment and ultimately affect their engagement 

and performance. The case in point is in tests and examination settings where the stakes are 

high and feedback outcomes act as a gatekeeper to students’ study progression and careers. 

Students in this study generally perceived examinations as an ineffective learning tool due to 

the lack of appropriate feedback. This was evident from Dorothy’s earlier comment. Zinhle, 

for example, is aware that assessment formats can have an affective impact on their 

emotional well-being.  

“Like in exams, especially if you are under pressure, you just can’t remember that one 

word and you’re like ‘Oh my gosh...’ And I... you can kind of see it but you can’t 

remember it.”   

According to Pekrun (2011), negative activating emotions such as anxiety reduce cognitive 

resources needed for engaging with the task. Zinhle’s comment highlights the limitations of 

time-constrained tests and examinations, stemming from their heavy reliance on short-term 

memory for success. Overall, the majority of the students appraised these types of assessment 

tasks as inappropriate in their journey towards becoming scientists indicating their 

commitment to their studies and their desire to improve or achieve their goals 

 

It was satisfying for students to receive timely, detailed and formative feedback, especially in 

the context of multi-staged report writing activities or weekly practical tasks. Students were 

highly appreciative of receiving formative feedback on drafts and having opportunities to 

resubmit their research reports based on the feedback received. They perceived these 

feedback activities as manageable, valuable and as confidence boosters. These low-stakes 

tasks, which provided students with information about their progress and achievement, were 

crucial in enhancing their motivation and self-esteem.  

 

When students were given test feedback sessions in one of the courses, contrary to what 

might have been intuitively expected, students expressed many negative emotions like 

depression, stress, frustration and despair  
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“You know I think for most of us as much as it can be very helpful because you can 

understand that this is what they want from a question, I think that half of us were kind of 

depressed because we’ve realised that we’ve actually just plugged a test and now we’ve 

got to try and make up for it. I think half of us do not listen. Then you get to the exam and 

you realise ‘Oh flip, I should have been listening’”. (Kelly) 

This is a crucial comment because it illustrates how negative emotions distracted attention 

from relevant instruction. In addition, it illustrates how these emotions can actually block 

thinking and subsequent engagement and in this way affect future learning. Stough and 

Emmer (1998) reported similar results when they explored students’ emotions generated in a 

test feedback situation. They indicate that the emotional intensity of having their tests 

returned with the follow-up discussion occurring in the same session, often made students 

confused, argumentative or too upset to speak.  In that study, students demonstrated a lack of 

interest in the test feedback sessions and did not learn from such session. Stough and Emmer 

suggest, “students who experience strong negative emotions during a test feedback session 

may require more time to process feedback information” (p. 359). Despite students 

acknowledging the benefits of a feedback session, their emotional experiences at that time did 

not encourage learning from the feedback. The emotional upheaval evident in a test feedback 

situation might have been due to its perceived summative nature. Nevertheless, it is important 

that lecturers are aware of the effects of giving feedback just after results had been received. 

In light of this, one might recommend that feedback sessions be held before marks are 

released.  

  

In the same test feedback context, Scott was annoyed by model answers (see XPTS003 in 

Table 4.1). He justified it as follows: 

“In terms of this course they were teaching the entire block, that there could be more 

than one answer. I did not enjoy that we were kind of being told that ‘Yes, that’s a good 

answer’”.  

One might surmise that some students expected more discussion around potential answers to 

questions. That being said, some students did realise the potential formative nature of the 

tests in relation to the final examination. Kelly’s earlier comment highlighted how test 

feedback sessions could help clarify the standards required. In addition, using peers’ 

responses to tasks modelled the quality of product required and contrary to Scott, students 

like Zinhle were happy with opportunities for peer feedback in a general test feedback 

situation. 

“It was good for us, who didn’t really do well, to hear what other people wrote...” 
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Peers and lecturers as significant members of the community of practice can serve as tools or 

form a support base in feedback situations. Feedback practices should allow for the use of 

tools to produce best performance. According to Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006, p. 205), 

“good feedback practice encourages teacher and peer dialogue around learning”. The test 

feedback situation addressed the dialogic and teacher-peer interactions aspects of feedback.  

  

To sum up, the way in which students appraised various feedback strategies aroused mixed 

emotional responses. This point to the need for lecturers to be conscious of the different 

personality types they are dealing with. Lecturers should strive to accommodate for the 

diversity in students’ preferences and needs. Overall, high stakes summative tasks were 

linked to stress and anxiety whereas low stakes formative tasks were highly appreciated by 

students.  This last point emphasizes the value of formative assessment, particularly if 

feedback is effective.  

 

4.5.4 Effects of feedback content and function on students’ emotional experiences 

The focus of feedback can be at four levels: task/product, process, the self (personal) and 

metacognitive levels such as fostering self-evaluation and reflection (Hattie & Timperley, 

2007). All the participants expressed positive activating emotions of satisfaction and 

happiness when they received feedback that focussed on all four levels. High achievers 

enjoyed and preferred feedback focusing on the level of self-regulation. Generally, happiness 

and satisfaction were associated with situations where students perceived feedback as 

valuable for their learning. Students valued feedback that included information on the 

correctness of the responses; on errors made as well as elaborated feedback including 

explanations, suggestions and advice. Most students appreciated detailed corrective feedback 

indicating what they did wrong.  

“They gave back very constructive feedback, like ‘this is what you need to work on; this 

is why you didn’t get the marks.’ So, going forward I had that in my mind, I had learned 

from that, and I learned now what mistakes to look out for”. (Dorothy) 

Dorothy’s comment underscores how feedback addressing all the three feedback questions 

elicited positive emotional responses. The feedback prompted an inner dialogue that enabled 

her to become more conscious in the future. She was able, in this instance, to steer and take 

control of her own learning. Feedback on processing of task and self-regulation levels in this 

case clearly aroused pleasant activating emotions. This finding concurs with Pekrun (2011) 
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whose research established that satisfaction-happiness emotional responses promote the 

attainment of goals and maintain cooperative relations.   

 

The role of feedback can also be classified as either being directive or facilitative (Gamlem & 

Smith, 2013; Shute, 2008). Directive feedback provides students with specific information on 

what needs to be corrected or revised. Facilitative feedback, on the other hand, provides 

comments and suggestions to guide students in their own revision. There were indications of 

mixed emotional responses to directive feedback based on students’ appraisals of the value of 

feedback. Some students were pleased and appreciative of such specific directive feedback 

(XPTSP001 in Table 4.1). Despite this being indicative of the general feeling in the class, 

Marcia, however, expressed resentment and disapproval of what she referred to as “spoon 

feeding”: 

“But I think... they don’t have to tell you specifically exactly what you have to fix because 

I feel a lot of the time we like to be spoon-fed too much. We do not like to think for 

ourselves.”  

Marcia was satisfied with substantial facilitative feedback prompting self-regulation and 

reflection opportunities. She was appreciative of feedback in the form of cues, hints and 

prompts. This indicates that “students are already engaged in self-regulation but that some 

students are better at self-regulation than others” (Nicol, 2009, p. 338). Marcia and Sophie’s 

(XPTSP001) differing emotional responses reflect a contradictory understanding of the 

function of feedback and to some extent their self-regulating abilities. Nicol and Macfarlane-

Dick (2006) posit that apart from helping students achieve the expected outcomes, feedback 

should assist students to develop self-regulation capabilities. Acknowledging the active role 

of students in feedback will enable them to use the feedback to promote their learning. 

However, the challenge for lecturers in a massified course is how to strike the balance 

between giving directive and facilitative feedback as well as to address individual preferences 

for feedback strategies.  

 

Students who relied solely on the lecturers for feedback reacted negatively when they could 

not decode feedback messages. Anger, frustration and annoyance were the key emotions 

associated with symbolic feedback (e.g. ticks, question marks or crosses) and one-word type 

feedback. The following comment by Kelly illustrates the perceived inaccessibility of 

symbolic feedback: 
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“But often it was just a case of a tick or cross. Right! Wrong! Right! Wrong! So you 

didn’t know where you made the mistake. Sometimes they’ll give you a little bit of 

something … ‘It’s quite ambiguous’ so you’re like, well what am I supposed to do with 

this now? That is a fantastic comment. I know I should have written more. But what 

should I have written?” 

Kelly was confused and frustrated by the inability to decode and make sense of these forms 

of feedback. As in other research studies (Dowden et al., 2013; Ferguson, 2011; Gamlem & 

Smith, 2013), students reacted negatively when feedback lacked substantial detail or was 

perceived to be ambiguous or cryptic. Clearly, Kelly craved more directive feedback which 

was in direct contrast to Marcia who stated that she didn't want to be spoonfed.  Surprisingly, 

feedback content in the form of provocative questions also evoked confusion and annoyance 

from Felicia.  

“Some lecturers will say ‘Wrong’ and put the word ‘What’. What is that? Or ‘why’ or 

‘how?’ We do not know what that means. What do you need me to fix ... to make it 

better? Sometimes you get this underline, like red line, and you think, ‘What are you 

talking about?’” 

The “what, why, how” type of feedback might be interpreted as a form of dialogic feedback. 

Whilst the literature advocate conversational toned, unanticipated emotional reaction 

mentioned by Felicia indicates the complexity lecturers face in providing feedback. For 

Felicia, the comments were cryptic, meaningless and unhelpful. The “underline and red line” 

all hint at a negative emotional response to feedback. These negative emotions may lead to 

reduced engagement with feedback or total ignorance about and abandonment of feedback. 

What makes the issue of feedback so contentious is that another student, Marcia was content 

and pleased with these forms of feedback and perceived them as prompting self-reflection 

and regulation.  

“So even though I think sometimes a cross wasn’t helpful in some situations, I think it 

also forces you to think for yourself. But it gives you a chance to actually sit there and go 

‘Okay, but what did I do wrong?’” 

Both Marcia and Scott were content and satisfied with what Felicia and Kelly perceived as 

meaningless feedback. For Marcia and Scott this also presented an opportunity to initiate 

feedback dialogue with the teacher or teaching assistant.  Feedback dialogues can certainly be 

a rich form of learning in student-teacher relationships where collaborations are core. 

 

Dialogic feedback is worth discussing at this point. In cases where feedback is perceived as 

dialogue, students might see themselves as sharing the power and responsibility for learning 

with the teacher. Feedback dialogues include all forms of different interactions among the 
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various role players. These dialogues have considerable possibilities for eliciting aligned 

feedback perceptions and judgements and ultimately shifting students’ actions to the desired 

performance. Lecturers might consider reconceptualising feedback more as iterative 

dialogical exchanges as a way of reducing students’ negative emotional reactions. The 

challenge for lecturers is to strike a balance between giving substantial feedback but also not 

undermining students’ autonomy as their own feedback providers. 

 

Feedback on development of skills can be regarded as essential for developing autonomy and 

competency in the discipline. However, feedback that focused on skills elicited mixed 

emotional reactions from some students participating in this study. For example, some of the 

emotions linked to skills feedback, particularly grammar and language use were negative 

deactivating emotions and negative activating emotions. Scott, in particular, was disappointed 

and annoyed at not getting feedback on content- related concepts. 

“I was mostly just corrected on my grammar and stuff like that ... and my wording and 

such. Which I don’t know if that such a good thing and that I was on the right track and 

that’s why they didn’t correct me, but in that case they didn’t really say ‘Good point!’ 

you know...” 

Moreover, this could be an expression of an emotional reaction where this student views the 

comments as merely picking on an issue that he does not consider being important. In such 

cases, the feedback is ignored, irrespective of its potential usefulness in learning. That being 

said, for students like Zinhle, who was an English Second Language speaker, fear and 

uncertainty arose when she did not receive mechanical feedback (e.g. citing, referencing and 

language use). She specifically valued feedback on language in general as well as on 

discipline-specific language. She expressed her concerns and uncertainty about such feedback 

in respect to her development of the necessary academic literacy (XPTZ004 in Table 4.1). 

This once more highlights the difficulties in dealing with students with different backgrounds 

and needs, and attests to the value of dealing with individuals rather than applying a one size 

fits all approach when providing feedback. However, in the context of the large classes which 

are currently the norm in these courses, the role of the teacher has become exceedingly 

difficult.  

 

Emotions such as uncertainty and worry distract attention from learning. In the diversified 

South African higher education landscape, with increased enrolments of English second 

language students, comments on communication cannot be downplayed. Students are aware 
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of the “rules of the game” (correct and acceptable procedures) in scientific writing. 

Therefore, value attached to feedback on language, spelling and grammar might be of 

significance to these students’ progression towards their life goals.  

 

Overall, with regard to the function of feedback, the value of the informational content in 

addressing the performance gap was the major cause of both positive and negative emotions. 

Mixed reactions to the same feedback facets and dimensions might possibly be explained by 

students’ achievement goals and their different biographies, which are not addressed here. 

However, it may be inferred from the students’ comments that high achieving students with 

learning/mastery goals were pleased, satisfied and appreciative of feedback in the form of 

suggestions prompting self-regulation. On the other hand, students with performance goals 

were angry, frustrated and annoyed when they did not receive directive/corrective feedback 

that helped them attain good marks. The need for differentiated feedback practices is 

important because students enter higher education with differing abilities, capacities, and 

willingness to self-regulate. The question is whether lecturers are empowered to cater for 

such diversity while not overlooking the need to address the aim of developing lifelong 

learners.   

 

4.5.5 Relations and trust in feedback as antecedents of negative emotions 

Trust between lecturers and students and students and their peers is salient in the context of 

formative assessment. Students will only act on what they consider trustworthy information. 

Scott expressed cynicism in relation to peer and teacher feedback (see XPTS007 in Table 

4.1). Additionally, embarrassment and mistrust were some of the emotions he expressed in 

relation to peer feedback. Scott’s discomfort and scepticism about peer feedback is similar to 

what was reported by Liu and Carless (2006) who found that perceived expertise and power 

relations were the possible reasons to students’ resistance to peer assessment. 

 

Scott perceives criticism from peers as a socially uncomfortable and embarrassing situation.  

Embarrassment as a self-conscious social emotion is likely to be substantial and distracting. 

Fairness and subjectivity might also arise in high stakes summative assessment contexts and 

in cases where assessment criteria are not clear. Scott’s comment emphasises the power/trust 

issue between peers; therefore, students could view peer feedback as embarrassing, invalid, 



91 
 

frustrating and unwelcome. Furthermore, Scott’s mistrust of teacher feedback is associated 

with a lack of shared understanding of assessment criteria:  

“Report writing is one person’s idea of a report, how it should be done, compared to 

yours, from their point of view. If your report is similar to what they thought the report 

should be done, then you’ll get a good mark, versus if you approached it differently. 

Then you would get a different mark.” 

While fear and mistrust amongst and between lecturers and students are potential barriers to 

effective dialogue, student-student interaction through peer assessment is valuable in 

increasing student participation in the assessment practice (Yang & Carless, 2013). Carless 

(2009, p. 87) posits that trust and mistrust impact significantly on the implementation of 

effective learning-orientated assessment (LOA) practices. Hence, training and support in peer 

feedback is crucial to manage the issue of cynicism and trust around feedback. 

 

Therefore, to sum up, while students see the value of peer and self-feedback, issues of self-

confidence and trust are of major concern. The complexity of the “how” of giving and 

receiving feedback is evident in the varied emotional experiences of students. Clearly, the 

potency of feedback in learning and academic achievement depends on a number of factors, 

including context, students’ and lecturers’ attributes and skills.  

  

4.6 Conclusion 

My intention in this paper was to illustrate that emotions that manifest in assessment and 

feedback contexts are of paramount importance to learning. This study on the incidence, 

nature, antecedents and consequences of emotions in feedback situations is crucial for 

understanding how feedback may promote positive emotional experiences. Students’ 

emotional responses to feedback are a critical factor in learning as they may enhance or 

inhibit their performance. The research presented here expands research work on emotions 

and feedback in two important ways.  

 

Apart from the basic categories of emotions reported in the research literature such as test 

anxiety, the findings of this study indicate that feedback processes influence or evoke other 

emotions as diverse as cynicism and appreciation. In addition, beyond outcome feedback 

(success versus failure), it is apparent that students’ expectations, their perceived control over 

the feedback they receive and their appraisal of the value of feedback content and strategy 
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profoundly influence their emotional experiences. The idiosyncratic analysis of students’ 

emotions paints a picture of a complex interplay between individual and contextual 

(feedback) antecedents.   

 

Whilst admittedly these student voices on emotional reactions to feedback come from a small 

and rather selective sample of students, they offer some useful and important insights into the 

emotional dimension of feedback. The divergent emotional reactions reported in this study 

enrich our understanding of assessment in diverse assessment settings. Consequently, a 

number of lessons from this study to align actual practice with proposed sustainable feedback 

models can be learned. The models posit that feedback is sustainable when it supports 

development of students’ self-monitoring and self-regulating capabilities. This implies that 

any emotionally sound feedback environment will be cognisant of power (negotiated roles) 

and trust issues amongst students, their peers and their lecturers. This will in turn promote 

assessment landscapes, which create opportunities to implement quality feedback practices 

such as dialogic interactions, peer feedback and self-assessment.  

 

It is therefore imperative that lecturers create opportunities for practices that promote shared 

understanding of course goals, assessment criteria and expected standards. Transparent and 

explicit standards may help in managing students’ expectations; especially in cases of 

feedback outcomes. Crucially, the differing perceptions of feedback between lecturers and 

students need to be well managed as they have the potential to evoke negative emotions. 

Promoting students’ self-regulatory abilities is another mechanism which may be invoked to 

reduce inducing negative emotions. That is, when students perceive that they are in control of 

the situation and are capable of regulating their learning, positive emotional experiences will 

increase. This translates to the role of the lecturers in finding ways to design assessment 

opportunities for interaction and dialogue that will help students close the gap between their 

current and desired performances.  

 

In conclusion, the management of students’ control and expectancy appraisals of feedback is 

an imperative professional capability for lecturers. In addition to creating awareness amongst 

lecturers about the emotional aspect of assessment, teacher professional development can 

assist lecturers in effectively implementing pedagogical activities that promote sustainable 

feedback. While this paper has focussed on the needs of students and the emotions provoked 

by the feedback they receive, there has been little recognition given to the emotions 
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experienced by the lecturers. Future research should therefore probe the emotions 

experienced by lecturers in giving feedback. This is an important dimension to consider 

because it will give us insight into the nature and sources of students’ and lecturers’ 

emotions. Lecturers’ understanding of both their own emotions and those of their students is 

crucial in mediating the iterative dialogical exchanges if feedback is to enhance learning.    
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CHAPTER 5 

Insights into university teachers’ conceptions and practices of 

assessment in bioscience courses 

 

Abstract 

A key characteristic of learning-oriented assessment is the design and implementation of assessment 

tasks that support students in their current learning whilst also promoting their future learning 

capabilities.  Some lecturers may be unconsciously using this approach and yet might not be familiar 

with the concepts and theories underpinning learning focused assessment.  Alternatively, even if they 

know the theory, they might not be able to formally or strategically put it into practice. Compounding 

the issue is that these lecturers are situated in complex socio-cultural contexts that could potentially 

impact on their assessment practices.  In an attempt to understand the complexities inherent in 

learning-oriented assessment, a multiple case study was undertaken in order to examine how four 

second-year lecturers at a South African university understand assessment in general. That is I attempt 

is make the link between lecturers’ conceptions and practice of assessment, and the factors that 

contribute to their practices of assessment. The data used in the study came from interviews and 

course documents used by lecturers in three selected bioscience courses. Cultural-historical activity 

theory was used as an analytical tool illuminating lecturers’ complex understandings of assessment 

that are influenced by a combination of departmental/course and personal level factors. The paper 

concludes with implications and recommendations that take into account the factors most influential 

to lecturers’ assessment practices. 

Key words: Conceptions of assessment; assessment practices; science learning; activity systems 

theory; learning-oriented assessment 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Over two decades ago, Boud (1990) identified a disjunction between university lecturers’ 

assessment practices and their high-level course objectives for higher education. In light of 

this, this paper aims to contribute to the understanding of the perceived gap between 

lecturers’ intentions and practices. In particular, the study probes lecturers’ rationale and 

practice of assessment of students' learning in the changing landscape of assessment of 

science teaching and learning in higher education.  
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In South Africa, the massification and diversification of higher education has meant that 

many students are under-prepared for learning at tertiary level. This emphasizes the need for 

a fresh look at university teachers’ instructional practices and in particular, assessment 

practices which are central to student learning in different contexts. The Council on Higher 

Education (2004) has recommended that assessment should be an important vehicle in post-

apartheid educational reform. However, Scott, Yeld and Hendry (2007) have argued that this 

may not be the case, as diversification of student intake in some cases “has not been matched 

by institution-wide modification of educational approaches” (p40) and in particular in 

assessment practices. Scott et al. report that lecturers generally lag behind in terms of 

professional assessment knowledge and the “appropriateness of the content and assessment 

methods” they use in their courses (p40).  

 

The envisioned changes in assessing for conceptual understanding in science and the 

concomitant challenges for higher education make it imperative for us to understand the 

current lecturers’ conceptions of assessment in order to identify barriers that may be 

inhibiting the adoption of more appropriate science learning and teaching methods, and 

assessment processes. This type of research is important, because while studies concerning 

higher education lecturers have focused intensively on learning and teaching (Kember & 

Kwan, 2000; Trigwell & Prosser, 1996), there has been no emphasis on exploring their 

conceptions and practices of assessment. This oversight has, to some extent, undermined the 

importance of assessment as leverage for improving undergraduate science teaching and 

learning approaches.  

 

In this study, I have therefore explored bioscience lecturers’11 conceptions of assessment and 

some of the socio-cultural-historical contextual factors mediating their assessment practices. 

The focus in this study is primarily on the design of the assessment system, rather than on the 

broader educational programme or teaching and learning system within which it operates. 

However, throughout the chapter my analysis and discussion will at a general level focus of 

the role of assessment in a broader teaching and learning system.  

 

 

 

                                                           
11 The terms teacher, lecturer and academic are used interchangeably. 
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The research questions asked in this study were the following: 

 What are bioscience lecturers’ conceptions 12of assessment?  

 What is the rationale for the lecturers’ assessment practices? 

Understanding how lecturers perceive what and why they assess the way they do should 

provide insight into their practices and assist in the provision of relevant educational 

development for students’ learning regarding their assessment approaches. However, 

understanding assessment practices in complex sociocultural contexts requires appropriate 

theoretical tools and concepts.  In light of these research questions, the cultural historical 

activity theory (CHAT13) which is fundamentally concerned about socially and culturally 

mediated and object-directed activity was adopted as a tool to explore lecturers’ assessment 

conceptions and their practices. First, I briefly discuss the evolving assessment practices in 

science teaching and learning in the literature. Next, I unpack some key principles of the third 

generation activity system theory (Engeström, 2001) to provide an understanding of the 

complexity of science lecturers’ assessment practices and their interrelatedness to learning 

and teaching in higher education courses. Finally, I discuss the findings and conclude with 

recommendations for further study. 

 

5.2  Trends in science learning and assessment 

One key trend in assessment of science learning is the move towards more learning-oriented 

forms of assessment (Bell, 2007). Teachers across various educational sectors are being 

required to use assessment for multiple purposes. Newton (2007) identified three levels of 

assessment purposes, namely: judgement, decision and impact levels. Traditionally, 

assessment was predominantly geared at a judgement and decision level which relates to 

marks generation, certification and accountability purposes. However, there has been a move 

away from this approach with an increased emphasis on the impact level, which relates to the 

learning aspect of assessment. According to Newton (2007), the impact level “concerns the 

intended impacts of running an assessment system (e.g., the purposes are to ensure that 

                                                           
12 Teachers’ “conceptions of assessment” in this study draws from Pratt's (1992, p.204) definition of conceptions 

as “specific meanings attached to phenomena which then mediate our response to situations involving those 

phenomena” ... In this case it refers to teachers’ understanding and knowledge of why, what, how and when to 

assess, and how to interpret data from students' assessment. 
 13 CHAT is used interchangeably with activity theory  
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students remain motivated, and that all students learn a common core for each subject)” (p 

150). Assessment systems that promote higher order learning align closely to formative or 

learning-oriented assessments. Such assessment embrace “…flexible, integrative, 

contextualized, process oriented, criteria referenced and formative” approaches (Ellery, 2008, 

p. 421). 

 

In this study, formative assessment is defined as by Sadler (1989) as an assessment 

“concerned with how judgements about the quality of student responses (performance, 

pieces, or works) can be used to shape and improve the students’ competence...” (p120).  

Formative assessment is often used interchangeably with ‘assessment for learning14’ (AfL). 

Other related terms include ‘learning-oriented assessment’ (LOA) and ‘assessment as 

learning’. In attempt to avoid being entangled in the web of definitional issues and 

dichotomisation of formative and summative15 purposes of assessment, I adopt the term 

learning-oriented assessment (LOA) as proposed by Carless (2007). LOA essentially focuses 

on the learning dimensions of both formative and summative assessments. Hence, one of its 

key principles is that all ‘assessment tasks should be learning tasks’ (Carless, 2007, p. 60).  

 

The central premise in this paper is that assessment must serve a formative role (facilitating 

learning) as well as a summative role in order to certify learning. The reason for the 

mismatches between lecturers' and students’ conceptions of assessment, which have been 

reported in the literature (Carless, 2006; Maclellan, 2001) might be due to the difficulty of 

understanding and addressing these two purposes of assessment. This may be made worse in 

contexts in which students have been previously disadvantaged educationally, such as in the 

South African education environment. It is therefore important, in the first instance, to 

examine and understand lecturers’ conceptions of assessment. An understanding of their 

conceptions, would allow us to build on them, support them and provide appropriate staff 

development interventions.  

 

Globally, science teachers are faced with the challenge of using assessment to develop 

students’ knowledge, skills and competences for the 21st century and beyond (Hanauer & 

Bauerle, 2012). This shift in science education has informed, and is being informed, by 

parallel shifts to address multiple goals of science learning and higher education learning and 

                                                           
14 Assessment for learning primarily for formative purpose  
15 Assessment of learning primarily for summative purpose 
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teaching in general (Bell, 2007). Despite these shifts, there is still a general perception that 

science learning, teaching and assessment in higher education privileges content retention 

over conceptual understanding and skills development needed for 21st century science 

practice (Hanauer & Bauerle, 2012; Klassen, 2006). In most cases, assessment of science 

learning in undergraduate courses is targeted predominantly at the comprehension or 

application levels (Hanauer & Bauerle, 2012). However, scientists are required to be well 

equipped with higher order skills, such as critical thinking and lifelong learning; hence, 

educating future scientists or scientifically literate people requires a shift in the nature of 

assessment in science education. Notably, designing assessment tools to assess these 21st 

century skills can be a significant challenge for most university teachers (Brownell & Tanner, 

2012). 

 

The view of assessment as an evolving social practice supports my argument in this paper 

that cultural historical activity theory (CHAT) provides conceptual and theoretical tools to 

understand assessment systems. In adopting CHAT, there are a number of implications for 

conceptualising assessment practices. These implications are addressed in the next section. 

 

5.3  Assessment of science learning as an activity system  

 

An activity system is a collective, motive-oriented and tool-mediated system operating 

interactively within a network of other activity systems (Engeström, 2001). Assessment can 

be viewed as an activity system operating within a network or ecosystem of learning and 

teaching systems and within a broader higher education system. That is, we can only 

understand assessment as a subsystem operating within a larger sphere of the whole teaching 

and learning system. In the third generation activity theory (Engestrom, 2001) principles of 

object-oriented activity, multi-voicedness, historicity, contradictions and possibility of 

transformations of activity systems are incorporated to explain the complex nature of an 

activity. In considering assessment as an activity system (see Figure 5.1), two main objects 

(motives) of assessment anticipated are assessment for and of learning.  
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Figure 5.1 Assessment as an Activity System (adapted from Engeström, 2001) 

The presence of the two objects in assessment activity systems relates to the historicity of 

activity systems, which CHAT accommodates in its explanatory capacity. The principle of 

historicity argues that activity systems evolve over time as new reforms, technologies and 

learning theories emerge. In the previous section, I outlined the evolving nature of assessment 

practices from measurement towards more learning-oriented approach. Nonetheless, it is 

important to note that conceptualisation of the role of the assessment in learning “is still both 

conceptually and practically ... work-in-progress” (Bennett, 2011, p.21). The move towards 

more learning-oriented assessment systems operating alongside measurement-oriented 

assessment systems can manifest as challenges and tension in assessment processes. For 

example, contradictions might arise due to shifts from individual (i.e. a subsystem) to 

collaborative learning (interaction of subsystems) and or new tools are introduced into the 

system. This multitude of factors within systems adds to the complexity of assessment as a 

system. 

 

Another principle of CHAT that addresses the collectiveness of activity systems is the notion 

that the activity system is multi-voiced embracing multiple perspectives, traditions and 

interests within a community. The collectiveness of activity systems implies that an 
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institutional object of assessment can be interpreted differently inviting multitudes of actions 

and outcomes.  In the activity theory, analysis of subjects’ (lecturers) actions with their own 

motives and needs is both at an individual and collective level. That is lecturers draw on their 

personal attributes but are also mediated by both conceptual and structural artefacts located 

within the community in transforming the object of the activity into outcomes. The 

community, in this case be it the school or university, through its rules, norms or social 

stratification or division of labour shapes the nature of the activity.  

 

According to Bronfenbrenner (1977), human activity must be examined in relation to 

institutional arrangements or contexts in which it occurs and the relations and interconnection 

among those surroundings. Bronfenbrenner posits that an “individual’s ecological 

environment can be conceived as a nested set of systems each contained within the next” 

(p.514). He referred to these systems as micro-, meso-, exo-, and macrosystems. 

Bronfenbrenner's ecology model of development reflects reciprocal influences of individuals 

and their environments. The model offers a holistic approach to understanding the entire 

teaching and learning context as a mediator of assessment practices and perceptions. The 

comprehensive nature of the fusion of CHAT and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems 

theory was adopted in this study. The synthesis of the two theories was deemed appropriate in 

examining lecturers’ practices and conceptions of assessment while taking into account their 

immediate and distant broader teaching and learning contexts in which they operate. 

 

Drawing on from CHAT while simultaneously using what looks like a simplified version of 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems model16, Fanghanel (2007) postulated a framework of 

seven filters which mediate ways in which lecturers conceptualize teaching, learning and 

assessment (Figure 5.2). The seven filters operate at macro (institution, external factors, 

academic labour and research-teaching nexus), meso (department and discipline) and at micro 

(individual pedagogical beliefs, experiences) levels. At the micro or personal level, lecturers 

use their views about effective learning and teaching, as well as their values and principles 

about science learning and assessment, to guide their decisions when implementing 

assessments in the courses they teach. This decision processing is central in Abell and 

Siegel’s (2011) Science Teacher Assessment Literacy Model (STALM), which demonstrates 

the interplay of lecturers’ conceptions in their assessment practices when they explain their 

                                                           
16 In the simplified version of Bronfenbrenner’s model, the exosystem level is regarded as part of the meso 
system level.  
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assessment purposes, the content they select to assess, the methods they use, through to their 

interpretations of assessment outcomes and their feedback. In addition to a personal 

pedagogical view, lecturers’ experiences in teaching/assessing as well as their own 

experiences as students mediate their assessment conceptions and practices (Kreber, 2010).  

 

  

 

Figure 5.2 Factors influencing academics’ conceptions and practices of assessment 

 

At a contextual level, meso and macro filters influence lecturers’ assessment conceptions and 

practices (Figure 5.2). For example, particular teaching, learning and assessment practices 

and processes are attributed to specific disciplines or domains (Virtanen & Lindblom-Ylänne, 

2010). This assertion is understandable considering the time that these lecturers have 

experienced assessment as students and then as lecturers of science. In addition, assessment 

practices may also relate to the local culture of the departments or university structures 

(Kreber, 2010). A case study by Jawitz (2008) highlighted how relationships between 

colleagues, opportunities for conversations about assessment and the alignment of assessment 

practices with the kinds of capital valued in each context influenced the way teachers 

conceptualized and approached assessment (p. 1006). This implies that the relationship 

between various factors at both macro and meso levels will probably have an influence on 

science lecturers’ conceptions and practices of their assessment of students’ learning. 

However, this relationship is still blurred and unclear.  

Macro level: 
Policy, Research-
teaching nexus 

Meso level: 

School culture, 
curriculum, course 

structure, colleagues

Micro level: 
Personal TLA philosopy

Experiences as 
students and teacher
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conceptions & 
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Therefore, in this study, I have explored the mediators of lecturers’ conceptions and practices 

of bioscience assessment based on the synthesis of CHAT and the ecological systems theory. 

My main assumption is that prior conceptions and experiences shape practices in some way. 

However, the challenge is to establish how this happens. I therefore propose that we move 

away from single categorizations of conceptions and practices as they limit the capturing of 

the complexity in lecturers’ conceptions. With this approach, we can access and present 

diverse, rich and idiosyncratic lecturers’ assessment practices within specific cultural and 

historical assessment contexts. In light of this, I view both CHAT and the ecological systems 

theory as the most appropriate tools to understand this complexity of assessment systems.  

 

5.4 Methodology 

This exploratory qualitative multiple-case study involved four university bioscience teachers. 

A case study design provides the means for an in-depth understanding of the practices of each 

individual teacher within a “real” environment (Stake, 2006). That is, this design allowed for 

the exploration of the association between individual lecturers’ context-specific assessment 

conceptions and their practices. Comparison of some aspects between cases provided a richer 

understanding of the nature and sources of these lecturers’ assessment conceptions and 

practices. 

 

5.4.1 Study context and participants 

This study was conducted on lecturers of three core second year bioscience courses at a 

research-intensive South African university. These courses, each lasting seven weeks, which 

include practical work, are designed to give students a solid grounding in the fundamentals of 

specific biological concepts. The lectures and guided inquiry practical work activities are 

team-taught by two to five lecturers who take turns in teaching their specific topics of 

expertise. Depending on the topic presented, each teacher spends between one and three 

weeks with the students. In all three of the courses, teaching assistants 17(TAs) served as 

facilitators for practical sessions and were responsible for marking and giving feedback on 

the research/practical reports. All the courses hold mid-course class tests and end-of-course 

examinations. 

                                                           
17 TAs are postgraduate students who have little teaching and assessment training. 
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Four science lecturers (given the pseudonyms Freda, Johnny, Kelvin and Chris) were 

purposively selected based on their involvement in teaching one of the three core second year 

BSc (biology major) courses. At the time of the interview, Freda was in her second year of 

teaching; Johnny was in his fourth teaching year; Chris had more than five years’ tertiary 

teaching experience as well as a higher education teaching diploma in addition to 

qualifications in the discipline. Kelvin had fifteen years teaching experience, four of which 

were at university level. All the participants had attended teacher professional development 

courses offered by the university and were relatively inexperienced at teaching at higher 

education level.  

 

5.4.2 Data sources and analysis 

Data for each teacher was collected using two sources: course documents (e.g. course 

outlines and copies of assessment tasks and marked students’ work) and interviews. Course 

outlines drawn up by course coordinators in consultations with the teaching team were 

analysed to determine what information had been conveyed to students. For the four lecturers 

interviewed in this study, topic specific outline documents provided valuable insight into 

lecturers’ intentions and plans for assessment. Practical work activities (from laboratory and 

field project reports), as well as test and examination papers were used to examine data for 

assessment practices. Students’ scripts and research/practical reports were analysed to 

explore the feedback they received. The University's student assessment policy was critically 

examined to explore its purposes and to ascertain to what extent lecturers were aware of its 

content and if they had taken cognizance of it. All of these instructional and administrative 

documents were used to ascertain the lecturers’ assessment practices and to validate lecturers’ 

self-reported practices. 

 

Interviews with lecturers provided data on their conceptions of assessment and practices. 

Two semi-structured interviews, audio taped and later transcribed verbatim, were conducted 

with each participant. The second interview was a form of member checking, to establish the 

credibility of the findings based on the interview transcriptions, data interpretations and 

findings. Participants were given an opportunity to comment on the research findings, 

interpretations, and conclusions.  
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I analysed interview transcripts by means of a structured coding scheme based on the 

conceptual framework of the study. I conducted a content analysis of all the transcripts. 

Through the rereading of the analysed content of the interview transcripts, the coding, 

categorisation and comparisons among categories several themes emerged. Participants’ 

statements were also coded in line with the key theoretical concepts of the activity theory. 

Using the constant comparative analysis method (Merriam, 1998), data was reviewed from all 

the sources and initial content codes were identified for each category.  

 

Using the CHAT language, a within-case analysis for each teacher was done to identify 

objectives that directed the teacher’s (subject) actions (assessment practices). Each case was 

further analysed to explore how the lecturers’ assessment practices were mediated by tools 

and artefacts (instruments) and by the community within the activity system. Furthermore, I 

explored how norms of the community (rules) and roles or collaborations within the 

community (division of labour) shaped lecturers’ actions. The main intention was to 

understand the multiplicity and interdependency of factors accounting for how each teacher 

conceptualizes and approaches assessment rather than to classify lecturers into categories of 

conceptions and practices. Additionally, my intention was to analyse the tensions and 

challenges within assessment systems. 

 

After all the cases were individually analysed, the similarities and differences across all four 

cases were examined to determine whether conceptions and views could transcend the views 

of individual participants. The focus of the cross-case analysis was placed on various factors 

identified from the conceptual framework, with emphasis on the similarities across the cases 

regarding the phenomenon and factors of interest (Stake, 2006). The cross-case analysis 

resulted in two main assertions, which are discussed in the next section. Descriptive and 

explanatory statements, together with interview excerpts, are used to support the inferences 

drawn from the data. In addition, I identified aspects of the lecturers’ conceptions and 

practices that address the learning-oriented assessment principles.  

 

5.5 Findings and discussion 

General findings from document analysis showed some consistency between lecturers’ 

assessment practices and the university assessment policy. The policy’s aim “is to provide 

flexibility for different assessment systems, but within a framework of current philosophy on 
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student assessment, which emphasises frequent assessment with substantive developmental 

feedback, criterion referencing related to outcomes, and the use of a variety of assessment 

methods when appropriate” (Wits, S2013 p.1). In all three of the courses, a within-course 

class test and end-of-course examination system was adopted. A mid-course class test was 

both part of the formal coursework assessment and a component of a frequent and on-going 

assessment system that provided feedback to students. The class test was used for summative 

purposes and contributed to the overall course mark. In cases where students were required to 

write essays and research reports, assessment criteria or marking rubrics were provided as per 

policy requirements. The course descriptors provided to students offered information about 

the learning outcomes, assessment activities, standards and expectations. In the next section, I 

make two assertions that directly address this study’s research questions.  

 

5.5.1 Assertion 1: Lecturers’ improvement (formative) and measurement (summative) 

conceptions of assessment are interwoven and co-exist in a complex and multifaceted 

way.  

In this study participating lecturers regarded different forms of assessment as interdependent 

and interactive. This confirmed their multiple goals of science teaching that included their 

course specific goals, broader higher education goals and affective domain goals (e.g. 

appreciation, interest). All of the four lecturers saw their roles as that of inducting students 

into the ways of thinking and practising in the discipline (McCune & Hounsell, 2005). This is 

reflected by some of their practices linked to the research report writing assessment activities. 

For example, producing a scientific report through draft-feedback cycles resembles, to some 

extent, academics’ work in producing a paper for publication (Boud, 1990). 

In their assessment vocabulary, terms such as formative and summative assessment were not 

used when interviewed. Nonetheless, they were fully aware of the need to use assessment for 

multiple purposes. Of significance for assessment for learning concept, is that all these 

lecturers’ practices reveal a common view of using assessment to promote student learning. 

Lecturers are influenced differently by what they observe and judge in their duties as 

assessors of learning. These differences and the empirical data collected in this study reify the 

notion that assessment is complex. This complexity goes beyond the strong dichotomy 
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between the formative and summative orientations of assessment as portrayed in the research 

literature. 

 

Assessment for measurement and accountability purposes: In all the cases, lecturers used 

assessment to meet the professional obligation to certify students’ mastery of material. In 

doing so, lecturers drew on a number of mediating artefacts (tools or strategies). Although 

two of the four lecturers had reservations about tests and examinations, they used these 

assessment methods to fulfil the measurement role. For example, Johnny employed tests “to 

judge how well they [students] were learning and mastering the material we taught them” 

and utilized an end-of-course examination “so we can measure how well they did in the 

course and what they learned”. Likewise, Chris used assessment as a motivational tool but 

still considered it to have a summative purpose. He maintained that assessment is “almost like 

a carrot for students to work. If there was no incentive to pass the course and get the degree, 

then there might be less of an inclination to actually do it”. Both of these lecturers therefore 

use assessment to hold students accountable for learning.   

 

Despite lecturers’ summative, measurement view of assessment, three of the four lecturers 

(Freda, Kelvin and Chris) also perceived that mid-course class tests could assist with 

learning. According to the lecturers, tests provided students with information about their 

learning gaps. This assertion is similar to Bennett’s (2011) contention that the same 

mediating tools might be used for both summative and formative purposes, but how and 

when they are used can be different thus leading to different outcomes. However, Johnny 

questioned the use of these assessment tools when he said: “I think performance on a test 

does not necessarily measure understanding. It does measure what they have memorised and 

it does not necessarily measure what they understand”. This criticism has also been raised in 

the literature about the validity of timed tests and examinations.  

 

Assessment as a tool for improving learning: All these lecturers’ practices reveal a common 

view of using assessment to promote student learning. Strategies used as mediating tools to 

achieve the student-learning motive varied. What was common about the strategies these 

lecturers adopted was the need to support student knowledge and skills acquisition through 

the provision of feedback and sharing of assessment expectations. For example, Freda made 

use of in-class questioning, resubmission and drafting options for learning purposes. 

According to her, resubmission and drafting options implemented as part of her instruction 
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were “to give students an opportunity to internalize the feedback and to work on their 

mistakes”. In explaining her in-class questioning approach, Freda said she used questions to 

direct small group discussion. Collaborative learning is one of the key components of 

assessment as a social practice within the sociocultural theory. For Freda, group discussions 

allowed students to learn from one another as well as from the teacher, and helped all 

students to engage with the course content. Freda’s strategy is similar to peer instruction as 

described by Crouch, Watkins, Fagen and Mazur (2007), where lectures are interspersed with 

questions designed to reveal common misunderstandings and promote feedback dialogues. 

 

Chris held a similar view because in one of his major assignments he gave the students the 

option of submitting drafts of an essay. He insisted that, “students will learn more from 

drafting than writing a once off essay where all they see is a mark. They are not going to read 

what they have written again.” According to Chris, “feedback on drafts is to help students, 

put them on track about their learning and help them develop the necessary skills”. In a 

similar vein, Kelvin designed some “formative only” practical tasks solely to support 

students’ development in course specific skills. In addition, he used exemplars of projects 

completed by previous students to clarify assessment expectations. Johnny adopted a 

multistage report-writing task, offering feedback at each stage. The primary aim of this 

assessment strategy was to help students improve their learning and writing by providing 

them with the necessary guidance in the form of feedback. In this case, students were given 

formative feedback to assist them in producing the final summative report.  

 

Analyses of all of these lecturers’ feedback practices, based on students’ marked work, 

indicated that the forms of feedback included identification and correction of errors and 

suggestions for how to address the knowledge gaps. Apart from the written comments, oral 

test feedback sessions were held in two of the three courses. A test feedback session’s 

purpose, explained Freda, was “to show students what we were expecting from the test so that 

hopefully by the time the exam comes they could know how to answer certain questions and 

get better marks”. The multistage writing and the test feedback clearly indicate harmonised 

interactions between summative and formative practices and are in line with principles of 

using ‘feedback as forward looking’ and ‘assessment tasks as learning tasks’. 

 

Assessment as tool leading to improvement of teaching: Chris, Freda and Kelvin emphasised 

that they also used assessment information to evaluate the effectiveness and quality of their 
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teaching. Even though Chris complained profusely about the marking, he commented, “...is 

not just for the mark that we’re giving them, but it contributes feedback into your teaching. I 

get an interpretation of what I am teaching and how the students are responding to that. 

However, I do not need to mark a thousand scripts to do that”. Assessment feedback gave 

these lecturers an indication of the students’ understanding and directed the pace and 

direction of their instruction. Chris’ comment clearly points to the link between assessment 

and teaching where feedback arising from a formal assessment practice influences how he 

adjusts his teaching practices. Similar to Chris, Freda explained her informal assessment 

approach as follows: “Whenever I choose a new topic in class I put questions to them. So 

that's to encourage discussions in class and I also try to give them exam-like questions, where 

I might just put a couple of questions up and I give them time to work in small groups. I then 

try to get feedback from them and then we discuss it together”. She commented that this 

helped her understand “if they [students] understand what I'm trying to get across to them or 

if something maybe needs to be explained better again”. These lecturers expressed their 

views of assessment as explicitly being a learning situation for both the teacher and students. 

Assessment information as personal reflection clarified for the former what they needed to do 

in order for the latter to be more successful. 

 

Assessment as supporting lifelong learning capacity: Three of the four lecturers (Johnny, 

Freda and Chris) emphasized the importance of assessment and teaching of scientific 

processes or methods over discipline content knowledge. In addition, these three lecturers 

acknowledged that assessment is also about developing lifelong skills rather than leading 

purely to the identification and correction of errors and measuring learning achievements. 

Freda's questioning of the ‘content-driven’ nature of the course curriculum emphasised that 

she considered that her role was to “teach students to be more critical of what they learn”. 

Her student centred view illustrates her assertion, explained as, “I think we should give them 

a strong background not necessarily content specific, but give them the ability to know how to 

learn new things”.  

 

In relating lecturers’ assessment conceptions to practices, the data revealed the varied 

assessment strategies (mediating artefacts) used by these lecturers to fulfil the two main 

purposes of assessment (certification and learning). The varied assessment approaches these 

lecturers adopted indicate their response to the contextual challenges within their teaching 

systems. The need for differentiated practice is also important because with massified HE 
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teachers need to cater for students with differing abilities, capacities, and expectations.  It 

was, however, evident that lecturers found it challenging to create assessment opportunities 

for students to develop learning autonomy.  For example, Johnny had been aware of this 

oversight and the challenge of this aspect which he verbalized as: “We can't teach students all 

the facts that they need to know, that stuff changes, science changes. The skills sets that they 

will leave here with change but what they need to do is to accommodate for that change... is 

to teach them to adapt. But how to bridge the gap between filling their minds with stuff and 

giving them capacity is something I am struggling with”.  What Johnny is highlighting is that 

the rapid pace at which biosciences knowledge is developing means that curricula and 

instructional practices have to evolve continually.  

 

Just as science knowledge changes, the CHAT framework views assessment, teaching and 

learning as dynamic and evolving activities.  From this perspective, the major challenge 

appears to be the reconceptualization of the role of lecturers and students in assessment 

systems in the 21st century. All of the lecturers involved in this study acknowledged that there 

were contradictions and tensions evident in fulfilling the various purposes inherent in higher 

education assessment practices. This has made it clear that a multidimensional view of 

assessment is needed to address the multiple goals of science teaching and learning. That is, 

lecturers can explore diverse approaches to assessment to address the science learning goals 

and students’ diverse needs. However, the university-wide system of often overburdening 

academics and emphasising measurable products sometimes mitigates against this. 

 

Traditional views of assessment that reinforce the hierarchical nature of teacher-student 

relationship, place the teacher as the only valid assessor and provider of feedback. However, 

when assessment is considered from a CHAT perspective, it is clear that the division of 

labour requires collaboration and negotiation of power amongst the teacher and students. 

Such relationships are deemed conducive for the use of assessment to support self-regulation, 

self-monitoring and lifelong learning attributes which form part of the goals of science and 

higher education learning.  For example, lecturers can involve students peer and self-

assessment in promoting such attributes. However, I also need to acknowledge the mixed 

opinions about the value of peer and self-assessment reported in the research literature.   

 

Despite the mixed opinions regarding the value of peer and self-assessment on student 

performance there is growing support for the use of these strategies to promote student self-
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regulatory practices (Evans, 2013). With regard to the active involvement of the students in 

assessment, two of the four lecturers in this study expressed reservations about self and peer 

assessments. One teacher contended that “students are not mature enough to assess 

themselves or peers, and they don’t know a lot about the topic yet”. Advocates of peer and 

self-assessment like Boud (1990) point out that “an assumption that students are unable to 

make judgements undermines their capacity to do so” (p109). However, the research 

literature reports on similar doubts and concerns regarding students’ ability to assess and give 

feedback (Lui & Carless, 2006). The accuracy of marking highlighted in the abovementioned 

comment points out to the need for using peer assessment for formative purposes rather than 

summative purposes. Additionally, the comment highlights the need to train and support 

students in giving feedback. Even though the importance of training students in assessing and 

giving feedback is emphasised throughout the literature, training on its own might not be 

sufficient. Peer and self-assessment as part of an assessment system in alignment with 

teaching and learning systems need to take into account the individuals and contextual 

variables.  

 

Overall, all the four teachers enacted their multiple conceptions of assessment based on what 

they perceived to be appropriate for this cohort of students and what seems viable in the 

contexts they operated. 

 

5.5.2 Assertion 2: A number of factors at macro, meso and micro levels influence 

lecturers’ assessment decision-making.  

Assessment as a social practice is constituted at the intersection of micro (individual), meso 

(interactions at course and departmental level) and macro (institutional and societal) levels. 

That is, assessment operates within the constraints and affordances of the larger educational 

and societal systems. Therefore, we can only properly understand assessment and its 

associated feedback practices if we take into account the social, cultural and historical 

contexts of its operation (Gipps, 1999). That is, as outlined in Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) 

ecological system model, assessment activity must be examined in relation to contextual 

arrangements and in relation to the overarching educational system. 

 

At macro level, the teaching-research orientation of the university and institutional student 

assessment policy seem to exert minimal influence on how the lecturers conceptualize 

assessment. Even though the university’s positioning as a research-intensive entity generally 
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had minimal influence on how the four lecturers viewed assessment and learning one teacher 

commented on this issue. Chris perceived teaching as secondary and commented, “The 

University focuses on saying, you have to publish and you’ve got to teach. However, the 

emphasis comes on the research and the publishing. When it comes to the crunch ... the 

publications are what matters”. The lecturers acknowledged the pressure on them for greater 

research productivity. However, they all fully embraced their academic identity as both 

researchers and lecturers. Kelvin commented: “I choose to work in a university and not at a 

research institute because I love teaching and interacting with students but I want to be out 

there doing research as well”. In all the cases, lecturers claimed that their teaching benefited 

from their research because “it makes my teaching very personal, I can explain things from 

different angles based on my research activities’ (Kelvin). These lecturers regarded research 

and administrative obligations as part of their professional duties. Clearly, lecturers’ views of 

the roles will influence how they engage with learning and assessment issues. 

 

In a collective assessment system, different students come in with different motives and 

needs. The four participating lecturers seemed to be aware that not all the students registered 

for these courses might be interested in a future career in research. In light of this, they all 

expressed their reservations about the school's aim of preparing “research ready” students. In 

Chris’ opinion: “we rather encompass more a ‘big-wide-world ready’ rather than ‘research 

ready’. What good is being ‘research ready’ going to do to someone who is working 

somewhere where they are not doing research?” This view aligns with his subscription to 

addressing broader education goals such as enabling “students to move up in the different 

level of thinking”. Therefore, despite the views of the school in which they were teaching, 

these macro level factors seemed to have a minimal effect on lecturers’ assessment decision-

making processes.  

 

It was evident that the lecturers in this study were not familiar with some aspects of the 

institution’s assessment policy and hence not fully aware of the flexibility advocated by the 

policy. For example, Johnny was of the view that “the university requires us to do the final 

exam”. However, analysis of the university assessment policy reveals the opposite. For 

example, final examinations have been de-emphasized and may even be eliminated where 

deemed appropriate. It may suggest that lecturers are actually not familiar or influenced by 

the specifics outlined in the assessment policy but by what is happening within the school.  
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A medley of factors at the intersection of meso and micro levels appears to have exercised a 

more pervasive and potent influence on lecturers’ conceptions and practices. In fact, there is 

compelling evidence that lecturers’ intentions are often more compromised by meso factors 

than simply by their beliefs and values.   

 

At meso level, lecturers’ assessment practices manifest as part of the school culture and, more 

specifically, course specific structural factors. Within the context of the core courses, 

participants were greatly influenced by interactions with colleagues and the drive to induct 

students into disciplinary ways of thinking and practising (McCune & Hounsell, 2005). Status 

and power relations within the course team structure were some of the issues mentioned by 

one of the four lecturers. The teacher in question who at the time of the interview felt less 

experienced was of the view that senior and more experienced team members had more say 

of how the courses should be structured than junior and less experienced lecturers whose 

voices were often overlooked. Overall, collegial co-operation or exchange among 

departmental colleagues seemed to be one strategy of promoting the conceptualization and 

enactment of assessment practices.  

 

Course structure (duration, team teaching and class sizes) and course specific goals (set 

curriculum demands) were central to how all the lecturers enacted their conceptions of 

assessment. In these core courses, the course coordinator decides on the sequencing of the 

required topics and the duration of the topics offered. Some lecturers only teach the course 

for one week. All the lecturers mentioned that course specific requirements and course setup 

were amongst the key factors mediating their practices. The set curriculum in the core 

courses seemed to limit their enactment of their assessment conceptions compared to the 

flexibility they were accorded in their specialist courses.  

 

All of the four lecturers in this study mentioned how assessment systems played out 

differently in a course taught individually (i.e. by one academic only). The duration of the 

course and the number of lectures each teacher gave in the courses seemed to be major 

impediments to lecturers’ implementing their ideal practices. According to Chris, “I do not 

really have enough time to start getting them to think differently about the knowledge 

provided”. Freda saw the issue of time differently when she mentioned that “we need to get 

away from the thing that we need to cover this content and there is no time for on-going 
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assessment. Rather we cover less and have more time for constructive feedback between you 

the teacher and students”. A number of tensions and challenges surface in this respect.  

 

On one hand, the challenges are related the time needed to effectively address the reforms in 

science learning, teaching and assessment of developing lifelong learners. On the other hand, 

institutional issues such as massification and diversification of student body pose a number of 

challenges. The need for differentiated practice is important under the current contexts where 

students enter HE with differing abilities, capacities and willingness to self-regulate. 

However, according to all the lecturers, time constraints and large class sizes were barriers to 

giving frequent, individualised and detailed feedback as they would have like to. 

Consequently, teaching assistants with minimal pedagogical training and experiences are 

employed to give feedback. As a result, students are provided with different qualities of 

feedback. 

 

Another issue that surfaced from the interview sessions was that academics sometimes 

reproduced assessment practices developed previously, without questioning their 

appropriateness. For example, Johnny had adopted some sound assessment strategies (e.g. 

use of learning outcomes, self and peer assessments). However, he revealed that he had 

inherited these when he started teaching in the course, and it emerged that even though he 

saw the value in such practices he had no clear rationale/justification for adopting them. In 

this case, “how things were done previously” (historical) influenced his adoption of these 

practices. Chris justified his adoption of assessment strategies when he said: “by default, I 

rely on tests and exams to assess student learning. I kind of buy into what everybody 

(cultural) [course team] in the course is doing. In core courses it’s quite different because 

there is a curriculum that you kind of need to stick to”. Thus, it is evident that, even though 

Johnny and Chris had reservations about using class tests and examinations, arguing that their 

time-limited nature could not adequately test for skills like independent critical thinking and 

creativity, they adopted them as assessment strategies in the core courses because of 

historical reasons and due to departmental pressure. Once again, the fact that these lecturers 

were only teaching for few weeks in the core course may suggest that they had little influence 

over the assessment strategies.  

 

Academics are immersed in sets of practice which have historical and cultural dimensions, 

hence their views that “this is the way things are and have to be”. Therefore, to summarise, 
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recurrent practices deeply rooted in the collective culture of the departments and teaching 

teams in which academic staff belong influence what lecturers regard as appropriate (Trowler 

& Cooper, 2002).  

 

At micro level, these lecturers drew on a wide range of personal knowledge, training, 

experiences and beliefs in making assessment decisions. All the participating lecturers 

displayed a broad learning vision for students, a global understanding of university 

educational goals, a sense of professional responsibility, but also of having the academic 

freedom to do what is required to facilitate student learning. Personal factors, such as their 

experiences as students and experiences in their current teaching, appeared to have influenced 

their assessment conceptions and practices.  

 

For example, Johnny’s multistage report writing strategy that takes a learning-oriented 

assessment approach was based on his own experiences. He described them as follows: “I 

guess my own experience with learning to write, is that it is not something that can be taught 

in a lecture or sitting in one place in a theatre being told this is what to do”. On one hand, 

Kelvin gave personalised feedback using students’ names, drawing from his experiences as a 

student, because “I know it did wonders for me when I was a student. It affected me in a 

positive way. When they said ‘you could do better’ and I thought then I will do better. On the 

other hand, Freda implemented in-class questioning and peer-learning strategies based on 

what she did not experience as a student but perceived to be good practice. She said: “the 

university where I come from lecturers just lectured with no interactions like the one I see 

here. So I am trying to implement something I never had as a student.” This illustrates how 

life experiences can have a wide range of implicit and explicit influences on lecturers’ 

conceptions and practices.  

 

Training and professional identity: Discipline-related expertise played an important role in 

the selection of thinking processes that these lecturers wanted their students to acquire. They 

were all aware of the need to attract and prepare the next generation of scientists. In addition, 

they wanted to help all the students to achieve scientific literacy. This seems to stem from 

their strong science expertise, an understanding of the overarching conceptual coherence, 

progression, and the nature of their disciplines. Coil and Wenderoth's (2010) contention that 

successful undergraduate programmes in science enable students to think like scientists 

seems to resonate with the thinking of all four of the lecturers. For example, in terms of 
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science teaching goals Johnny emphasized: “students should be able to do some basic skills 

that a scientist would have to do. So, being able to think about a question, that is relevant to 

science and how to phrase the question and how to think about the context of the question, 

how to take that question and turn it into some sort of study or action. I thought more about 

what specific tools in terms of reasoning skills and being able to solve scientific problems”. 

Nevertheless, expertise and confidence in discipline-specific knowledge, which is the basis 

for the appointment of these lecturers, seems insufficient to encourage adoption of innovative 

practices. Within the assessment landscape, the demands on the lecturer to support students to 

engage in assessment and feedback exchanges are huge. It requires that lecturers have an 

understanding of academic and social needs of students.   

 

According to Brownell and Tanner (2012) the majority of academics in teaching positions in 

the science field are science graduates trained primarily in research. Such training excludes 

the development of teaching identities that are crucial for lecturers in adopting pedagogical 

approaches that promote “ways of thinking and practicing” in the discipline. Lecturers such 

as Johnny demonstrate a desire for good pedagogical practice, but see their training as an 

impediment: I came out of a college where I did research. Not that I do not enjoy teaching 

but like M is fond of saying we are all amateurs in this field. Not that we are not willing to try 

to do better, but for the most part we teach the way we were taught. We think about what 

worked for us and try to do that! Um, sometimes it works, sometimes it does not. Despite the 

complexity of assessing student learning, for these university lecturers learning to do so 

seems largely to be “learning by doing”, intuitive or based on their own experiences of being 

assessed. Professional development training and initial pedagogical training (in the case of 

Chris) seem easily forgotten or ignored in most cases. Johnny and Chris’ commentaries 

suggest the absence of scholarly knowledge of assessment, and especially of assessment 

design that addresses higher order outcomes.  

 

5.6 Conclusion  

My intention in this study was to provide a deeper insight into the complex nature of 

assessment in general and the lecturers’ assessment conceptions and practices within an 

institutional and departmental context. It was therefore important that an all-encompassing 

framework was employed in answering research questions. CHAT, which incorporates the 
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activity theory, became an ideal option to explore lecturers’ assessment conceptions and 

practices and their relationships in different contexts and at various levels of their activities.  

 

What emerges from this study is that the multiplicity of science lecturers’ learning 

assessment conceptions and practices need to be understood in terms of competing and 

conflicting demands. I have attempted to reveal the tensions and struggles that emerged for 

teachers as they navigated the assessment terrain as dictated by dominant socio-cultural-

historical systems. For example, some lecturers’ use of class tests and examinations was not 

their personal preference but they adopted these due to sociocultural influences within larger 

educational and societal systems. The assessment practices examined in this study embraced 

two of the learning-oriented assessment principles namely: assessment tasks as learning tasks 

and forward looking feedback. What became apparent is that there are pockets of learning 

orientated practices driven by individual lecturers. Therefore, it appeared that the assessment 

practices in this school were still focused solely on teacher driven assessment and feedback 

processes. Some teachers’ concerns about students’ ability to assess and give feedback may 

partly account for the lack of active student participation in assessment. However, it should 

be noted that implementing peer and self-assessment approaches in team-taught modularised 

courses might not be a viable options for individual lecturers.   

 

The key finding in this study is that established teaching-learning assessment practices 

operating at meso level appeared to dictate how lecturers implemented assessment. Evidence 

presented in this study reveals that established practice largely dictates how things are done in 

the courses. Implicit regulatory course frameworks (largely tacit and unquestioned or 

uncontested) seem to minimize lecturers’ sense of agency or control over established 

assessment practices. In most cases, these academics-as-assessors faced various challenges in 

the varied objectives of the assessment system. Lack of time or power to make changes and 

to some extent the acceptance of established practice impedes opportunities for staff to create 

space to try out new formative learning opportunities or to consider the influence of 

pedagogy and theory on their practice. These established assessment practices did not fully 

support innovations that individual lecturers personally wished to introduce in the courses. 

 

Therefore, one could conclude that for learning-oriented assessment approaches to be 

entrenched at more than the individual teacher level, it is crucial that support is provided at 

course and departmental level. In addition, opportunities should be created for all lecturers 
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involved in teaching a course to get together to discuss these issues and together decide how 

and when alternative practices would be most appropriate. Nevertheless, at a basic level of 

educational professionalism, individual lecturers may make formative assessment effective, 

even within existing curricular structures and constraints. Lecturers may undertake personal 

initiatives by being motivated and willing to develop their knowledge and understanding of 

assessment methodology and feedback based on their students’ needs. However, their sense 

of agency is needed to negotiate and challenge departmental contextual impediments to 

learning orientated assessment practices. One might conclude – or suggest – that educational 

development programs could be tailored to help and encourage lecturers to be self-aware 

about the nature of their conceptions, their social-cultural roots and the implications thereof. 

Hence, training programs could focus on assessment literacy for lecturers and support them in 

becoming effective, reflective practitioners.  

 

Perhaps surprisingly, initial and continual professional development programs that do provide 

sound assessment workshops seem largely ineffective in enabling lecturers to implement the 

practices when back in their school context. In the school level teacher professional 

development literature, Supovitz and Turner (2000) alluded to the difficulty of changing 

classroom culture and teaching practice through short–one-off workshops. They reckon that 

classroom practices and cultures are mostly deeply affected after intensive and sustained staff 

development activities. This might be because lecturers are powerless to implement such 

practices in the broader school assessment culture. Therefore, there is a need to contemplate 

alternative ways to achieve professional development.  

 

Academic developers seeking to encourage sound approaches to assessment may gain 

insights from this study about the constraints and enablers of learning-oriented assessment 

practices. Cognizant of the dynamics of interplay between personal and contextual factors, 

they should consider collaborative action research that engages lecturers in their departmental 

and course contexts. Such interventions should engage lecturers in iterative cycles of use of 

new assessment tools, reflection on their use and adaptations and revision of the tools. Based 

on this study’s key finding that assessment practices are predominately influenced by courses 

and departmental culture, I suggest that established practice needs to be interrupted and 

reconceptualised for a change to occur.  

 



120 
 

References 

Abell, S. K., & Siegel, M. A. (2011). Assessment literacy: What science teachers need to 

know and be able to do. In D. Corrigan, J. Dillon, & R. Gunstone (Eds.), The 

professional knowledge base of science teaching (pp. 205-221). London, UK: Springer. 

Bell, B. (2007). Classroom Assessment of Science Learning. In S. K. Abell & N. G. 

Lederman (Eds.), Handbook of research on science education (pp. 965–1006). Mahwah, 

New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Bennett, R. E. (2011). Formative assessment: a critical review. Assessment in Education. 

Principles, Policy & Practice, 18(1), 5–25. doi:10.1080/0969594X.2010.513678 

Boud, D. (1990). Assessment and the promotion of academic values. Studies in Higher 

Education, 15(1), 101–111. 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1977). Towards an experimental ecology of human development. 

American Psychologist, 32(7), 513-531. 

Brownell, S. E., & Tanner, K. D. (2012). Barriers to faculty pedagogical change: lack of 

training, time, incentives, and...tensions with professional identity? CBE Life Sciences 

Education, 11(4), 339–46. doi:10.1187/cbe.12-09-0163 

Carless, D. (2006). Differing perceptions in the feedback process. Studies in Higher 

Education, 31(2), 219–233. doi:10.1080/03075070600572132 

Carless, D. (2007). Learning-oriented assessment: conceptual bases and practical 

implications. Innovations in Education & Teaching International, 44(1), 57–66.  

Coil, D., Wenderoth, M. P., Cunningham, M., & Dirks, C. (2010). Teaching the process of 

science: faculty perceptions and an effective methodology. CBE-Life Sciences 

Education, 9(4), 524–535. doi:10.1187/cbe.10 

Crouch, C. H., Watkins, J., Fagen, A. P., & Mazur, E. (2007). Peer Instruction: Engaging 

Students One-on-One , All At Once. Research-Based Reform of Uiversity Physics, 1(1), 

40–95. doi:10.1364/OPN.9.9.000037 

Ellery, K. (2008). Assessment for learning: a case study using feedback effectively in an 

essay style test. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 33(4), 421–429.  

Engeström, Y. (2001). Expansive Learning at Work: Toward an activity theoretical 

reconceptualization. Journal of Education and Work, 14(1), 133–156.  

Fanghanel, J. (2007). Investigating university lecturers’ pedagogical constructs in the 

working context. The Higher Education Academy, (January 2007), 1–19. Retrieved from 

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/Documents/teachingandresearch/fanghanel.pdf 

Gipps, C. (1999). Socio-Cultural Aspects of Assessment. Review of Research in Education, 

24(1), 355–392. doi:10.3102/0091732X024001355 



121 
 

Hanauer, D., & Bauerle, C. (2012). Facilitating innovation in science education through 

assessment reform. Liberal Education, 98(3). Retrieved from 

http://www.aacu.org/liberaleducation/le-su12/hanauer_bauerle.cfm 

Jawitz, J. (2008). Learning to assess in the academic workplace: Case study in the Natural 

Sciences. South African Journal of Higher Education, 22(5), 1006–1018. 

Kember, D., & Kwan, K.-P. (2000). Lecturers ’ approaches to teaching and their relationship 

to conceptions of good teaching. Instructional Science, 28(5), 469–490. 

Klassen, S. (2006). Contextual assessment in science education: Background, issues, and 

policy. Science Education, 90(5), 820–851. doi:10.1002/sce.20150 

Kreber, C. (2010). Academics’ teacher identities, authenticity and pedagogy. Studies in 

Higher Education, 35(2), 171–194. doi:10.1080/03075070902953048 

Maclellan, E. (2001). Assessment for learning: the differing perceptions of tutors and 

students. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 26(4), 307–318. 

MCcune, V., & Hounsell, D. (2005). The development of students’ ways of thinking and 

practising in three final-year biology courses. Higher Education, 49(3), 255–289.  

Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study applications in education. Dados 

(Vol. 2nd, p. xviii, 275 p.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Pratt, D. D. (1992). Conceptions of teaching. Adult Education Quarterly, 42(4), 203–220.  

Sadler, D. R. (1989). Formative assessment and the design of instructional systems. 

Instructional Science, 18(2), 119–144. doi:10.1007/BF00117714 

Scott, I., Yeld, N., & Hendry, J. (2007). Higher Education Monitor No.6: A case for 

improving teaching and learning in South African Higher Education (p. 98). Retrieved 

from http://www.che.ac.za/ 

Stake, R. (2006). Multiple case study analysis. New York: Guilford Press. 

Supovitz, J A., & Turner, H.M. (2000). The Effects of Professional Development on Science 

Teaching Practices and Classroom Culture. Journal of Research in Science Teaching, 

37(9), 963-980. 

Trigwell, K., & Prosser, M. (1996). Changing approaches to teaching: A relational 

perspective. Studies in Higher Education, 21(3), 275–284.  

Trowler, P. R., & Cooper, A. (2002). Teaching and Learning Regimes: Implicit theories and 

recurrent practices in the enhancement of teaching and learning through educational 

development programmes. Higher Education Research & Development, 21(3), 221–240.  

Tsai, C.-C. (2002). Nested epistemologies: Science teachers’ beliefs of teaching, learning and 

science. International Journal of Science Education, 24(8), 771–783.  



122 
 

Virtanen, V., & Lindblom-Ylänne, S. (2010). University students’ and teachers' conceptions 

of teaching and learning in the biosciences. Instructional Science, 38(4), 355–370.  

 Wits (S2013/1856). Senate Policy on the Assessment of Student Learning. Retrieved from 

http://www.intranet.wits.ac.za/Academic/RegistrarsHelpdesk/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



123 
 

CHAPTER SIX 

General discussion, conclusion and recommendations 

 

Introduction 

This study was about one aspect of the teaching and learning system namely, assessment and 

feedback systems. Understanding such systems in which lecturers and students interact was 

going to be complex if the approach was to have been monolithic. Due to the complexity of 

assessment, I had to approach this research from various angles. My approach was therefore 

varied (and specific for a particular focus) where I used different frames of reference in 

chapters 2 to 5.  Each chapter has presented a paper, which answered particular research sub-

questions. In chapter 2, I used the learning-oriented assessment 18(LOA) framework to 

explore and characterise assessment practices in the selected core bioscience courses as 

experienced by students. I need to emphasise that learning-oriented assessment is a 

pedagogical approach that cannot be separated from learning and teaching. In this study, I put 

assessment under the microscope using LOA as a tool to review how it contributes to 

learning and teaching processes and to expose the challenges of implementing learning-

oriented assessment approaches.  

 

In chapter 3, Sadler’s (1989) and Hattie and Timperley's (2007) conceptualisation of 

feedback together with dialogic feedback (Carless, Salter, Yang, & Lam, 2011; Nicol, 2010) 

and sustainable assessment feedback (Boud & Molloy, 2013; Carless et al., 2011) concepts 

were used to analyse feedback experienced by students in these courses. Students’ emotional 

experiences of feedback that emerged from the results outlined in chapter 3, was the point of 

focus in the paper presented in chapter 4. In that paper, Nussbaum's (2001) definition of 

emotions and Pekrun's (2006) control-value theory of achievement emotions were valuable in 

understanding students’ emotional reactions. In chapter 5, I adopted a case study approach to 

understand lecturers’ conceptions and practices of assessment and feedback using the 

cultural-historical activity theory as my conceptual framework.  

                                                           
18Learning-oriented assessment is about tasks that are foregrounded in order to create information to help future 

learning (Knight, 2006, p. 445). Carless (2014) defines learning-oriented assessment as assessment where a 

primary focus is on the potential to develop productive learning processes.  



124 
 

The purpose of this chapter is to reflect on the findings presented in the preceding chapters in 

order to answer the following overarching research questions: 

1. What are the current assessment practices in selected bioscience courses? 

a. How do bioscience lecturers conceptualise science-learning assessment? 

b. What influences lecturers’ decision-making about assessment practices? 

2. What are students’ views and experiences of assessment and feedback in biosciences 

courses?  

3. What are the relations (if any) between students and lecturers’ views of assessment and 

feedback practices?  

Figure 6.1 illustrates my approach to answering these research questions.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.1: Consolidated synthesis of the research study 

 

Briefly, the argument I make in relation to this study’s overarching research questions is that 

current practices of assessment in the selected courses have been less effective in addressing 

diverse educational needs of majority of students, their expectations of higher education and 
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their future learning needs. Students’ mixed and varied accounts of emotional reactions to 

these assessment and feedback practices are to some extent due to assessment systems 

overlooking students’ personalised needs. The dominant preference of summative 

assessment systems in these bioscience courses indicates teachers’ backgrounds or 

experiences about assessment or its practice. It is apparent that assessment practices in this 

higher education context have not evolved enough to keep pace with the changing contexts 

of education. The much publicised moves towards learning-oriented assessment approaches 

which calls for radical changes in lecturers and students’ perceptions of the roles are 

apparently still not used especially to address the diversity of student cohort in higher 

education.  

 

Although lecturers as designers of these assessment systems portrayed multifaceted 

conceptions of assessment, their practices do not reflect what the research literature tells us 

about effective assessment and feedback practices or indeed what they themselves consider 

to be ideal. Modular team-taught course structures, time constraints and historical school19 

practices overwhelmingly account for inconsistency between lecturers’ conceptions and 

practices of assessment. Overall, the lack of shared understanding between lecturers and 

students about the prioritisation of the various purposes of assessment; students and 

lecturers’ perceptions of their own roles in assessment; differences between lecturers’ 

perceptions and expectations in team-taught courses and expectation gaps between students 

and lecturers are the major sources of tensions in these course settings.  

 

Social settings similar to assessment, teaching and learning environments by their nature 

reflect different cultures and histories. In the context of this study, the classroom is the 

setting in which students and their lecturers from different cultural, historical backgrounds of 

teaching and learning meet. It is important to understand from the outset that this is already a 

complex setting in which the very complex nature of assessment and feedback in biosciences 

core courses has been investigated. In light of this setting, I have used the all-encompassing 

cultural historical activity theory (CHAT) to examine the complexity of the assessment 

activity system. Next, I embark on a brief explanation of key aspects of CHAT followed by 

an analysis of the findings of the overarching research questions using CHAT as a frame of 

reference. Also discussed, are the strengths and limitations of this research. Finally, after 

                                                           
19 In this thesis, I use the term school for what could be considered a department in other contexts. 
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drawing conclusions from the research findings I discuss their significance and make 

recommendations for practice and further research. 

 

6.1  Assessment and feedback interactions in classrooms 

Higher education institutions are both a socio-cultural reflection of the wider society and a 

driver of change in society. These institutions are in many instances a reflection of what is 

valued in society. In this study, I view the university and its classrooms as a system of 

intellectual activity. Students and their lecturers are continuously engaged in interactions of 

teaching, learning and assessment. Apart from serving a crucial role in higher education 

learning and teaching contexts, assessment is meant to serve multiple purposes that can be 

interpreted differently by lecturers and students. The multifaceted nature of assessment makes 

it a complex process. Unravelling the complexity of how and why lecturers assess science 

learning the way they do and how students experience such practices of assessment requires a 

multidimensional framework. Cultural historical activity theory (CHAT) provides theoretical 

concepts for understanding the development and transformation of assessment systems in 

their broader institutional social and cultural contexts.   

 

According to socio-cultural theories to which CHAT belongs, classroom activities function 

on multiple scales that are contextually or time related (Lemke, 2001). Contextually related 

scales take into account the ecosystem, community and the individual. Time related scales on 

the other hand are historical and evolutionary. CHAT considers both contextual and historical 

scales. These scales are relevant and appropriate in our quest to understand why current 

assessment practices in bioscience courses are the way they are. Moreover, for this study of 

assessment steeped in the complexity of cultures, histories and personalities, some theoretical 

concepts of CHAT are appropriate to explore assessment interactions between and amongst 

lecturers and their students at course level. 

 

Key constructs of CHAT salient to this study are collective, object-directed and artefact-

mediated practices in interacting assessment systems of lecturers and students (Fig 6.2). The 

concept of interacting systems not only foregrounds tensions and contradictions inherent in 

the multiple objects of assessment by the subjects (lecturers and students) but also reveals the 

historically evolving nature of activity systems. Teaching, learning and assessment 
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collectively are a system in the social and educational realm of a university. The current use 

of cultural historical activity theory in the literature tends to divert attention away from 

individuals’ actions emphasising the collective social system (Edwards, 2005). However, my 

argument is that we cannot understand the collective without knowing about the individual 

parts of this collective (e.g. artefacts, subjects, rules etc.) as presented in figure 6.2. My 

premise is that lecturers and students are participants in an assessment social system. That is, 

I recognise the importance of lecturers and students and their contributions as individuals and 

as a collective in an assessment activity subsystem of a broader teaching and learning system.  

 

 

 

Figure 6.2 Two interacting activity systems of teachers and their students during assessment and 

feedback encounters (Adapted from Engeström, 2001) 

 

According to Engeström (2001), the prime unit of analysis for understanding activity systems 

is their collectiveness and object-directedness. The two interacting and overlapping 

assessment activity systems in figure 6.2 demonstrate how lecturers and their students might 

interact collectively towards teaching and learning in a bioscience course. Locating 

assessment as a collective social system means it is an activity operating at an intersection of 

individual lecturers and students who bring into an assessment activity their differing motives 

and objectives. In the parlance of activity theory, lecturers and students take actions as 

directed and motivated by personal goals in order to satisfy their needs which may not 
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necessarily be shared. Thus in order to understand the activity of assessment and its related 

feedback, a situational analysis of the lecturers and students’ object-directed actions is 

necessary.  

 

Figure 6.2 illustrates the complex relationships between various elements in the students and 

lecturers’ interacting assessment and feedback systems. In assessment, students and lecturers 

who are part of the wider academic community perform a number of actions (e.g. writing an 

essay or test, marking or giving feedback) to satisfy their motives or objectives of the 

activity. On one hand, lecturers’ goal-oriented actions may be motivated by institutional 

assessment policies, teaching, and learning plans, school or disciplinary rules (explicit or 

implicit) or simply by their personal commitment to enrich the students’ learning experience. 

Students’ actions on the other hand may be influenced by their personal histories, experiences 

and goals. Apart from personal factors, other mediators of the activity include the rules 

underpinning the institution assessment activities (e.g. course structures, marks, class sizes, 

etc.), the established division of labour, and the mediating artefacts and tools available at 

community level.  

 

To comprehend the assessment activity in its totality, one must understand the artefacts that 

mediate the actions taken by lecturers and students. Wertsch (1998) puts it clearly, when he 

says “agent-acting-with-mediational-means” is the basic unit in describing human activity 

(p.485). In activity systems, lecturers and students can use cultural and conceptual 

mediational artefacts or tools as a means of addressing the objectives of an activity system. 

In the case of assessment activity, lecturers and students can use a wide range of tools (e.g. 

tests, essays, explicit learning outcomes, assessment criteria, exemplars and dialogic 

feedback) to address the various purposes of assessment. It is worth noting that artefacts do 

not only entail material or conceptual tools but also encompass social structures (Hora & 

Ferrare, 2013). For example, explicit and implicit rules in which the community (school) 

operates and the division of labour reflecting the roles lecturers and students play within an 

assessment system mediate the enacted assessment and feedback practices. All of these 

multiple mediators occurring within cultural and historical contexts shape lecturers and 

students’ objective-directed actions.  
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Over time, the objectives of an activity system change. This change might in turn transform 

the activity system. CHAT’s principle of historicity helps us understand tensions that arise in 

these evolving activity systems. For example, historically assessment was usually used solely 

for measuring students’ achievement at the end of a teaching episode. However, the current 

view of assessment is that it is used to help students and teachers learn. Hence, the notion of 

learning oriented assessment is for enhancement of both teaching and learning. Due to the 

change of how assessment is viewed currently, multiple or overlapping purposes of 

assessment which need to be catered for in assessment systems may present tensions and 

contradictions. For instance, using an assessment task for both measurement and for learning 

can create confusion and frustration amongst students. In the case of assessment, “an 

expansive transformation is accomplished when the object and motive of the activity 

[assessment] are reconceptualised to embrace a radically wider horizon of possibilities [such 

as for learning purposes] than in the previous mode of the activity [measurement purpose]” 

(Engeström, 2001, p. 137).  In light of the underpinning principles of CHAT, it is evident that 

CHAT is an appropriate framework for analysis of the findings of the overarching research 

questions. Next, I analyse the answers to the research question using CHAT as a frame of 

reference. 

 

6.2  A sociocultural-historical explanation of assessment and feedback 

discourse in a bioscience courses 

To answer the research question: ‘What are the current assessment practices20 in selected 

bioscience courses?’ and its accompanying sub-questions, I draw on data presented in 

chapters 2, 3 and 5. Assessment practices in the bioscience courses are teacher-driven and 

predominately focus on assessment of learning (summative) rather than assessment for 

learning (formative). That is, both assessment tasks and feedback practices seem to be more 

focused on the end-product which are marks rather than on the process of learning. In 

addition, these assessment systems are limited in supporting lecturers in fully enacting their 

conceptualisation of assessment. Furthermore these systems are limiting lecturers in 

supporting students with diverse learning needs and preferences. Notably, these assessment 

                                                           
20In this study, current assessment practices refers to assessment as practiced at a particular time of its 

evaluation such as at the time this study was conducted.  
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practices are discordant with some of the principles of effective assessment and feedback 

practices we read about in the research literature.  

 

The findings presented in chapter 2 indicate that high stakes mid-course tests and end-of-

course examinations contributed at the least 50% to the final course mark in all the three 

courses. In relation to coursework, besides fulfilling their primary formative purposes, all the 

coursework tasks were essentially summative in their purpose. Coursework marks 

accumulated throughout the courses formed part of students’ final course marks. For 

example, weekly practical or laboratory reports primarily designed for formative purposes 

also contributed towards the final course mark. All of these findings indicate that assessment 

in these courses was more summative. My main concern is that features and benefits of the 

formative and learning focused aspect of assessment (e.g. provision of feedback) in tests and 

coursework are most likely to be lost if they are assimilated into a summative assessment.  

 

Both summative and formative assessments can be formative in nature if used by teachers to 

adapt their teaching, and for students to improve their learning. However, the blurred lines 

between formative and summative tasks in these courses seem to limit students in 

understanding the purposes of various assessment tasks and feedback. For example, lecturers 

designed mid-course tests with the intention not only for summative purposes but also to give 

students feedback to be used in preparation for examinations. However, the majority of 

students ignored the formative aspect of class tests and just concentrated on the marks 

awarded. In some cases, students alluded to ignoring the written comments if their marks 

were perceived to be good. In cases, where lecturers designed multi-staged activities or gave 

students drafting and resubmission opportunities, some students used these activities solely 

for improving their marks rather than using this as a learning opportunity. All of these 

instances where students overlooked formative feedback from summative tasks or used 

feedback from drafts or resubmissions solely to improve their marks support my view that 

current practices are orientated towards summative assessment.  

 

In light of CHAT, the heavy reliance on timed mid-course closed book tests and end-of-

course examinations indicates that traditional assessment processes continue because of their 

long established history. Apart from traditional practices continuing within courses because 

they are inherited, lecturers have limited contact time with students to bring about changes 

they consider important for enhancing learning. The on-going historical influence of the 
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summative orientation to assessment is evident in the way tasks for formative purpose are 

used. A lack of clear integration between coursework assessment tasks designed to facilitate 

learning and the exam/tests designed to measure current learning in these courses poses a 

challenge in using assessment to facilitate learning. I do acknowledge that it is possible for an 

assessment to have both formative and summative aspects, but when the summative aspect is 

dominant, the formative aspects are often not realised. 

 

In relation to feedback, the outcomes of the analysis of feedback practices presented in 

chapter 3 indicate dominance of summative-type feedback, which might orient students to 

achievement rather than to learning approaches to assessment. Students in these courses 

experienced teacher-provided feedback mainly in the form of marks and symbolic notations 

(ticks and crosses) which I regard to be disclosures of achievement or non-achievement and 

not feedback. Based on the literature, feedback is not feedback unless it closes a ‘gap’ 

between current performance and expected standards and produces changes in student’s 

future learning and in particular self-regulatory capabilities (Sadler, 1989). The prevalent 

provision of feedback in the form of corrections and editing predominately focuses of 

addressing the current learning gap and ignores students’ self-evaluation capabilities.  

 

Despite the fact that the majority of the on-script written comments were of a telling-nature 

(telling students directly that it is wrong), there were few instances where lecturers elicited 

self-assessment from the students through questioning. For example, comments like ‘why, 

how about...?’(Section 3.6.1) might prompt students to reflect on what they did. Limited 

questioning type feedback and the dominant telling type feedback are discordant with the 

current thinking of assessment of assessment as communication or dialogue. My findings 

reveal that few activities within the current courses’ practices were designed to promote 

dialogues and active student involvement. Overall, the current practices are generally 

discordant with sustainable assessment and feedback 21 principles.  

 

A central aspect of sustainable assessment and feedback, which is the development of 

students’ self-regulation capabilities, is limited in these courses. For example, the 

                                                           
21Sustainable assessment and feedback is defined as ‘dialogic processes and activities which can support and 

inform the student on the current task, whilst also developing the ability to self-regulate performance on future 

tasks’ (Carless, et al., 2011 p.397). 
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categorisation of feedback comments outlined in Table 3.1 indicates that forward-looking 

type feedback comments accounted for only 11% of analysed comments. The scarcity of 

dialogic feedback geared at actively engaging students in order to help them develop self-

assessment capabilities is the basis for my argument that current practices cannot be 

sustained. Current practices still locate responsibility for assessing and giving feedback solely 

in the hands of lecturers and relegate the students’ role to one of receivers. These practices 

undermine learners’ ability to be self and peer assessors and feedback providers. However, I 

need to stress that the results of this study indicate that implementing dialogic and 

collaborative assessment designs presents difficulties for students and lecturers in the current 

HE context.   

 

Based on preference for traditional ways of assessment in these courses my argument is that 

students are peripheral participants in these current assessment practices. That is, students are 

still left out in explicit formal self and peer assessment. Implementing participative 

assessment strategies in which students are encouraged to participate and interact, requires 

effort from both lecturers and students. From a CHAT perspective, assessment activity as a 

collective system should involve both lecturers and students. What is apparent in current 

assessment practices in these courses is the lack of crucial change in division of labour for a 

collective shared assessment practice between lecturers and students.  

 

Having painted the picture of the assessment landscape in the core courses, of interest now is 

how the current practices came to be. CHAT allows us to understand the structural 

determinations of current assessment practices and the tensions that emerge in activity 

systems. As lecturers are the designers of these assessment environments, I therefore address 

the questions:  How do lecturers’ conceptualise assessment and what influences their 

decision-making about assessment practices? Findings reported in chapter 5, revealed that 

lecturers conceptualised that the main purposes of assessment were for measuring 

achievement (summative assessment); for supporting learning (formative assessment) and for 

developing graduate attributes such as life-long learning and self-evaluation capabilities in 

students. These purposes of assessment are inextricably woven together and, given the 

modularisation and team-taught course structures, it is probably impossible to separate them 

in practice. 
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The problem is that although these higher education lecturers want students to achieve higher 

order level learning, they continue to use assessment practices that are not effective at 

promoting such learning. During the interviews, lecturers referred to higher level learning 

goals such as critical thinking and lifelong learning but their assessment practices 

predominately catered for summative purposes. The nature of timed tests and examination as 

I have indicated in Chapter 2, mean that testing is often more at comprehension or application 

levels than at higher cognitive levels like evaluation. Clearly, there is misalignment between 

lecturers’ intentions and their practices in terms of making students take responsibility for 

their learning. Boud and Falchikov (2006) warn that “without having the development of 

students as assessors as a clear goal translated into specific practices we may end up 

inadvertently undermining what we are trying to achieve” (p. 404). That is, it is essential to 

ensure alignment between lecturers’ intentions and practices.  

 

The findings presented in chapter 5 indicate that what is assessed and how it is assessed is not 

only framed by lecturers’ personal beliefs but relies on a combination of cognitive, 

sociocultural and contextual meditational factors. Some assessment practices related to 

coursework that were developed by individual lecturers reflect their personal choices. 

Decisions around coursework assessment tasks were based on lecturers’ pedagogical beliefs 

and their views about students and their needs. However, personal factors also seem to hinder 

lecturers in enacting their intentions. For example, Johnny, one of the lecturers I interviewed 

for this study, alluded to his lack of training on how to use assessment to develop graduate 

attributes such as critical thinking and lifelong learning. Lack of training is likely to lead 

lecturers to overlook such learning in their assessment design.  

 

To achieve sustainable assessment practices, the onus is on the lecturers to create 

opportunities for students to learn how to assess and to practice assessing and providing 

feedback to themselves and peers. Although support for peer and self-assessment has grown 

within international educational research over the past two decades, it appears that such 

practices have not yet had a significant impact on these lecturers’ practices. The evidence 

presented in this study suggests that both lecturers and students are not comfortable with the 

ideas of peer and self-assessments. For example, some lecturers had negative attitudes and 

mistrust regarding self and peer assessment, which led to such practices not being explored in 

their assessment designs. The reality here is that such discomfort and mistrust concerning this 

form of collaborative assessment designs limits the possibilities of achieving sustainable 
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practices. Nonetheless, apart from the social dimensions underlying lecturers’ personal 

intentions and actions, I also identified cultural and contextual factors as having a major 

influence on the adopted summative assessment practices. 

 

In relation to my claim that the current assessment systems do not support lecturers, I want to 

draw on findings on contextual factors mediating lecturers’ assessment decision-making 

identified in chapter 5. The nature of the core courses (multi topics and lecturers) and their 

aim to address mastery of fundamental processes, skills and concepts significantly influence 

lecturers’ assessment decision-making processes. Some of the current assessment and 

feedback practices clearly indicate the drive by lecturers to develop students’ ways of 

thinking and practising (WTP) in biosciences (McCune & Hounsell, 2005). For example, the 

field and research reports used in the courses acculturate students into the WTP in the 

discipline. While collegiality and interactions at disciplinary, school and course level may 

appear to be essential enablers of assessment professionalism it can also be manifested as 

maintaining the tradition, or doing what everybody is doing.  

 

It is evident from the interviews, that lecturers have leeway with regard to course work 

related assessment decision making. Interestingly, lecturers’ autonomy in determining their 

course work aspect afforded them freedom to do “learning focused assessment tasks”. 

However, they felt obliged to comply with the perceived mandatory test and exams 

components of the course. Some lecturers felt they needed to keep the tradition in the courses 

going. For example, lecturers (Chris and Johnny) felt obliged to use tests and examinations 

even though they felt restricted by these existing cultural tools. At course level, resiliency of 

tools such as timed tests and exams bring tensions into a system where lecturers are striving 

to address emerging assessment for learning ‘objective’ of the system. The lack of a shared 

holistic approach to assessment and feedback among teaching teams in these team-taught 

course results in disconnected assessment systems. 

 

Iterative cycles of dialogic assessment and feedback implied by assessment for life-long 

learning are not plausible in these seven-week team taught courses unless a coordinated 

holistic approach to assessment is taken amongst the teaching team. My findings (chapter 5) 

indicate that contextual realities at course level fail in supporting lecturers’ move towards 

learning-oriented assessment (LOA) practices. Lecturers in the core courses have limited 
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contact time (1 – 3 weeks of contact) with the students. This constraint reduces the time and 

opportunities for lecturers to put into action their desires of using assessment for learning. 

Additionally these constraints do not afford lecturers the time to create space and culture 

necessary for achieving formative assessment. Establishing appropriate culture and the 

necessary tools for LOA within modularised and team-taught courses requires time. Lecturers 

and students need time to build students assessment literacy and trust amongst students and 

between students and lecturers. The course structure limits lecturers’ risk-taking by lecturers 

and does not encourage them to try out innovative approaches. It also restricts the time 

available to reflect on new approaches they might have introduced.  

 

The current assessment system does not allow students to develop a clearer understanding of 

how they can personally improve their learning with the guidance of the individual teacher or 

team of lecturers. Instead, the system focuses on helping students to improve their marks. 

Overlooking students’ needs and preferences, and the social relational dimension of 

assessment undermines the potential of assessment in supporting students’ active engagement 

in assessment and feedback activities. Giving students opportunities to develop self-

evaluation and self-regulation capabilities will enable them to participate fully in assessment 

helping them to understand the complex nature of assessment. Such practices have a potential 

of socialising students into the ways of thinking and practising in science. 

  

In sum, this research highlights the challenges, complexity and dynamics of assessment 

decisions lecturers make in their courses. The assessment practices in the courses are clearly 

geared at supporting students in acquiring discipline-specific skills and knowledge. However, 

the assessment environment in these courses does not contribute to addressing the higher 

education aim of developing independent and lifelong learners. The current assessment 

system does not allow students to take responsibility for their learning. At the same time, 

current practices do not help lecturers develop clearer ways of using assessment for student 

learning. In my opinion, the historical dominance of summative assessment together with the 

contextual realities come out strongly in this study as jeopardising lecturers in putting into 

practice their intentions of enabling students’ learning through assessment. To address the 

current challenges in relation to assessment, lecturers’ awareness of students’ experiences and 

reactions will put them in a better position to review these contextual factors in pursuing 

sustainable learning oriented teaching and assessment approaches.  
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Students’ Reflections on their Assessment and Feedback experiences  

Findings presented in chapters 2 and 3 responding to the research question: ‘What are 

students’ views and experiences of assessment and feedback in biosciences courses?’ 

indicates varied and personalised students’ views of assessment and feedback. A key finding 

presented in chapter 3 regarding students’ views of assessment practice, is that students’ goal 

orientation or motivation, intentions and needs impact on whether they react negatively or 

positively to the feedback they receive and to the assessment strategies used. Despite the 

variation and personalised students’ assessment experiences, these experiences can be 

polarised as measurement and learning-oriented. Generally, students felt that tests and 

examinations seem to have no purpose other than for measuring their learning. On the 

contrary, students viewed assessment tasks associated with research or laboratory 

investigations as contributing to their development as future scientists or what McCune and 

Hounsell (2005) refers to as ways of thinking and practising in biosciences. While not 

ignoring the possible influence of students’ prior educational experiences, my main claim 

here is that what students experience in terms of teaching and assessment in the current 

courses orientates the majority of them towards performance goals.  

 

The findings presented in chapter 2 indicate that students’ assessment experiences overlapped 

with what was evident in assessment practices used in the courses. As I have indicated in the 

previous section, the current assessment practices focus on summative rather than formative 

assessment. Performance goals displayed by students in this study might reflect their 

experience of a predominately summative oriented assessment system. I am not pretending 

that marks are not important especially in the context of this study. However, my argument is 

that if students regard performance as the all-important aspect of assessment above learning, 

they will in turn appraise all assessment activities in relation to achieving high marks. The 

overwhelming preferences of students for prescriptive feedback, corrective feedback and a 

performance-oriented approach to formative assessment support my claim that students are 

orientated towards their assessment marks. Students want to be coached in the form of 

feedback on how to learn to perform (i.e. attain high marks). That is, students want to simply 

act on what they are told to do rather than evaluating feedback for future learning (Orsmond 

& Merry, 2011). Perhaps, it might be the case that students are reflecting what the university 

and/or society consider as all-important (marks)? Using Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) 
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phenomenon of reciprocity, this might also be indicating the influence of students’ 

perceptions of assessment on the how teachers enact their assessment conceptions.  

 

Apart from the societal factors, a range of factors can influence student perceptions of 

assessment. Students’ personal factors, lecturers’ factors, assessment task design and 

contextual factors contribute to how and the extent to which students view and react to 

assessment and feedback practices. CHAT helps us understand that students’ perceptions are 

framed in contexts of the assessment systems in which they are engaged. That is, students’ 

perceptions of assessment are a result of a dynamic interaction between assessment contexts 

and individual attributes. Given the individual nature of assessment experiences, it is perhaps 

unsurprising to find that the value of different feedback and assessment methods varied from 

one student to another. For instance, whilst some students found oral group feedback, model 

answers and exemplars helpful, others found them frustrating and depressing. Students react 

negatively or positively to the feedback they receive depending on their beliefs of teaching 

and learning relations and responsibilities and most importantly their expectations in terms of 

the outcomes of their learning. 

 

With a diverse student body in terms of prior education, learning needs and expectations of 

higher education, the diverse and mixed range of emotional experiences reported in chapter 4 

are inevitable. These findings further support the idea that emotions are critical in assessment 

settings but also extend our knowledge of the range of emotions students experience and the 

antecedents of the emotions.  Students’ emotional experiences of assessment and feedback 

spanning from “pride, satisfaction-happiness, appreciation and contentment” to “cynicism, 

anger, fear, disappointment and hopelessness” attest to the individualised nature of 

experiences. Using assessment and learning to promote equality is at the heart of the many 

challenges in the context of post-apartheid South African higher education. The majority of 

students in the current South African context come into higher education with expectations of 

primarily obtaining good marks and graduate (few stress employability skills) in order to 

secure a good employment and to justify investment in higher education by their families. 

The gap between students’ needs and what learning and assessment offer students in 

achieving their goals is the major source of emotions reported in this thesis.   

 

Roth's (2007) contention that “emotions reflect the relationship between motives (needs) and 

success or the possibility of success, of realising the action of the subject that responds to 
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these motives” (Leont’ev, 1978 cited in Roth, 2007 p.45) enabled me to see the link between 

CHAT and emotions. From a CHAT perspective, emotions represent a relation between the 

motives/needs of an individual, her/his goal-directed actions and outcomes in a particular 

context. That is, I was able to see how the diverse needs and motives students have in 

partaking in assessment and feedback linked to their emotional reactions to such processes 

(Table 4.3). My findings indicate that in instances where assessment practices failed to meet 

students’ needs or ensured them of possibilities for success negative emotional experiences 

such as anger, hopelessness and disappointment ensued.   

 

The preponderance of negative emotions reported in chapter 4, undoubtedly gives reason for 

concern. Lack of shared understanding between students and lecturers leading to students’ 

poor performance which in turn resulted in frustrations, hopelessness and in some cases 

intentions of abandonment of studies is concerning. Despite the provided feedback and the 

transparent learning outcomes and assessment criteria, some students in this study remained 

confused about what was expected of them in assessment. It might suggest that students 

possibly come into assessment systems with unrealistic expectations. Another possibility is 

that students are not adequately supported in utilising criteria or feedback. Hence, they are 

failing to use or even recognise the feedback to make connections between feedback and the 

work they produced and to ultimately self-correct.  

 

The analysis of students’ reactions to assessment and feedback undertaken in this thesis, 

demonstrates that the power of assessment and feedback in supporting students’ learning and 

academic performance is not only about the how (strategy) or the what (content) dimensions 

of assessment but is about how students value and engage with such processes in meeting 

their needs and goals. That means that, the value or effectiveness of assessment and feedback 

resides in the way a student interprets these processes. The considerable variations in what 

students view as effective assessment and feedback implies that offering diverse assessment 

strategies could benefit many students. It is also imperative that students’ control and 

expectancy appraisals of assessment and feedback, which are the main causes of emotional 

responses to assessment, be properly managed through assessment literacy development.  

 

Re-engineering of an assessment culture where assessment and feedback understanding is 

mutually shared between students and lecturers is essential for students’ active participation 

in assessment. With current student numbers and growing student diversity, the provision of 
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effective feedback is a significant workload factor for lecturers. A major casualty is the 

amount and quality of feedback given to the student, which might predictably have negative 

effects. This makes a valid case for supporting students in developing self-evaluation 

capabilities. Students’ emotional reactions to assessment and feedback offer important 

insights to lecturers wishing to use assessment for learning purposes. This study highlights 

that for some students negative emotional reactions to assessment and feedback can taint the 

overall learning experience. In sum, the most important aspect emerging from this study is 

that the approach to understanding the student assessment experiences, by focusing on the 

content/cognitive dimension (what of assessment and feedback) and a strategic dimension 

(how of assessment and feedback) while overlooking the social relational dimension, does 

not provide an accurate reflection of what is actually happening.  

 

Lecturers and Students’ understanding of assessment 

The findings from chapters 2 to 5 help us answer the research question: What are the relations 

(if any) between students’ views and experiences of assessment and lecturers’ conceptions 

and practices of assessment?  Students and lecturers generally share the same views on some 

aspects of assessment and feedback. For example, lecturers and students seem to agree that 

traditional closed-book time-constrained examinations are irrelevant and inappropriate in 

supporting student learning and development. Interestingly, both lecturers and students had 

reservations about self and peer assessments. Potential benefits of implementing self and peer 

assessment appear to be overshadowed by concerns relating to social relations, trust and self-

confidence between and amongst lecturers and students. 

 

Literature on assessment for learning promotes peer- and self-assessment as strategies that 

actively involve students in the process of assessment. Interestingly, some lecturers alluded to 

their mistrust of student capability to assess their own work and their peers’ work. The 

evidence presented in chapter 3 and 5 suggests that implementing collaborative assessment 

and feedback approaches seem to present difficulties for students and lecturers. Likewise, 

data presented in chapter 4 suggest that students are reluctant or lack confidence in their 

ability and/ or their peers’ ability to assess. Both lecturers and students might have had little 

experience of this type of collaborative assessment approaches as part of the learning-

teaching environment. All of these may be due to lack of assessment training and support in 

using assessment tools.  
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Even though it might seem like an over-generalisation, cynicism by one student about teacher 

feedback can pose a huge challenge in using assessment for learning. However, it is not 

surprising that students might be responding this way in these course environments. This is 

because, the course structure (team teaching and duration of course) does not afford students 

opportunities for interactions and engagement in a socially trusting context. It thus appears 

that the reconstruction and negotiation of classroom division of labour and social relations is 

needed to address trust issues in assessment. Lecturers and students need to see assessment 

and feedback as integral iterative elements of teaching and not as an add-on (Hounsell et al., 

2008). 

 

Whilst both lecturers and students share the view that assessment is for supporting and 

measuring their learning, a few differences in their assessment interactions emerged.  The 

primary cause of dissonance between lecturers and students in assessment contexts is when 

there is an expectation gap between students’ anticipations and their actual experiences in the 

assessment system. This study’s finding that lecturers’ intentions when designing assessment 

activities and giving feedback is not accurately perceived and acted on by students is 

consistent with findings of studies by Higgins, Hartley and Skelton (2002) and Orsmond and 

Merry (2011). In some cases, students might be using assessment tools differently from what 

was intended by their lecturers. For example, students might use criteria or standards as a 

device to meet their performance goals instead of using it to internalise standards and in order 

to become more self-regulating and independent learners.  

 

The discrepancy between student and teacher perceptions might signal that students do not 

have an accurate or complete picture of purposes of assessment in their disciplines entails. 

Perhaps the most compelling finding linked to the discrepancy is that students do not view 

assessment and feedback as offering them opportunities to achieve their goals - be it 

performance or learning goals. The findings drawn from chapters 2 to 5 also indicate that 

views amongst the lecturers and students about the prioritisation of the purposes of 

assessment and their roles in the assessment system were the major source of tension.  

 

Another point to consider is that the discrepancy can also be the result of lecturers’ 

assessment decisions and implementation based on their unclear conceptualisation of 

assessment or due to contextual constraints such as modularisation. Lecturers often work on 
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assumptions, for example, that giving feedback and assessment criteria automatically means 

that students will be able to engage with such processes. For lecturers the effort put into using 

assessment to support student learning might not be seen as such by students when their focus 

is on marks. Giving quality feedback might be challenging if students are not trained to 

engage with such feedback, or if assessment criteria are not understood. For students to 

develop appraisal expertise such as quality and criteria to be able to give feedback and to 

understand feedback messages appropriately lecturers need to give them the necessary 

support (Sadler, 2010).  

 

From a CHAT perspective, lecturers and students will not necessarily have identical goals, 

nor will they necessarily share the same beliefs or values about assessment. The principles of 

a collective and multi-voiced activity system have implications for multiple interpretations of 

the objectives of assessment in a community with multiple views, histories and motives. 

However, for collaboration to occur there must be a degree of overlap in goals and 

willingness to attempt to understand the perspectives of others. Clearly, a functional activity 

system will require on-going negotiations in aligning heterogeneous subjects’ voices, 

traditions, interest and goals as a way of addressing the emotional aspect and achieving 

shared understanding. The assessment and feedback dialogues I mentioned earlier are critical 

in aligning the mixed voices. If the quality and effectiveness of feedback is to be improved, 

lecturers and students need to have a shared understanding of criteria for success.  

 

A common understanding of assessment requires mutual trust and on-going dialogue between 

students and lecturers. Overcoming the mind-set that assessment is the teacher's sole 

responsibility remains a major challenge in higher education systems. Lecturers acknowledge 

that students should take responsibility for their learning and be active participants in 

assessment activities. However, this study highlights a number of hurdles lecturers and 

students must overcome for learning focused assessment to be entrenched in course settings. 

The majority of students in this study do not fully appreciate their role in assessment. 

Lecturers may be relatively unaware of some of these complexities and may lack strategies to 

help students take responsibility for their learning. Dealing with issues of dissonance is a 

complex matter with no clear-cut fix but the starting point might be in lecturers’ assessment 

design and practice. Nonetheless, the tensions and challenges identified in this study serve as 

a basis of the proposed framework outlined in the next section which intents helping lecturers 

in designing assessment systems in their courses.   



142 
 

6.3  Towards a framework for a coherent approach to assessment and 

feedback in classroom discourse in diverse social contexts   

 

I started this research curious about how principles of effective assessment and feedback 

proposed in the literature apply in bioscience courses. The insights I gained throughout this 

research indicate that these principles of good practice are often not easily transferable to 

local settings. The principles and frameworks of ‘good’ assessment practice tend to focus 

solely on the students/lecturers and their actions but ignore the sociocultural and historical 

influences of their actions. Based on the insights I gained from this research I propose a 

framework which will help various stakeholders in assessment to gain insights on the 

affordances and constraints to the decision-making processes related to assessment and 

feedback activity in their own contexts.  The assessment system-of-practice framework (see 

Table 6.1) will help higher education lecturers to review their current assessment and 

feedback practices.  

 

My proposed assessment framework draws from my empirical findings and uses some of 

Hora and Ferrare's (2013) instructional systems of practice framework concepts. Hora and 

Ferrare’s framework focus on the “dynamic interplay among actors, artefacts, and tasks that 

constrain course planning and classroom teaching” (ibid, p.212) whereas my proposed ASP 

framework focuses on assessment design and implementation. The stimulus questions 

included in the ASP framework provide a valuable way to initiate discussions among 

teaching teams and to capture relevant evidence identifying current practices and possible 

actions. This can also serve as a basis for researchers in designing interview protocols for 

researching assessment. The framework offers an opportunity for lecturers to reflect on what 

is working well and what needs to change.  

 

The assessment system-of-practice framework presents assessment as a multifaceted practice 

that encompasses dynamic interactions among actors (students and lecturers), mediating 

artefacts (personal and contextual) and assessment system design and implementation.  That 

is, lecturers’ assessment enactments and students’ experiences thereof are seen as situated in 

local milieus mediated by both personal and social factors. Essentially, the framework is 

proposed from a fundamental position that a shared understanding among participants is the 
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cornerstone to addressing the tensions inherent in multi-voiced, collective and evolving 

assessment systems.  

 

Table 6.1 The Assessment Systems-for-Practice (ASP) framework  

1. Understanding the OBJECTIVE of the assessment activity, (What is assessment for?) 

 Using all assessment tasks for learning purpose (LOA) for both students and lecturers 

 Addressing the multipurpose of assessment - foregrounding the formative function in all 

assessments while fulfilling the summative aspect 

Using the object of activity to design and 

implement assessment and feedback activities – 

Practices/actions 

 Cognitive dimension:  What is assessed? Course intended 

learning outcomes – ‘ways of thinking and practising’ 

(WTP) in the discipline; self-evaluation capabilities & 

lifelong learning (HE goals – graduate attributes) 

 Structural dimension: How to assess, when to assess , 

alignment of learning outcomes and assessment methods 

Framing and using assessment and feedback 

activities for student learning and active 

engagement  
 

 Social relational dimension: Who assesses and gives 

feedback? Collaborative assessment, lecturers, students – 

self & peers  

 How is assessment information shared? Feedback, 

sharing learning intentions and criteria, transparency, 

dialogues 

 How is assessment and feedback information interpreted 

and used by lecturers and students? 

 Recognising diversity - Support for all students based on 

their needs and diverse preferences. 

2. Understanding the SUBJECTS (actors) as 

part of the larger assessment activity system 

 

Micro level: Lecturers and students personal 

understandings of assessment and feedback 

 Who are these students and lecturers in this assessment 

system – what are their values, beliefs, goals, motives, 

needs, experiences and understandings of assessment and 

feedback. 

 What are the roles of lecturers and students (or their 

perceived roles) in the activity system (division of labour 

and power relations)? 

 Is there a shared understanding of assessment and 

feedback between students and lecturers? 

3. Analysing  CONTEXTUAL factors 

mediating assessment actions and reactions 

 

Contextual -Meso level:  

 Disciplinary socio-cultural-historical factors: Nature of 

knowledge, reforms in learning in the discipline 

 Departmental/School sociocultural factors: Collegiality, 

explicit & implicit rules, norms, assumptions 

 Course structure: curriculum, class size, team teaching, 

student- student/student-teacher interactions  

Contextual - Macro level: Institutional & Professional 

bodies 

 Teaching vs. research focus 

 Policies, mission statements, graduate attributes, strategic 

plans etc.  

 Board examination or accreditation bodies etc... 
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The first aspect of the framework is about understanding that the primary objective of 

assessment as learning should guide assessment system design. While there are many obvious 

tensions for lecturers in addressing the multiple purposes of assessment, the various purposes 

are likely to be addressed through an assessment design which balances and integrates the 

school and student needs. A learning-oriented approach to assessment design should afford 

opportunities for assessment strategies to address the discipline specific goals and general 

higher education learning goals. The design aspect of assessment has three dimensions: 

cognitive, structural and social relational dimensions. The cognitive dimension of assessment 

design will focus on the course intended learning outcomes (knowledge and skills). The 

structural dimension of assessment design focuses on assessment and feedback methods 

utilised and the timing of the various activities. The social relational dimension addresses the 

aspect of students’ roles in participating and engaging in the collective activity. Hence, for 

this dimension shared understanding among participants in the activity system is of 

paramount importance. 

 

The second aspect of the framework is about understanding the subjects (lecturers and 

students) who are supposed to act as a collective in an activity system. Students and lecturers 

may view and prioritise the objectives of assessment differently according to their 

individual’s role and motives. On one hand, lecturers’ identity and training (teacher vs. 

researcher); experiences (as teacher or student), beliefs, values are some of the key mediating 

factors in how they understand assessment. Students’ needs, on the other hand, are diverse 

and personal. Students need to be supported in mediating between their own culture, learning 

and histories in order for them to fully engage in productive learning. In recognising the 

importance of student autonomy, we need to acknowledge the dilemma that students will not 

necessarily perceive assessment and feedback as anticipated by their lecturers. Hence, 

addressing all the three dimensions of assessment (cognitive, structural and social-emotional) 

design will help in achieving shared understanding between lecturers and students. 

 

The third aspect of the framework is about reflecting on contextual factors mediating 

assessment practices at different system levels. Context blends institutional, 

disciplinary/school and course level historical and sociocultural factors that situate particular 

assessment practice. An institution is an interactive system that provides lecturers and 

students with assessment guidelines. Such guidelines provide a coherent set of principles and 

procedural knowledge about assessment. However, guidelines can be interpreted differently 
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by lecturers, which may impinge on students' perceptions of assessment. Disciplinary, school 

and course level culture, norms and rules (explicit and implicit) affect the lecturers’ 

assessment enactment strategies. Practical constraints such as the course structure (e.g. class 

size, team teaching, modularisation and course duration) seem to be an impediment in 

implementing learning focused assessment approaches. Lecturers need to be cognisant of the 

interactions of all the factors in designing learning-focused assessment systems. 

 

Insights about assessment practices gained in this study are critical in informing efforts to 

improve the use of assessment for learning purposes. The assessment system-for-practice 

framework and supporting evidence discussed above do have implications for policy and 

practice. 

 

6.4 Significance of the findings for assessment practice at micro 

(personal), meso (school) and macro (university) levels  

The evidence provided by this study illustrates how the relationship between lecturers’ 

conceptions and practices of assessment are multifaceted, complex and context dependent. 

Researching lecturers and students’ perspectives of assessment has led me to construct a 

useful lens for seeing the dynamics of assessment conceptions and practices. This study on 

the situated assessment practices within bioscience core courses can be used as a foundation 

for designing appropriate interventions that are more closely aligned with the realities and 

constraints of existing practice. The assessment system for practice framework with its strong 

CHAT component can also be used as a roadmap for identifying specific factors that can be 

maintained and shared within communities of practice.  

 

Micro level - students: Through assessment and feedback design, lecturers can effect a 

change in students’ view of assessment. Students need to be assessment literate and to 

understand assessment criteria and standards, in order to direct their learning. If school 

cultures emphasise individual achievement to the detriment of collaborative approaches, the 

potential of peer feedback for learning may not be realised. Mediating tools like self and peer 

assessment will only work effectively when assessment culture is changed and importantly 

when trust issues are addressed. Additionally, adopting such tools requires training for both 
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lecturers and students.  Students’ agency in taking their roles in the system is of paramount 

importance.  

 

Micro-level lecturers: CHAT can be a useful reflective framework for individual lecturers to 

analyse and understand the complexity of assessment practices within different courses. In 

this way lecturers will view their actions as avenues for possibilities and transformations of 

their teaching and assessment practices. Assessment and teaching are complex and dynamic 

activities. They require lecturers to develop robust expertise in order to best promote and 

facilitate student learning. The teacher remains powerful in relation to disciplinary knowledge 

and assessment criteria. However, lecturers need not only understand the course specific 

content knowledge and skills, but also understand how to assess such knowledge in different 

students with varied needs and motives, cultures and histories. Academic developers could 

consider providing professional support for academics which would allow them to develop 

discipline-based assessment using the ASP Framework. Despite their high levels of academic 

expertise in research, some lecturers in this study did allude to their lack of experience and 

training with how to assess high levels skills such as critical thinking, metacognitive and 

student self-regulation processes and would have appreciated this type of support. Lecturers’ 

existing skills sets, craft knowledge and challenges identified in this study can be a 

foundation upon which professional development activities can be built. 

 

Meso level: Based on the structural and practical constraints inherent in modularised courses 

I suggest a whole program and course design approach to assessment. Students need to be 

inducted into assessment practices and made aware of the challenges and opportunities of 

using assessment to enhance their learning. This requires both professionalization of lecturers 

as well as helping students understand and appreciate the ideas of learning oriented teaching 

and assessment. It might be more valuable to develop collaboratively a few effective 

assessments to use during a level of study rather than putting a lot of effort, time and energy 

in developing many different kinds of assessments during the core courses (level of study). 

 

Due to the duration of the core courses opportunities for practice in using some of the new 

tools will be a challenge in terms of continuity in team-taught courses if a collaborative 

approach is not in place. A holistic integrated approach to assessment that involves co-

operation between lecturers teaching different parts of these courses is therefore crucial. 

Course coordinators can play a crucial role in facilitating such integrated assessments. 
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Collegiality, collaborations and interactions at school and course level appears to be essential 

enablers of assessment professionalism. It is for that reason that opportunities in terms of 

time and space need to be provided for staff to collectively engage with assessment design 

issues within the course and across the level of study and the entire programme. That is 

beyond examination meetings, dialogue needs to centre around assessment assumptions on 

which lecturers base their practices. Currently, some lecturers in the core courses are 

questioning the relevance of tests and examination. This can open conversation of how best 

to use assessment for learning purposes within the context of specific courses.  

 

To challenge the status quo, collective agency from all lecturers within the programme is 

necessary in order for disciplinary and school culture to change to be more in line with 

learning focused assessment.  According to Engeström (1999), “The expansive cycle begins 

with individual subjects questioning the accepted practice and it gradually expands into a 

collective movement or institution” (p.383). This research has shown that some lecturers have 

entered this cycle. What is required now is expansive transformation from individual teacher 

initiatives toward collective actions at course and programme levels. In the South African 

context, an assessment system characterised by social, cultural and historical diversity 

continues to be a challenge. We need to provide flexibility for the resourceful and innovative 

teacher. Such a teacher is willing to take risks to overcome contextual or logistical barriers in 

a quest to do what they think will impact positively on their students learning.  

 

Sociocultural change and staff development are required to implement learning focused 

assessments that shift the balance of power from lecturers towards students. Within a 

complex multi-perspective model of assessment encompassing assessment of learning, 

assessment for learning and assessment for lifelong learning striking the balance between all 

these components is a necessary challenge. Approaching assessment innovation from 

multiple perspectives may create beneficial synergies which enhance the overall student 

experience. 

 

Macro level: Improving teaching, learning and assessment is not so much the responsibility 

of individual lecturers only but requires school level and institutional-wide support. In a 

research-intensive university, academics simultaneously engage in interacting, yet at times 

conflicting activities, such as ‘teaching’, ‘research’ and ‘administration’. However, the 

emphasis on research productivity in promotion often takes precedence over teaching. As a 
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result of this, lecturers may lack the motivation to engage in scholarship of learning and 

assessment. The university, through its promotion and reward structures, needs to 

acknowledge effort and innovations taken by lecturers in using assessment to respond to 

students’ needs. Nonetheless, without a supportive policy framework and incentives, it is 

unlikely that scholarship of learning-oriented assessment will achieve sufficient support. 

Opportunities for e-assessment where automated feedback can be generated can help 

lecturers deal with the work load involved in giving feedback. Dialogical assessment and 

feedback spaces can also explored through chats and blogs on the e-learning platforms. 

However, all of these require institutional support in terms of financial investments and 

training for both lecturers and students. 

 

6.5 Limitations of this research 

This study presents significant findings pertaining to lecturers’ conceptions of assessment and 

their students’ experiences and perceptions of assessment and feedback. The use of a mixed 

method approach drawing on both learning-oriented assessment and cultural-historical 

activity theory offers a novel and comprehensive way of understanding the dynamics at play 

in assessment activity systems. Through this approach, I was able to illuminate nuances of the 

contextually embedded tensions and challenges inherent in the many layers of assessment 

activity in which students and lecturers participate. Multiple data sources provided a more 

complete and nuanced analysis of assessment practices. Research approached from multiple 

perspectives can help to highlight effective synergies and complex conflicts, or foreground 

previously neglected assessment issues such as the emotional impact of assessment. 

 

The research presented in this thesis refers to specific contexts of assessment and feedback 

practices and to specific groups of students and lecturers; as such it does not make claims of 

generalizability. Nevertheless, I believe that this research makes a valuable contribution to 

our understanding of the complexity of assessment from lecturers and students perspectives.  

 

Certain limitations of the research need to be considered particularly with reference to its 

generalizability.  

 Due to the nature of this research approach adopted, I relied on formal aspects of 

assessment that excluded informal assessment practices that might have occurred 
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during lectures and practical/laboratory sessions. Even though lecturers mentioned the 

classroom interactions, which can be regarded as formative assessment, the focus in 

this research was on formal assessment.  

 The timing of administration of the student questionnaire at the end of the 1st semester 

was a limitation as I could only capture students' perspectives of assessment based on 

their experience in two of the three courses. However, this might also be construed as 

an advantage because the data was used as a basis for the interview conducted after 

the students had completed all the core courses.  

 Participation in the study was voluntary, hence despite persuasions and use of both 

electronic survey and paper-pencil formats of the questionnaire the overall completion 

rate was 49% of the total enrolment in the core courses. The students who completed 

the questionnaire and volunteered to be interviewed were possibly a self-selecting 

group. Even though the interview data represent the diversified voice of the students 

encompassing low, average and high achievers it does not however present the entire 

voices of students enrolled in the core courses. 

 

Notwithstanding these limitations, the study makes a noteworthy contribution to our 

understanding of students’ emotional experiences in assessment feedback contexts. In this 

study, in-depth interviews were ideal for eliciting rich situational descriptions of students and 

lecturers’ experiences. An advantage of this method, however, was the retrospective focus as 

well as the dependency on students' and lecturers’ ability and willingness to remember and 

recount assessment and feedback situations. During the interviews, I relied on students to 

recall particular events in the various courses. Because I felt that a reliance on remembered 

perceptions might be a limitation in terms of the accuracy of recall, course materials and 

some of their submitted marked work were used to jog their memories. My assumptions were 

that, interviewees would honestly share with me how they remembered thinking and 

experiencing assessment and feedback practices in the courses. In addition, the time lag was 

short enough for them to recall and provide details of their experiences. Additionally, 

students would be more inclined to be honest as events were in the past and will no longer 

have any influence on their performances.  
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6.4 Recommendations for future research  

As with most research endeavours, the proposed framework and its supporting empirical 

evidence open up avenues for future research. Apart from serving as a reflection tool for 

lecturers, the assessment systems-for-practice framework can also be used in constructing 

research instruments for studying assessment practices as part of the teaching and learning 

system.  

 

This study has identified several important areas in which additional research is needed. 

Firstly, the emotional dimension of assessment feedback emerged as the most significant 

aspect of this doctoral study. Although this study has highlighted students’ emotional 

reactions to feedback and assessment, it is felt that more in-depth research is needed to 

explore the longer term consequences of the emotions experienced. It will also be beneficial 

to explore lecturers’ emotions in assessment and feedback provision processes. Secondly, 

while researchers studying emotions in educational environments have concentrated on either 

students’ emotions or on lecturers’ emotions they have only rarely considered linking both 

the students' and lecturers’ emotions. This suggests that multi-perspectives may be required 

in order to gain insight into this emotionally loaded interactional process between lecturers 

and students in assessment and feedback contexts.  

 

Finally, a longitudinal study examining how lecturers’ and students’ conceptions and 

practices change over time and across various courses would be valuable. More consideration 

should be given to the relationship between students’ usage of feedback and their academic 

performance. From the currently available research, provision of feedback based on the 

models and frameworks of ‘good’ assessment and feedback practices seems not to necessarily 

lead to envisaged improvement. Therefore, more work needs to be explored in line with the 

current models/frameworks of sustainable assessment and feedback practices.  

 

6.7  Final word 

The findings from this study make two noteworthy contributions to our understanding of the 

complexity of assessment and feedback practices at course level. While previous research has 

established that assessment is full of complexities few have pointed out that assessment 

practices are often simply implemented with the focus of the maintaining norms and cultures. 
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Firstly, using CHAT as a frame of reference allowed me to illustrate that school and course 

level historical norms and values, undoubtedly influence lecturers’ assessment decision 

making. Secondly, this thesis sheds light on the diverse and varied emotions students 

experience in assessment and feedback processes.  

 

My development through the research process was an evolutionary process in my thinking 

about assessment of science learning. The process was complicated by my initial naïve 

understanding of assessment, research and in particular research writing. However, my 

interest in assessment for learning motivated me to forge ahead. I faced a number of 

challenges as a researcher among them dealing with positioning my voice amongst the vast 

pool of research literature, choosing theoretical and analytical frameworks, but the hardest 

part was communicating my ideas. Through all those obstacles I believe that I have 

somewhat contributed to understanding the complexity of assessment. This also gives me 

more confidence on my continuing journey of unravelling the complex aspect in learning.  
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