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Centre for Academic Practice

Guidelines for Staff:

Assessment Specifications and Feedback

“Assessment is at the heart of the student experience.” (Brown and Knight, 1994, p12)

Assessment has an enormous influence on students’ behaviour because it determines what they think is important, how they use their time and how they see themselves.  Used wisely, assessment and feedback can be powerful tools for directing students’ approaches to study and supporting self-improvement.  Given the significance that students (and others) place on assessment, it is the responsibility of tutors to ensure clarity and transparency at each stage of the process.   The general guidelines below summarise good practice in writing assessment specifications and giving feedback, informed by research and evaluative studies and by QAA codes of practice.

These guidelines and the pro-formae are available in electronic folders on Public Folders/Services/CAP.

Writing Assessment Specifications

In writing assessment specifications or instructions for students, particularly on course work assignments, you should ensure that students have the following information:

1) A statement of the aims or purpose of the assignment, i.e., why students are being asked to complete the assignment;

2) An indication of the learning outcomes that are being assessed;

3) A description of the task (what to do and how to do it) which includes:-

a) Specific information about the nature of the task,

b) Instructions about the method or approach, as appropriate,

c) Details about format for presentation, length or word limit, citations and referencing;

4) Reference to guidelines and regulations which might appear elsewhere, e.g. student handbooks;

5) Explicit warnings about plagiarism and reference to QMU regulations;

6) Information about submission procedure and due date;

7) Weighting of assignment as a proportion of total assessment; 

8) Criteria against which the assignment will be marked, including any weighting of elements of the criteria.   Students must be given criteria in advance so they are informed of how their work will be judged.  It is important that criteria are meaningful for students.  For example ‘develops logical argument with relevant ideas and evidence’ is a more useful statement than ‘quality of argument’;

9) Explanation of feedback which will be given, including expected return date; 

10) Explanation of standards expected, e.g. grade descriptors.

Giving Written Feedback to Students
Learning is enhanced when individuals receive regular and accurate information on their academic work.  When writing or giving oral feedback to students, it is helpful to remember that feedback has four goals, to:

· justify how a mark or grade was determined;

· identify and reward specific areas of achievement;

· recommend where and how improvements can be made;

· indicate how well students are achieving learning outcomes.

The criteria, marking scheme and standards of achievement must be transparent so that feedback can be related to criteria and the mark/grade justified.   More importantly, marking and feedback can be used to emphasise what has been and can be learned from the exercise.  Guidelines for good practice follow.

1) Feedback should be given as quickly as possible after the assessment so that students will remember as much as possible about what they did and why.

2) Feedback should indicate to students how well they have achieved the learning outcomes being assessed.

3) Feedback comments must be linked to the criteria so that students can see the basis on which they have been judged.

4) Feedback should explain the mark/grade.

5) Comments should: 

a) Commend what has been done well;

b) Be specific.  Comments such as ‘good’ or ‘could be better’ do not explain why the work was good or what could be done better;

c) Be constructive and tell students how they can improve;

d) Tell students what they have not done well and why, but balance criticism with praise;

e) Primarily focus on key elements of the work, e.g. level of critical analysis,  development of the argument, structure;

f) Include a statement of your overall impression;

g) Be careful of tone and style.  Avoid dismissive, sarcastic or bitingly critical comments which will leave students angry rather than receptive to comments.

6) Too many suggestions for improvement are confusing.  Focus on 1-3 of the most important, remembering that learning is an incremental process.

7) Feedback to the class as a whole can also be a useful way of discussing common strengths and weaknesses and pursuing a dialogue about standards.

8) Engaging students with the criteria in the first place improves their performance.  This can be done by:

a) Discussing and agreeing the criteria to be used

b) Students marking others’ work using the criteria and giving feedback

Feedback Pro-formae

All course work assignments must be returned with written feedback as well as the mark/grade.  The use of a feedback pro-forma helps to structure the feedback in relation to the criteria and provides a tool for keeping and analysing records.  Individuals differ widely on their preferences of formats for feedback pro-formae and it is difficult to please everyone.  Choices depend on the subject, the type of assessment, the numbers of students, the turnaround time.  For consistency, it is recommended that programme teams agree a simple, standard format for each type of assessment, such as written work, presentations, posters, clinical skills, etc.   Examples of pro-formae are given in the Appendix to this paper to inform academic discussion about suitable formats.  These may be modified to suit specific types of assessment by inserting appropriate criteria.  

The pro-formae must include the following elements:

1) Student number (and name if not anonymously marked)

2) Module title and code

3) Title of assignment and submission date

4) Reference to criteria with space for your comments.  This may be done by summarising the criteria as in Example 1 or may include details of all criteria (Example 2).   In either case, your comments must refer to the details of the criteria.

5) General comments

6) Suggestions for further improvement

7) The final (agreed) mark/grade

8) Signature(s) and date(s) of marker(s)

The format may include:

1) A rating scale for each element of the criteria (Examples 3 and 4)

2) Student’s specific requests for feedback

Programme Teams may consider including sample feedback pro-formae in their programme documents.
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EXAMPLE 1

ASSESSMENT FEEDBACK PRO-FORMA

Student Matriculation No:
___________________
Module Title:
______________________________

Module Code:
___________________
Assignment:
______________________________

Submission Date:
___________________

TO WHAT EXTENT DID YOU DEMONSTRATE:

	The question was answered




	Comprehensive coverage of the topic




	Evidence of reading and referencing




	Theoretical understanding and critical evaluation of the material




	Legible, literate, clear and lucid presentation




	Summary comments including suggestions for improvement




Signature first marker:
______________________________________
Date:
______________________

Signature second marker

/moderator: 

______________________________________
Date:
______________________

Mark / Grade: 

 ____________________

Students are reminded that the grade indicated is PROVISIONAL only.  It must be confirmed by the External Examiner and ratified by the Board of Examiners.  Please contact the internal examiner if you wish to discuss your feedback.

EXAMPLE 2

ASSESSMENT FEEDBACK PRO-FORMA

Student Matriculation No:
___________________
Module Title:
_______________________________

Module Code:
___________________
Assignment:
_______________________________

Submission Date:
___________________

	Criteria
	Comments/Feedback

	Addresses and interprets the question
Essay makes an interpretation of the question and in relation to this develops a coherent and connected line of argument.  The essay sticks to the point.  Instructions in the question are carried out (e.g., discuss, compare and contrast).  Readership and purpose are considered.


	

	Knowledge/Content
Concepts, theories, facts, examples and research evidence are relevant and selected to back-up and illustrate what is being said (i.e., the arguments and interpretation).  Use/ application of techniques and analysis also support the interpretation being made.


	

	Organisation/Presentation
Organisational framework designed to present arguments and evidence coherently and in a logical form taking account of the readers’ needs.

Acknowledgement of sources, citation conventions, legible, length, clarity, grammar and spelling, etc.


	

	Action point(s)
Summary, to include guidance for improving practice




Signature first marker:
______________________________________
Date:
______________________

Signature second marker

/moderator: 

______________________________________
Date:
______________________

Mark / Grade: 

 ____________________

Students are reminded that the grade indicated is PROVISIONAL only.  It must be confirmed by the External Examiner and ratified by the Board of Examiners.  Please contact the internal examiner if you wish to discuss your feedback.
EXAMPLE 3

ASSESSMENT FEEDBACK PRO-FORMA

Student Matriculation No:
___________________
Module Title:
_______________________________

Module Code:
___________________
Assignment:
_______________________________

Submission Date:
___________________

	Criteria
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	Comments

	Argument
	PASS
	FAIL
	

	Appropriate use of scholarship /literature


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Discussion of relevant facts/issues.  Addresses the question
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Logical development of argument


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Shows understanding of theories/ concepts


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Structure
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Essay contains introduction and conclusion


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Paragraphs well formed and linked


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Systematic presentation of argument


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Style and Communication
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Balanced, objective academic style


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Accurate spelling, grammatical sentences, correct punctuation


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Concise and precise writing


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Referencing
Correct citation, adequate acknowledgement of sources, consistent use of referencing style
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Bibliography

Correct use of Harvard system


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


General Comments

	Strengths:

Suggestions for improvement:




Signature first marker:
______________________________________
Date:
______________________

Signature second marker

/moderator: 

______________________________________
Date:
______________________

Mark / Grade: 

____________________

Students are reminded that the grade indicated is PROVISIONAL only.  It must be confirmed by the External Examiner and ratified by the Board of Examiners.  Please contact the internal examiner if you wish to discuss your feedback.

EXAMPLE 4

ASSESSMENT FEEDBACK FORM

Student Matriculation No:
___________________
Module Title:
_______________________________

Module Code:
___________________
Assignment:
_______________________________

Submission Date:
___________________

Criteria

1. Inclusion of relevant knowledge and information
Excellent
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Highly Satisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Satisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Unsatisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Comment:

2.
Ability to critically analyse knowledge related to situation

Excellent
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Highly Satisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Satisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Unsatisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Comment:

3.
Ability to identify learning experience

Excellent
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Highly Satisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Satisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Unsatisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Comment:

4.
Logical development of analytical description

Excellent
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Highly Satisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Satisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Unsatisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Comment:

5.
Ability to draw appropriate conclusion

Excellent
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Highly Satisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Satisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Unsatisfactory
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Comment:

Signature first marker:
______________________________________
Date:
______________________

Signature second marker

/moderator: 

______________________________________
Date:
______________________

Mark / Grade: 

 ____________________

Students are reminded that the grade indicated is PROVISIONAL only.  It must be confirmed by the External Examiner and ratified by the Board of Examiners.  Please contact the internal examiner if you wish to discuss your feedback.
EXAMPLE 5

ASSESSMENT FEEDBACK SHEET

Student Matriculation No:
___________________
Module Title:
_______________________________

Module Code:
___________________
Assignment:
_______________________________

Submission Date:
___________________

Strengths and limitations of assignment (Tutor’s comments refer to criteria for the assessment):
Areas for development in relation to preparation of future assignments:
Signature first marker:
______________________________________
Date:
______________________

Signature second marker

/moderator: 

______________________________________
Date:
______________________

Mark / Grade: 

____________________

Students are reminded that the grade indicated is PROVISIONAL only.  It must be confirmed by the External Examiner and ratified by the Board of Examiners.  Please contact the internal examiner if you wish to discuss your feedback.
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