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1.   
Introduction

1.1    Following the extensive deliberations of the Working Group on Assessment Reporting Scales in 2003-5, a new pan-University assessment reporting scale was introduced in AY 2006-7 and modified slightly for AY 2006-7. 
1.2    A number of issues concerning assessment and the use of the assessment scale had been voiced at Learning and Teaching Committee meetings and had been reported via External Examiners’ reports. At its meeting of 12th March 2007, the University’s Learning and Teaching Committee resolved to: ‘ …ask Dr J Weyers to conduct a systematic review of the application of the assessment policy for taught provision over the summer period and to report his findings to the Committee’s first meeting of the next academic session’. 
1.3
Following the receipt of the results of the 2007 National Student Survey (NSS), part of which sought student views on assessment, it was decided to extend the remit and reporting date of the review, to allow students’ responses to NSS 2007 to be incorporated. 
1.4    The review was conducted over the period April 2007- February 2008 and was informed by the following main sources:

a. QAAHE guidance on assessment in its Code of Practice for the Assurance of Academic Quality and Standards in Higher Education, Section 6: Assessment of Students (September 2006)
, hereafter referred to as the ‘QAA Code of Practice’ and its predecessor, dated May 2000;
b. information from QAA Scotland Quality Enhancement Themes, especially the Integrative Assessment theme (2005-6) and the Reflections on Assessment documents
;
c. minutes of the Assessment Reporting Scale Working Group and of Learning and Teaching Committee;
d. the University’s published information on assessment, especially the Assessment Policy for Taught Provision
, and hereafter referred to as the ‘University Assessment Policy’;
e. web-published information on assessment regulations and procedures for other Scottish HE institutions; 
f. feedback from academic staff, in the form of comments solicited via a HERMES I email message, and by interviews with selected staff;
g. student opinion, as represented by the DUSA Vice President (Education and Careers), responses from individual students to an email request for opinions and the NSS results for 2006-7; 

h. selected external examiners’ reports; 

i. the outcomes of consultations with college heads of learning and teaching, school secretaries and selected administrative staff; and

j. feedback from:

· meetings of the Learning and Teaching Committee (27th September and 12th November 2007)
· discussions at Postgraduate Affairs Sub-committee (5th March 2008)

· meetings of the College Learning and Teaching Advisory Group (29th August and 31st January 2008) 
· intra-college discussions initiated by Heads of Learning and Teaching.

Full details of the above sources are available on request from the author, who also gratefully acknowledges the assistance of Ian Francis, Lorraine Martin, Eric Monaghan and Fiona O’Donnell in compiling this review. 
1.5. This review also constitutes a review of the University’s Assessment regulations under Precept 13 of the QAA Code of Practice.
1.6. It is recommended that any changes arising from this review should come into force for AY 2008-9 and that the Academic Affairs Directorate should prepare a revised version of the University Assessment Policy for Taught Provision. Following adoption of this by Senate, it is envisaged that Academic Affairs Directorate (AAD) will publicise the changes made as a result of this review and that the Director of Academic Professional Development will liaise with AAD and colleges to promote good practice regarding assessment. 
2.   
Terms, definitions and discipline approaches
2.1    Student assessment is recognised as a complex task encompassing various discipline traditions which complicate attempts to produce a uniform system for the whole University. The matter is further confused by differing use of terminology and conflation of processes in some assessment styles. For the purpose of this review, it was regarded as important that the key processes and related terms were clearly identified. The procedural steps in assessment that will be referred to in the report are illustrated in Figure 1 and definitions of key terms are provided in Appendix 1. As will be seen below, there could be benefit in clarifying the role of marking, aggregation and reporting scales within the University’s assessment practices. It is recommended that the ‘Glossary of Terms and Definitions’ sections of the University Assessment Policy is expanded to include a more comprehensive set of definitions related to assessment, and possibly as an appendix.

2.2 Feedback from many academic staff indicated that they felt that the traditional approaches to assessment in their disciplines had not been accommodated in the reporting scale and associated procedures (see Appendix 2). To a certain extent, this is a corollary of the overt wish of the Assessment Reporting Scale Working Group to encourage academics move away from traditional practices with the aim of standardisation across the institution. On the other hand, it has led to problems both with the Policy and with working procedures that have been defined subsequently. Of particular relevance is the distinction made here between ‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’ styles of marking, which appear to underpin some of the staff comments. Therefore, a major aim of this review is to seek clarifications and modifications to the present Policy and procedures that would address these significant concerns, while upholding the principle of a single coherent assessment reporting scale used across the University.
3. 
General summary of the current operation of assessment reporting scales
3.1 Reports indicated that the process of reporting assessment results appears to have operated well within the newly constituted colleges and their schools under the University Assessment Policy. This applies to both sub-honours and honours assessment. School and college staff, external examiners and students  have confirmed that a functioning system (summarised in part by Figure 1) exists whereby:

· alphanumeric grades on the reporting scale can be entered into the SITS-SMS database by school staff;

· a SITS-SMS based aggregation process can take place according to a school-defined algorithm although in some cases preliminary processing of assessment data continues to occur within schools, especially in relation to moderation, condonement, compensation, penalties and aggregation (see Figure 1 and 5.1).
· alphanumeric grades are reported to students in transcript form either directly via eVision, or via the link with the undergraduate PDP resource on My Dundee (thereby allowing the University to fulfil its obligation regarding ‘progress files’ in the sense of the Dearing/Garrick reports); and
· the moderating roles of academic staff, exam boards and examiners, and the provisional nature of grades (especially for those for Semester 1 modules during Semester 2 before exam boards meet) are accommodated. 


This indicates that, broadly speaking, the introduction of the uniform assessment reporting scale has been a success. Staff in the Registry, ICS, Learning Centre and in schools should be praised for their highly professional approach to setting up and operating these complex systems. 
3.2 Staff expressed few concerns about the process of marking, recording and reporting assessment of competence, which is handled via the Type 1 reporting scale described in the University Assessment Policy. One college requested clearer wording regarding this reporting scale in the Policy, and this will be accommodated in the revised version.
3.3 For the Type 2 reporting scale
, staff employing a ‘qualitative’ style of assessment (see Appendix 1) reported in general that marking and reporting appeared to be working well using that scale as a marking scale, with the associated aggregation scale as a means of combining weighted part-assessments (see Appendix 2). In some quarters, however, concerns were expressed about the uneven spacing at the low end of the associated aggregation scale (Section 4).
3.4 In general, staff who assess using a ‘quantitative’ style (Appendix 1) reported that this type of assessment has not worked well using the Type 2 reporting scale, especially if marking occurs first on a more precise scale, then marks are transferred to the reporting scale, and weighted part-assessments are combined by employing the associated aggregation scale (see Appendix 2). Two interrelated reasons were cited for this:

a. the reporting scale is regarded as too coarse (i.e. 16 points compared to 100 on the frequently used percentage scale), leading to issues related to rounding when transferring marks from a marking scale to the reporting scale or when aggregating;

b. the associated aggregation scale as currently implemented is unevenly spaced at the low end of the scale (i.e. MF-BF), leading to statistical anomalies on aggregation, especially where a student obtains a wide range of grades.
3.5    Certain issues have arisen regarding the timing of release of information about assessments to students and these are discussed in 4.3. 

3.6    The European Diploma Supplement (EDS), currently made available to students on request, is due to be produced automatically from AY 2007-8. This will include reference to the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS). An EDS Working Group, comprising representatives of Registry, Academic Affairs, DUSA and school secretaries, and reporting to Learning and Teaching Committee, is coordinating this process. This process will require entry of the programme specifications into a common database and date-flagging of versions of specifications so that the correct details can be incorporated in to each student’s EDS.
3.7 To inform this review, the assessment scales used at the major Scottish HE institutions were compared (Table 1). The following points are evident: 

a. Across the 15 institutions sampled, no two schemes are the same;

b. the assessment reporting scales currently in use have between 5 and 100 grade points; these are sometimes alphanumeric and sometimes numerical;

c. in many cases, a clear distinction is made between marking, aggregation and reporting scales;

d. the schemes most similar to ours are those operating in Aberdeen, Abertay, Glasgow, St Andrews and Stirling;

e. all bar ourselves and two other institutions use an even-division aggregation scale; and

f. mapping of sub-honours reporting scales to the 5 standard honours divisions is commonplace.

3.8
The existence of widely differing assessment reporting scales within the Scottish HE sector means that public understanding of any one institution’s assessment results is potentially poor, especially in the detail. The University therefore has an important duty to explain its assessment process and reporting scale to its students and to third parties such as parents and potential employers. Information is provided with the transcript/European Diploma Supplement, but further appropriate steps should be taken to ensure that information is also provided on the University’s Web pages. While responsibility for communicating assessment information to students properly lies with schools, there is less certainty about responsibility for ‘external’ communication. It is therefore recommended that responsibility for this is assigned to Registry/Academic Affairs, working in liaison with college and school staff and Admissions and Student Recruitment.

4. Specific issues related to marking, aggregation and reporting 
4.1 Although early discussions within the Assessment Reporting Scale Working Group acknowledged the potential need for marking and aggregation to occur on different scales prior to reporting, the University Assessment Policy does not at present discriminate clearly between the use of assessment marking scales and the University assessment reporting scale. The current Policy does not rule against schools using different scales of these kinds, but there would be benefits from modifying the University Assessment Policy to make clear the distinction between uses of an assessment marking scale and the assessment reporting scale and clarifying the freedom for schools to operate discipline-specific numeric marking scales, if college and school boards deem this appropriate. The primary criterion for choosing an assessment marking scale should be whatever scale is judged best to suit the learning objectives of the course and the chosen assessment methodology. This does not imply any need for schools whose staff are content to mark directly on the assessment reporting scale (i.e. as an alphanumeric marking scale) to change their practice.

4.2 It follows that, in some cases, aggregation may be appropriately carried out using the ‘raw’ numeric marking scale, prior to translation into the standard alphanumeric reporting scale. This may be particularly valuable in ‘quantitative’ style assessments with multiple components and especially where this may be judged to be statistically more valid and/or convenient for other administrative purposes (see 4.6). It should be noted that this is de facto the case at present in at least two of the University’s schools.
4.3 Schools should liaise with Registry regarding their needs in terms of recording and aggregating marks, but it should be noted that at present, only one marking scale can be recorded within the SITS-SMS database for any given module. Where, as a result of this, it is necessary for schools with ‘mixed’ qualitative and qualitative marking in a module to operate an ‘internal’ marks spreadsheet, care should be taken over security and data protection. In these cases, the form and timing of marks reported to Registry should be negotiated on a case-by-case basis. The Registry/AAD should produce an addendum to the University Assessment Policy, in line with Section 29 of the Guidance for External Examining
, describing the procedures used for submitting marks and algorithms used in SITS-SMS based aggregation. To cover potential data protection issues, the Registry should also maintain a webpage showing where assessment spreadsheets are held and which also where pre SITS-SMS aggregation occurs.

4.4 The relationship between numeric marking scales and the assessment reporting scale may depend on discipline and may vary among assessments within disciplines, especially where specific assessment methods are dictated by external accrediting bodies.  Issues surrounding this relationship tend to crystallise around the notional ‘pass mark’ but also apply to the relationship between other marks and grades or descriptors on the respective scales. In the case of the School of Medicine, a scheme of criterion-referenced standard-setting is in operation. This freedom for schools to set the relationship between marking scales and the assessment reporting scale is a key mechanism for:
a.    enforcing discipline-related assessment standards – so schools can ensure that attainment within the grade spectrum is compatible with discipline traditions and external references (such as accrediting bodies, QAA benchmark statements, and the views of external examiners); 
b. sustaining uniformity across disciplines – the adoption of appropriate relationships between the marking scale and the standard reporting scale means that the latter can be preserved across disciplines.
It could also be used for adjusting the profile of grades obtained, should this be deemed necessary.
The University Assessment Policy currently provides no guidelines for such practices. It is therefore recommended that the Policy should be modified to clarify the procedures to be followed to set and publicise the relationship(s) between the marking scale(s) and the assessment reporting scale, where schools have decided that the two should differ. This decision should involve discussion at both school and college boards and reporting through Learning and Teaching Committee (and then Senate). Clearly, it is essential that the process of assessment is transparent to students and they should therefore be informed of the local marking regime(s) used by schools through module and/or programme handbooks (see also 5.6 and 6.3). The School of Life Sciences provided an example of good practice that was commended by the Learning and Teaching Committee (14th Nov 2005).
4.5 There was early discussion in the Assessment Reporting Scale Working Group about even spacing of aggregation points for MF, CF and BF grades, but in the event an unevenly spaced relationship was established (the ‘associated aggregation scale’) albeit with caveats. Thus, the University Assessment Policy states:

31. …recognition needs to be made that they in fact span 3 points when aggregating with A1-D3 grades. 
In staff feedback, this was the single most contentious facet of the new assessment reporting scale (Appendix 2). Many respondents to the survey pointed out that in assessments involving a prior numeric marking scale this non-linearity unavoidably (some claimed routinely) creates statistical anomalies when aggregation is later carried out using the associated aggregation scale. Examples were provided with some responses. It should be noted that because schools may penalise students for late submissions and other misdemeanours by deducting marks, that the full range of marks is de facto used within SMS-SITS.
4.6 Although the current (2006) version does not mention aggregation specifically, The QAA Code of Practice for the Assurance of Academic Quality and Standards in Higher Education (QAA, 2000), Section 6, Part 9, stated that universities should give consideration to the need to ‘ensure that the outcomes of aggregation procedures are statistically valid’. This implies that aggregation should take place on the finest marking scale used and also that the scale should be evenly spaced. Of the other major Scottish Universities that use numerical aggregation (i.e. all bar one), only Abertay has adopted an unevenly spaced aggregation scale (Table 1). Therefore, where there are concerns about the effects of aggregation, it is recommended that an evenly-spaced numerical marking scale is used, and aggregation carried out using this. 
5. Other aspects of assessment, including administrative matters
5a.
Data handling and legal obligations

5.1 A coherent argument has been expressed that there should be only one repository, professionally managed, that holds information on summative student assessments (i.e. the SITS-SMS database held by Registry). This takes account of the risk of transcription errors, and the University’s need to ensure compliance with the Data Protection Act 1998, The Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002 and to a lesser extent the Disability Discrimination Act 2005. However, a number of factors mean that this ideal may not always be possible. In particular, it is necessary to take into account the practicalities of administering the complex schemes of multiple part-assessments that exist in some schools, and the need to administer  assessment spreadsheets ‘close to the point of delivery of the academic programme’ in relation to condonement, penalisation and preliminary aggregation, because of:

a. the importance of convenience for students and staff 

b. the knowledge and understanding of local administrative staff

c. the (necessarily) ad hoc and unpredictable nature of some of the decisions made, for example due to staff absence or unavailability of resources

d. the need to record and track student progress from an early stage
e. the workload and resource implications for the Registry were they to be required to service such information.
5.2 In cases where it is deemed appropriate that schools operate preliminary assessment spreadsheets, then steps should be taken to ensure that these assessment data repositories are administered appropriately and staff may need to be trained appropriately. Accordingly, the University Assessment Policy should be amended to state explicitly that if schools hold databases/spreadsheets of preliminary assessment information, they must administer marks on these databases/spreadsheets according to the University’s legal obligations and to rules agreed at school or college board level which ensure compliance with relevant University policy (e.g. on penalisation for late submission or plagiarism).  A web page should be created by Registry/AAD that supports correct best practice in administering assessment data and a regular, and possibly annual, academic professional development session on compliance with relevant Acts should be jointly organised by Academic Affairs, ARMMS, Student Services, Registry and Human Resources, in accordance with Precept 10 of the QAA Code of Practice. 
5b.
Assessment loading

5.3 The matter of assessment loading did not appear in staff or student feedback but is covered in Precept 6 of the QAA Code of Practice and the University Assessment Policy. During the research for this review it was noted that at least one Scottish university (Glasgow Caledonian) has relatively prescriptive rulings on this matter as it applies to summative assessment. In accord with Precept 2 of the QAA Code of Practice (see 5.5), the University Assessment Policy states:

7. Scheduling of assessment, in particular coursework assignments, should take account of students' overall work load in the context of the semester structure. 
The risk of excessive assessment loading on both students and staff is regarded as a topic that is properly considered at a discipline level and can and should be discussed at the level of programme review. Schools should continue to promote discussion between module leaders about in-course assessment timing and loading (especially where common module combinations cross school boundaries), take into account student views and experiences, and be willing to make adjustments with the aim of preventing coincident assessment deadlines. Schools and module leaders also have a role in assisting students to time-manage their workload though effective induction, publicity and reminders.
5c.
Publication of assessment information
5.4 Following the University’s move to modularisation and use of semesters, some issues have arisen relating to the timing of exam board meetings and release of provisional results. Most schools hold exam boards after Semester 2, so any information about assessment published after Semester 1 can only be regarded as provisional, pending ratification by the external examiner(s). Nevertheless, this assessment information has a formative value to students and can be used by staff in determining which students may be at risk in relation to progression. During Academic Year 2005-6, The Assessment Reporting Scale Working Group (2nd June 2006) and Learning and Teaching Committee (13th November 2006) agreed standard operating procedures including a standard ‘health warning’ to be provided with provisional results released via SITS (and via the My Dundee Blackboard Building Block extension to the undergraduate PDP organisation). This solution appears to be operating satisfactorily, accords with Precept 14 of the QAA Code of Practice, and should be formalised within the University Assessment Policy. For reasons of transparency, it would seem appropriate that when an individual student’s grade or grades that have been released on a provisional basis are later adjusted on intervention of the external examiner and exam board, schools should notify individual students of the reasons why their grades were adjusted, by quoting from the minute of the Board of Examiners. The University Assessment Policy should be modified to make this mandatory. 

5.5 There appear to be inconsistencies in the way information about assessments and their marking is communicated to students (and staff). The desirability of transparency in this matter is highlighted in Precept 2 of the QAA Code of Practice and the University Assessment Policy states:

 8. Students should be provided with clear information regarding the scheduling of all assessment, including submission dates for coursework etc. They should be provided with this information sufficiently in advance to enable them to plan and prepare effectively
11. Criteria for assessment should be explicit and available to students and examiners before assessed work is undertaken. 
Consideration should be given to adjusting the University Assessment Policy to outline a set of minimum expectations for the content of programme or module handbooks in relation to assessment, including, potentially:

· details of exam procedures, weightings applied to component assessments and an assessment timetable;

· learning outcomes (or objectives) for, as appropriate, programmes, modules topics and lectures, practicals and tutorials;

· model exam questions (and answers);

· the scale or scales used for marking, and their relationship to the reporting scale and descriptors (where marking does not take place using the reporting scale) and details of the aggregation process, including weighting within assessments or exams;
· descriptive marking criteria, allied to the scales used for making and reporting; and
· information about opportunities to receive feedback on assessments (see 6.3). 
5.6    A matter that has exercised some students is the desire to see their completed exam scripts, especially when they have failed a module. This is regarded as an extremely useful formative exercise when conducted with a staff member who can explain why marking criteria have not been met in relation to the learning outcomes. It accords with Precept 3 the QAA Code of Practice and has the potential to enhance student progression. The current University Assessment Policy provides the following guidance:

22. Schools should ensure that appropriate feedback is provided to students on all assessed work in ways that promote learning and facilitate improvement and that students are also given information on the opportunities when they can obtain feedback and how to get it.

23. Feedback on examination performance at levels 1, 2 and 3 of undergraduate degree programmes, should be an integral part of formative assessment. Colleges should agree with schools the means by which students are provided with feedback on their performance in each diet of examinations.

It should be noted that under Schedule 7 of the Data Protection Act 1998 there is a specific exemption as regards examination scripts. These are classed as personal data exempt from the statutory right of access. Nevertheless, taking into account the feedback value of discussing failed papers, and the potential importance of feedback in relation to student retention, schools/colleges should consider the potential benefits of allowing students to review their examination scripts, under supervision, with the aim of gaining formative feedback, and specifically an insight into the grade received. The script should always remain with the University for safe-keeping, under the existing terms of the University Assessment Policy.

5d.
Assessment at taught postgraduate level
5.7 One feedback comment from a member of staff (Appendix 2, no. 23) suggested that that the current University Assessment Policy should be amended to prevent resits for taught masters courses. An analogy was drawn with honours courses, for which there is no resit opportunity. Taking into account their special nature and the anticipated expansion and increased diversity of the University’s taught postgraduate courses following the Sustainability Review, it is proposed that the University Assessment Policy should be amended to clarify assessment options open to schools for programmes at this level and to indicate that schools should decide for each taught postgraduate programme what form of assessment (i.e. Type 1 or 2) and what resit options are suitable, taking special account of the needs of international students, for whom resit opportunities are clearly be important, especially in one-year programmes. 
5e. 
Assessment ‘spectra’ and condonement of failure at honours level.
5.8
Several staff commented that they felt the honours classification spectrum in the University Assessment Policy was restrictive and some were exercised by the fact that a student could be awarded an honours degree yet fail some component modules. The QAA Code of Practice makes no ruling on this issue, other than to state that there should be clarity about the institution’s rules and regulations. This matter was considered independently at a meeting of Senate on 14th May 2007, and a decision was been made to make no change in policy at present, yet to invite the Learning and Teaching Committee to review this matter following external examiners’ reports for AY 2007-8. 
5f. 
Miscellaneous matters

5.9
Some respondents to the survey noted errors and inconsistencies within the University Assessment Policy and associated procedures, which could be corrected if the Policy were updated following this review.  Some of the matters mentioned fell outwith the remit of the review.
6.  
Issues raised by the results of the National Student Survey 2007 in relation to assessment
6.1 The University took part in the National Student Survey (NSS) for the first time in 2007. The survey sought final year student opinions and included five questions in relation to assessment. The results are of value in their own right as an independently produced summary of student views, and are also important because they feature as a component of some university league tables. Hence, it is incumbent on colleges and schools to respond actively to the survey results.
6.2 Five survey ‘questions’ in the NSS 2007 concerned assessment and feedback:
5. The criteria used in marking have been clear in advance

6. Assessment arrangements and marking have been fair

7. Feedback on my work has been prompt

8. I have received detailed comments on my work

9. Feedback on my work has helped me clarify things I did not understand
Students were asked to show the extent of their agreement or disagreement with these statements on a 1-5 Lickert-style scale (definitely disagree – mostly disagree – neither agree nor disagree – mostly agree - definitely agree) with N/A (not applicable) as a further option. The results for these questions are provided below, as percentages of students ‘definitely’ or ‘mostly’ agreeing with the statements:
	Question
	University of Dundee
	Sector Overall
	Sector Top 25%
	Scotland

	5

6

7

8

9
	67%

69%

58%

59%

55%
	69%

72%

54%

60%

54%
	73%

78%

63%

67%

61%
	69%

74%

49%

50%

49%


6.3 The responses for the University for these 5 questions are generally comparable with the sector results, both for the whole of the UK and for Scotland (unweighted mean of 61.6% versus 61.8% and 58.2% respectively), but considering our record of excellence in teaching quality we should expect to sit comfortably within the sector top 25% (unweighted mean 68.4%). Moreover, at 61.6%, the generally low ratings for these five questions, compared with the responses of our students to the remainder of the 22 questions (unweighted mean of 79.8%), indicates that assessment and feedback is an area where there is the potential to improve our NSS ‘rating’ significantly. It is recommended that this matter is approached systematically, with the deans of schools and members of School Secretaries’ Forum being tasked to identify and assist in the application of models of good practice across schools in relation to assessment and feedback and that colleges consider this issue as part of their learning and teaching development plans in consultation with relevant teaching committees at school level. This might include:
· regarding question 5, mechanisms for emphasis and frequent reference to marking criteria within course materials and sessions;

· regarding question 6, ways to enhance students’ perceptions of the perceived ‘fairness’ of assessment arrangements, with special consideration of the transparency of the assessment process (see also 5.4 - 5.6);

· regarding question 7, methods for improving the promptness of feedback on student assessments, with possible adoption/adaptation of the recently agreed CASS policy for target response times;

· regarding questions 8 and 9, ideas for improving the detail and personalisation in feedback, with consideration of mechanisms that could assist staff providing this to large classes.

This exercise should take into account the guidance provided under Precept 9 of the QAA Code of Practice. Supporting materials and events should be organised by AAD and Academic Professional Development.

6.4
It is also accepted that much constructive criticism and advice is provided by staff that may not be recognised by students as feedback per se, so when communicating with students, academic staff and school administrators should make every effort to highlight exercises where any form of feedback is given, using this specific term if possible. Consideration should be given to including a separate section within module handbooks that identifies these feedback mechanisms/events within the curriculum, where this is not already done (see 5.5).
6.5
The Vice-Principal (Educational Development) has asked all schools for a report on their NSS results, and these are available online 
. School Learning and Teaching Committees or Boards should review the particular pedagogical and administrative matters underlying the student responses, particularly where these fell well below the norm for the sector and institution. These responses and the actions taken should be reported to Learning and Teaching Committee, to allow dissemination of good practice.
6.6
A number of comments were made in the open-answer sections of the NSS survey in relation to assessment and feedback, often relating to assessment approached specific to disciplines. These are available from the office of the Vice Principal (Educational Development) and a University website is under construction to allow dissemination and analysis of these and other NSS results.
7. 
The key role of the Examination Board

7.1
Notwithstanding all of the forgoing discussion, it is important to recognise the paramount role of external examiners and boards of examiners. These groups are expected to use their professional judgement in the setting of assessment standards and in making decisions on final module awards, taking all relevant matters into account for both cohorts of students and for individuals. 

8.  Summary of matters to be considered by Learning and Teaching Committee and Senate

This section summarises recommendations discussed above for consideration by Learning and Teaching Committee and Senate. Each is cross-referenced to the appropriate paragraph number above.

8.1 The ‘Glossary of Terms and Definitions’ sections of the University Assessment Policy should be expanded to include a more comprehensive set of definitions related to assessment, and possibly as an appendix [2.1]
8.2 Clearer wording regarding the application of the Type 1 reporting scale should be included in the University Assessment Policy. [3.2]

8.3 Responsibility for providing additional web-based information about the University’s assessment process and reporting scale to external parties such as parents and potential employers should be assigned to Registry/Academic Affairs, working in liaison with college and school staff and Admissions and Student Recruitment. [3.8] 

8.4 The University Assessment Policy should be modified to make clear the distinction between uses of an assessment marking scale and the assessment reporting scale and clarifying the freedom for schools to operate discipline-specific numeric marking scales, if college and school boards deem this appropriate. The primary criterion for choosing an assessment marking scale should be whatever scale is judged best to suit the learning objectives of the course and the chosen assessment methodology. [4.1] 

8.5 Schools should liaise with Registry regarding their needs in terms of recording and aggregating marks, but it should be noted that at present, only one marking scale can be recorded within the SITS-SMS database for any given module. Where, as a result of this, it is necessary for schools with ‘mixed’ qualitative and qualitative marking in a module to operate an ‘internal’ marks spreadsheet, care should be taken over security and data protection. In these cases, the form and timing of marks reported to Registry should be negotiated on a case-by-case basis. [4.3]

8.6 The Registry/Academic Affairs should produce an addendum to the University Assessment Policy, in line with Section 29 of the Guidance for External Examining, describing the procedures used for submitting marks and algorithms used in SITS-SMS based aggregation (if this is requested by schools). [4.3]
8.7 The University Assessment Policy should be modified to clarify the procedures to be followed to set and publicise the relationship(s) between the marking scale(s) and the assessment reporting scale, where schools have decided that the two should differ. This decision should involve discussion at both school and college boards and reporting through Learning and Teaching Committee (and then Senate). [4.4]

8.8 The University Assessment Policy should recommend that, where there are concerns about the effects of aggregation an evenly-spaced numerical marking scale is used and aggregation carried out using this. [4.6]

8.9 The University Assessment Policy should be amended to state explicitly that if schools hold databases/spreadsheets of preliminary assessment information, they must administer marks on these databases/spreadsheets according to the University’s legal obligations and to rules agreed at school or college board level which ensure compliance with relevant University policy (e.g. on penalisation for late submission or plagiarism).  [5.2]

8.10 A web page should be created by Registry/Academic Affairs Directorate that supports correct legal practice in administering assessment data and a regular, and possibly annual, academic professional development session on compliance with relevant Acts should be jointly organised by Academic Affairs, Student Services, Registry and Human Resources. [5.2]

8.11 Schools should continue to promote discussion between module leaders about in-course assessment timing and loading (especially where common module combinations cross school boundaries), take into account student views and experiences, and be willing to make adjustments with the aim of preventing coincident assessment deadlines where this is seen as desirable. Schools and module leaders also have a role in assisting students to time-manage their workload though effective induction, publicity and reminders. [5.3]

8.12 The University Assessment Policy should include standard operating procedures for release of preliminary marks (i.e. not yet ratified by the relevant Examination Board), including a standard ‘health warning’ to be provided with provisional results released via SITS (and via the My Dundee Blackboard Building Block extension to the undergraduate PDP organisation). [5.4]

8.13 For reasons of transparency, when an individual student’s grade or grades that have been released on a provisional basis are later adjusted on intervention of the external examiner and exam board, schools should notify individual students of the reasons why their grades were adjusted, by quoting from the minute of the Board of Examiners. The University Assessment Policy should be modified to make this mandatory [5.4]

8.14 The University Assessment Policy should outline a set of minimum expectations for the content of programme or module handbooks in relation to assessment. [5.5]

8.15 Schools/colleges should consider the potential benefits of allowing students to review their examination scripts, under supervision, with the aim of gaining formative feedback, and specifically an insight into the grade received. The script should always remain with the University for safe-keeping, under the existing terms of the University Assessment Policy. [5.6]

8.16 The University Assessment Policy should be amended to clarify assessment options open to schools at taught postgraduate level and to indicate that Schools should decide for each taught postgraduate programme what form of assessment (i.e. Type 1 or 2) and what resit options were suitable, taking special account of the needs of international students, for whom resit opportunities are clearly be important, especially in one-year programmes. [5.7]

8.17 In relation to issues raised as a result of NSS 2007, deans of schools and members of the School Secretaries’ Forum should be tasked to identify and assist in the application of models of good practice across schools in relation to assessment and feedback and that colleges consider this issue as part of their learning and teaching development plans in consultation with relevant teaching committees and school. Supporting materials and events should be organised by Academic Affairs Directorate and Academic Professional Development. [6.3]

8.18 When communicating with students, academic staff and school administrators should make every effort to highlight exercises where any form of feedback is given, using this specific term if possible. Consideration should be given to including a separate section within module handbooks that identifies these mechanisms/events within the curriculum as such, if this is not already done. [6.4]
8.19 School responses to NSS should be reported to Learning and Teaching Committee, to allow dissemination of good practice. [6.5]

8.20 Any changes arising from this review should come into force for AY 2008-9. [1.6]

8.21 The Academic Affairs Directorate should prepare a revised version of the University Assessment Policy for Taught Provision, taking into account all the agreed changes for consideration by Learning and Teaching Committee and Senate and should report to Learning and Teaching Committee on progress with other recommendations. [1.6]
8.22 The Director of Academic Professional Development should liaise with colleges to arrange events to promote good practice regarding assessment, including some of the matters covered within this review and Academic Affairs Directorate should publicise the changes made in the University Assessment Policy as a result of this review. [1.6]
Table 1 Assessment reporting in the main Scottish HE institutions (August 2007)

	University
	Assessment reporting scale(s) 
	Additional comments and information on marking and aggregation scales

	Aberdeen 
	21-point (0-20) numerical ‘common assessment scale’ (CAS). 
 (1992).
	Departments may mark in terms other than the CAS (‘raw marks’, e.g. %) but they must report using that scale. The scale may be non-linear with respect to % marks, but the relationship must be reported to examiners.  Aggregation linear (0-20). Points 0-20 map to 5 descriptor bands at non-honours, and the 5 standard classifications at honours level
. 

	Abertay 
	7 point alphabetical ‘module grading scale’.
 (2004).
	For marking and aggregation, a 17-point numerical ‘individual assessment scale’ used (points 0, 3, 6-20). Aggregation non-linear. No information on mapping to honours.

	Dundee 
	16-point alpha-numeric ‘assessment reporting scale’. 
 (2005).
	No explicit ruling about marking scales. Aggregation using 0, 2, 6, 9-21 scale, hence non-linear. Reporting scale maps to 8 descriptors and the 5 standard honours classifications.

	Edinburgh 
	10-point alpha-numerical grade scale (A1-A3, B-H).

(2006).
	Optional use of the grade scale or % scale for marking. Aggregation assumed to be using % scale, and hence linear. The grade scale relates to divisions of 10% and maps to 7 descriptions for non-honours and the 5 standard honours classifications.

	Glasgow 
	23-point alphanumerical primary-secondary grade scale (A1-5, B1-B3, C1-C3, D1-D3, E1-E3, F1-F3, G1-G2, H). 
(2003).
	Grade scale used for marking and aggregation carried out using linear scale (0-22) corresponding to alpha-numeric grades. % scores are also allowed for marking of components and aggregation. Aggregation linear. The A-E alphabetical part of the alphanumeric scale maps to the 5 standard honours grades.

	Glasgow Caledonian 
	% scale.
 (2005).
	% scale, mapping to the 5 standard honours classifications. Aggregation linear.


Table 1 continued.
	University
	Assessment reporting scale(s) 
	Additional comments and information on marking and aggregation scales

	Heriot-Watt 
	6-point alphabetical grade reporting and decision-making scale (A-F).

(2007)
	Apparent freedom of disciplines to decide marking scales ‘as accurately as possible according to the marking schedule’. Explicit separation of assessment marking from decision-making about progression and award, which is based on grades. Aggregation assumed linear.

	Highlands and Islands Project
	Unclear
. 5-point alphabetical grade scale (A-F) linked to % marks and descriptors.

(Assessment policy currently under review).
	% marking scale assumed, with aggregation apparently linear.


	Napier 
	Numerical scale (%).
	% scale. Aggregation linear.


	Open 
	5-point alphanumeric reporting scale (pass1-4, fail).
	% scale. Aggregation linear, but complex aggregation procedures at honours level.

	Paisley 
	6-point alphanumeric reporting scale A, B1, B2, C1, D and E
.
	Aggregation of numerical marks from a number of assessments into a single percentage mark from which the corresponding grade is then deduced. Aggregation linear.

	Robert Gordon 
	6-grade alphabetical University Grading Scheme (A-F) plus NS = no submission.
(2001-2007).
	Module components aggregated via professional judgement of Module Team according to ‘module performance descriptor’.

	St Andrews 
	21-point numerical scale (0-20).
	Aggregation assumed linear. Mapping to honours bands based on mean mark on reporting scale with ‘discretionary borderlines’. Note: marking system has been subject to recent internal reviews and discussion.

	Stirling 
	19-point alphanumeric ‘common grading scheme’ (GGS)
	Aggregation linear via ‘common numerical scheme’ (0-20 continuous). Numerical part of alphanumeric scale maps to the 5 standard honours grades.

	Strathclyde 
	Various, including  3 point (Unsatisfactory/Satisfactory/Merit); 0-9; %
	No direct source of information found.
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Appendix 1. Key terms used in assessment

Summative assessment is that which counts towards a module grade and formative assessment is that which is produced largely to provide feedback to students on their level of attainment. In practice, the distinction between the two is blurred as some in-course assessment (sometimes called continuous assessment) may satisfy both criteria. End of module exams are usually regarded as summative in nature. However, at levels 1-3 the grade obtained also has some formative value.
Marking is the application of professional judgement of an internal or external examiner to provide a grade for a piece of student work using a set of marking criteria. This judgement generally applies at the point of allocating a grade to a student answer, but may also occur when creating a task or question, if the marking scheme is defined at the same time. A marking scale is the scale used for marking and this is not always the same as the aggregation or reporting scales (q.v.). Marking scales can be numerical, alphanumerical or alphabetical.

Generalising, disciplines and/or schools assess in three main styles:

a. competence-based assessment, where the student is set a task related to the learning objectives of the course and is allocated a pass with distinction, a pass, or a fail, according to defined criteria. 

b. qualitative assessment, where the assessor sets exam questions that require (typically) an essay-style answer, and arrives at a professional judgement on a grade for each answer bearing in mind the learning objectives and marking criteria.

c. quantitative assessment, where the assessor sets exam questions that (typically) require selection from options, a calculated answer or a short-form answer. The professional judgement of the assessor is largely applied at the point of creation of the question, and the mark obtained is somewhat mechanically obtained thereafter, often by reference to a marking scheme or set of model answers. In some cases, the marking may be automated. A numerical marking scale is usually employed with this type of assessment. 

A key difference between the qualitative and quantitative assessment styles is that the marking and reporting scales are easily treated as the same in the former case, but can only be treated as the same with difficulty in the latter case. 

Double marking or multiple marking is the internal moderation process where the judgements of two or more markers are taken into account; this may be blind, where earlier marks are hidden from a later marker. Anonymous marking is where the identity of the student is masked from the marker(s). The former takes place in many schools, but is not mentioned in the assessment policy; whilst the latter is obligatory in written examination papers.

Aggregation is the statistical process where two or more assessment components are taken into consideration when arriving at an overall module grade (generally at sub-honours level). A numerical aggregation scale is used to carry out this process, employing an algorithm that defines the weightings used for each component. A translation is required between an alphanumeric or alphabetical marking scale and the aggregation scale. A numerical marking scale can be used directly for aggregation.  At honours level, a scheme of allocating degree awards operates that specifies, for the range of component assessments, the relative proportions of marks of different grades that may result in a degree of a particular honours classification. This is specified in the honours classification spectrum within the Assessment Policy.

Reporting is the process of publication of marks. A reporting scale can be numerical, alphanumerical or alphabetical. Grades appearing on a transcript, the official University report on a student’s attainment, are always in terms of the assessment reporting scale. eVision and the My Dundee ‘My Academic Summary’ building block are mechanisms whereby students may view their developing transcript and academic summary online. 

Moderation is the process whereby the academic validity of the assessment and grading is appraised by a second party - internal (second marking) or external examiner(s). Marks provided by internal examiners and aggregated internally are provisional until moderated by colleagues and the external examiner(s) and discussed and agreed at a School Examination Board. This is indicated by signature of the External Examiner(s) and Head of School on an official exam mark sheet provided by the Registry. In most cases at level 1-3, this means that Semester 1 module marks are provisional until Exam Boards meet in Spring.

Grade descriptors describe the level of attainment at the different grade levels in any assessment scale, which may be banded for this purpose. These may also correspond to the 5 traditional honours classification divisions used in most (but not al) HE institutions: first class (1), upper second class (2:1), lower second class (2:2), third (3) class and unclassified.

Compensation is defined as the process by which a board of examiners may decide that a strong performance by a student in one part of the curriculum may be used as the basis for the award of credit in respect of a failed performance elsewhere. Condonement is defined as the process by which a board of examiners, in consideration of the overall performance of a student, and any extenuating circumstances, decides that without incurring a penalty, a part of the programme that has been failed need not be redeemed. Assessment penalties may be exacted for such offences as late submission, academic deceit and plagiarism. The Assessment Policy indicates procedures to be adopted when these adjustments to grades are deemed necessary.

Appendix 2. Responses by staff and students to the request for comments about the operation of the Assessment Policy for Taught Provision including the assessment reporting scale. The responses have been anonymised and some inadvertent grammatical and English errors have been corrected. Square brackets [   ] indicate editorial additions to text.

	Response
	Comment

	1

(Academic)
	In response to the email below, I want to mention that the new reporting scales have not been a success in our division. We tried the system for a couple of years. We do not see a problem in reporting students' work using alphanumeric grades. This is fine. What we have a problem with is using the aggregation scales to aggregate marks within modules or between modules. The nonlinearity of the system results in cases where students "artificially" fail. We found several cases where students were put in a disadvantage because of this system. The accreditation bodies and the external examiners do not like it either. So what we do is run both systems in parallel, check marks to ensure cases where students are disadvantaged are picked out and dealt with. I personally hope that the University will make a u-turn on this one.

	2

(Academic)
	As I understand it, the main reason that the alpha-numeric (A1, A2, etc) system was brought in was because of comments from those marking arts courses that the percentage scale required too much precision and the marks awarded to arts coursework and exams could not be marked to such a degree of precision. That may be true for such courses, but with science courses, many pieces of coursework and examinations *can* be marked that precisely, so the requirement to use a crude system such as the current one detracts from the accuracy of marks in such subjects.

Another major problem is that the rule-of-thumb translation from percentages to letter grades advises that the single A1 category should be used for all marks above 80%. While it may be true that such marks are very rare in arts courses, they are attainable by excellent students in science courses. It is, for example, quite possible to attain 100% on examinations in mathematics, physics and so on. The current system provides no reward for (or way or recording) any achievement above the 80% level, which is profoundly unfair to our best students.

The new system also allows some bizarre injustices to occur. For example, suppose a course has four pieces of coursework (all of equal weight), and consider two students doing these pieces of coursework. Student 1 achieves 100% (= A1 or 21 points) on three pieces and 60% (= B3 or 16 points) on the fourth. Using the percentage system, this gives an average of 360/4 = 90%, which would be an A1. Using the 21-point system, the average comes out to (21 + 21 + 21 + 16)/4 = 19.75 which rounds to 20 or A2. Student 2 achieves 80% on all four pieces of coursework, which averages to 80% or A1 whichever way the average is worked out. Thus Student 1, who actually has an overall mark 10% higher than student 2, achieves a lower mark.

There are other anomalies, some of which surfaced at our School of ****** exam board this year, in which students who have lower averages than other students are eligible for higher class degrees because of the assessment spectrum (numbers of courses required at various bands). Combining these problems with the cumbersome nature of the scale presents a strong case for its abolition in favour of a return to the percentage system, which is clear, easy to use and much fairer to our top students.

If lecturers in arts courses are worried about the excessive precision required by a percentage system, surely it is easy enough for them to mark coursework and exams using a letter system and then translate to a percentage system using the current translation scheme in reverse. That way, the courses such as those in science that require the precision and need to allow for marks above 80% can do so, and the courses that do not need the precision can simply use broader bands in the percentage scale.

As you can probably guess, my strong recommendation (shared by most of the staff in the School of ******, who will no doubt be contacting you as well) is for a return to the percentage system.

	3

(Academic)
	I note that of the other Universities I am familiar with, none have as a ludicrous a set of assessment criteria (and especially aggregation) as we do. The words used for qualitative judgements, however, are not too bad, or unusual. There is one feature of our system, however, which is clearly better than ****** where I am an external examiner. At ****** an Honours Degree requires one to get greater than 30% in all modules in the last two years, and they have no mechanism of "compensation" or "condoning" - except with medical certificates. I feel that this is too onerous (though they do allow retaking of failed modules). (Indeed this year we had to fail a candidate with a 2.1 mark/profile because of one poor mark out of 21) 

However, my main gripe is with the Hons classification spectrum itself, as it does not seem particularly helpful because in theory you can get an enormous range of actual scores for any grade that falls within the official spectrum. e.g. using a very simplified calculation just assuming four equal components for simplicity and using the aggregation scale (clearly in reality there will be a range of components but this shows the sort of range of "marks" one could get within a single grade): Ist ranges from a minimum of 67 to 84 (i.e. 79.8%-100%); 2i ranges from 55-78 (i.e. 65.5-92.9%) etc

or using the Conventional "historic" scale: 1st ranges from 62.5-100%; 2i ranges from 52.5-89.8%! etc...

Some sort of an average score seems to me a patently better measure of performance overall…. Using the profile leads one to continually need to condone/compensate for outliers (largely unnecessary to my mind). It would really be more useful if we had an overall average to get a better feel for where the person falls. Indeed, I see from the SOMIS website that the overall average grade (suitably weighted) should be a key part of the assessment with a minimum set at one grade below the classification. It seems to me that completely consistent with the (stupid) University system it would be more logical to start from the overall mark as the starting point for discussion???

I have serious concerns about the instructions to use the ludicrous Aggregation Scale for marking of papers:
(a) There is no logical reason I can see why you cannot use marks of 1, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9.

(b) The scale seriously upgrades poor performers (i.e. is a good example of dumbing down with someone who is merely satisfactory, equivalent to 40% in either of the historic % scales, now getting approximately half marks! Indeed many questions are multipart questions where scores should be linearly added, not using such a non-linear system.

(c) Why someone who gets it all wrong should be awarded 2 for simply writing something beats me!

(d) It seems to me inappropriate to have two separate conversions from percentage - it gives all the wrong messages if nothing else.

	4

(Academic)
	The students themselves cannot understand why it is apparently easier to get an A1, for instance, in some degree subjects than in others, because word has got around that the necessary percentage for this grade differs across the University. This appears to them to be manifestly unjust.

It is hardly surprising that the system is so badly regarded because about fifteen years ago a three year trial of using performance bands designated A, B, C etc was scrapped and a return was made to the simple percentage system. Was nothing learned by this experience? Apparently not.

In the subjects I teach and examine, it is quite easy to say to a student that the assessment is X% because it can be demonstrated that X% of the work submitted was correct and (100-X)% was incorrect or missing. Students have confidence in this because they pretty well know themselves that it matches their own assessment. Employers, of course know exactly how this will translate into employment potential. It is also easy for students to know quantitatively by how much they have failed an examination - a most important requirement for satisfactory feedback of performance. We can also say that the X% has a probable confidence factor of about 2% associated with it because of the manner of driving it.

The way in which the percentages for the components of a module are now converted to the 20 point non-linear scale, and then these scale values are combined using weighting factors to obtain a final number, breaches just about every principle for the use of experimental data (and exam marks are measurements of performance in the same way thermometer readings are measurements of temperature). The principle is always that first raw data is merged and then the final value is rounded off and interpreted. Never, that individual values are changed using a non-linear conversion, and then the distorted values are merged. You can see how unreliable this can be just by comparing the two outcomes.

At the very least, Dundee ought to adopt a scheme which is uniform throughout Scotland so as its students are not disadvantaged. We know from our Externals for instance, that the attitude towards failing modules appears to be much more lenient at Edinburgh than it is in Dundee. There can surely be no excuse these days for any one university making policy relating to assessment without reference to common standards throughout HE. The policy should be entrusted to academics with an understanding of the best practice for data handling and representation and those who clearly do not have this should be excluded.

The objective of the new system was basically to ensure that the chance of getting a First in English, say, would be the same as the chance in Maths or Physics. Instead of tackling the real reason for any discrepancies (the standards and expectations used by the examiners as agreed with the Externals) it was decided to try to manipulate and distort the marks so as to create a uniform probability. In my view, this is quite the wrong way to achieve (if it does) a laudable objective.

	5

(Academic)
	I wonder if some of the worries expressed at the last Senate meeting by Profs ****** and ****** might be addressed by considering if a single Honours Classification Spectrum is appropriate to both divided and undivided Honours degrees. I think I gathered that the particular example given referred to a divided honours year. One might consider specifying minimum performance at L4 in such cases.

I would draw your attention to the opinions of the Faculty/College of Life Sciences that have been reported to the initial Assessment Working Group and the Learning & Teaching Committee over the years.

Section 62 needs to be amended to reflect the new College/School structure, rather than Faculties. Is this a School or College responsibility?

	6

(Academic)
	I would like to let you know that in my opinion the assessment and reporting scale is the most ridiculous and pointless ideas I have seen in all my time at Dundee. It serves no purpose and makes everyone's lives, including students, more difficult. In reporting and using marks we should be looking for a clear, unambiguous, universally recognised and transparent system. Not some contrived, over complex, non-linear, and constantly shifting system. It seems to me that in designing this system no consideration has been taken of what a marking scale should communicate to those who use it (staff and students) or recognition made of what it should communicate to the outside world. In my experience, when you try to explain our current system to someone from out with the University they either fail to see the point and want to know why we don't use percentages like the rest of the world or they just fall about laughing.

	7

(Academic)
	1. There are far too many points on the scale. You might just as well use 100 points on the grounds that percentages are more immediately understood than say "B3". I suggest a total of about 4 or 5 categories is plenty supplemented by meaningful developmental feedback.

2. We are trying to develop higher order skills in our students so it is complex to agree how to weight different aspects e.g. content knowledge, use of literature, cogency of argument, interpretation of data, presentation etc and come up with a single score.

3. With so many points on the scale I am not convinced there is higher inter-marker agreement.

4. The differences between grades such as C1 and C2 are small but can lead to unhelpful competition between students. 

5. The "pass mark" is given as 40% which I think is far too low. We want quality education and quality performance.

6. I think students are particularly confused by 3 levels of "Fail".

7. Although I can see the reason for it, I think it is hard to be limited to the grade of D3 for a second submission even if it is high quality.

8. I do not think a non or late submission should automatically be regarded as a fail.

9. The SITS system is not suitable in its present form for some CPD courses.

	8

(Admin)
	Not easy to use for staff or students.

We are trained from school to hear a mark and then say "out of how many?" I don't really know what to say for this scale. 10 is presumably a bare pass at what was 40%, so it should be out of 25. But it stops at 21. So is 21 perfection or is 25 perfection? Some colleagues seem to be using 21 as perfection and therefore shy away from marks in the high teens, as our External noted. I think 25 would be perfection so I will give a 20 or more. Ambiguity.

The reason it stops at 21 is apparently, that colleagues were reluctant to give marks over 85% for really excellent work. They could explain this to students or start using the ends of the marking scale. 

However I do think we need numbers, or averaging or weighting work becomes very difficult.

I think % is best. If only because it is comparable with students' other experiences.

	9

(Admin)
	We are not in a position to briefly summarise in an E-mail the student view. The majority of our students have completed their work for this year (with the exception of those undertaking resits/finals and the fourth year students) and so it is unlikely that we would be able to gather responses until the next academic session.

There could well be issues/views that we are unaware of - but without consulting the students we cannot summarise their views. I wanted to alert you to the fact that we are unable to provide a response at the moment, as we feel this would obviously necessitate student consultation, and that a nil response does not mean that there are no issues.

	10

(Academic)
	1) As a reporting scale, it provides a meaningless grade for the students. Normally, once these grades have been issued, we have streams of students contacting us wanting to know their "actual marks" (percentages). These are what students understand, recognise and want. (Students are also very aware of the flaws in the system, see 2)

2) As an aggregation tool the new reporting scale is seriously flawed. Most ****** modules (both in the ****** and ****** streams) involve several pieces of course work and a final exam. The aggregate score generated using the new reporting system is very often wrong. In many cases students have passed using a mathematically correct aggregation procedure (possibly weighted percentages) but are recorded as having failed by new reporting system. This is because the reporting scale is nonlinear and thus "averaging" over several "grades" is meaningless: it is mathematically unfounded. Thus at examiners’ meetings, we have the bizarre scenario of having two sets of marks - proper percentage marks and the new reporting scale grades, in order to check for errors in the latter. This is a complete waste of time, and in my opinion is not sustainable from a quality assurance point of view.

	11

(Student)
	(a) Apart from initial teething problems, is the new policy including the assessment reporting scale, now operating smoothly as far as students are concerned? I think so.
(b) Is enough information provided to help students understand their grades in the new system? In particular, do they find the eVision transcript information easy to understand (and if not, what’s the problem and how could we adjust procedures to avoid it)? I got enough information from this new system and it is easy to understand.
(c) Do you feel that interested third parties (e.g. parents, partners etc) understand the new system? I think so
(d) What (other) improvements could we make to the policy for students’ benefit including any views on how the University promotes general awareness and understanding of the policy and the assessment reporting scheme? Maybe some comments from teachers related to the exam results can be included

	12

(Academic)
	1. I think anonymous marking should apply to as much as possible. Why limit it to exams?

2. The plagiarism rules seem slightly contradictory - particular 3.3 and 4.2. If the module mark can be reduced to zero by the exam board why then does it have to be referred to the University committee?

3. We don't want more fail grades! It's difficult enough distinguishing between them as it is.

4. I do think it's pretty appalling that you can get an honours degree here by failing a quarter of your course - and effectively half the final year. We are out of line here.

5. In practice the compensation and condonement ideas are pretty subjective and unworkable. I would like to see all mention of them deleted.

6. This might be there somewhere, but how many resits can a student have for one module? 42 suggests the process could go on for ever.

7. "N" isn't mentioned in the assessment scale.

8. The "marked improvement" is a bit vague. We would rather have the final year weighted more in some way, although I can't think of an easy way of doing this offhand.

9. The document talks about moderation, but doesn't, I think, say anything about policy on double marking and particularly blind double marking.

And a plea; could the references to URLs pointing to regulations and other university pages on the assessment policy page please be turned into hyperlinks that take us to the relevant pages, rather than having to copy and paste the link?

PS. One thing I should add is that the guidelines do need to state explicitly what the boundaries between classifications are on the aggregation scale.

	13

(Academic)
	1. It makes no sense for certain points to be missed off the bottom of the scale in some circumstances but not in others (i.e. where there is a coursework component).

2. Where you have a coursework component, you end up averaging two or more non-linear marks which is statistically inappropriate.

3. The new scale is especially punitive for a student who fails since a mark of say 34% is now translated to a 5 (CF) on the new assessment scale. This tends to pull down the student's average which we use to rank students at the exam board. In addition, one of our exam board rules requires a student's average to be within 1 point of a boundary when deciding on the degree classification; a fail tends to make it harder for a student to satisfy this criterion under the new assessment scale.

4. At the bottom end, the scale is not very informative for students since the "5" covers such a big spread of marks; students tend up have to come and see the lecturer to find out the percentage grade behind the score of 5.

5. When writing references for employers etc, we tend to have to interpret the scale for them by converting scores into percentages.

	14

(Academic)
	I understand you are interested in feedback about the new assessment procedures.

I'm sure you will know that for those of us who mark in percentages (and in a subject like Mathematics this is the natural thing to do) then the new system is highly unsatisfactory.

Our concerns have been transmitted to the University in various ways, but the impression given so far is that the University is not interested in considering this further. If that is not the case, I am pleased.

You probably know what our concerns are, but let me repeat them here. The main problem is this. If you take different pieces of work marked in percentages, take a (weighted) average, and then shift the final percentage to a point on an alpha-numeric scale, you are quite likely to get a different outcome from a process which converts each percentage to some other number on a (non-linear) scale, takes a weighted average of these other numbers, and finally converts this to a point on an alpha-numeric scale. Further, the new system is unstable, in that a small change in a percentage mark can result in a relatively large difference in the final grade produced by SITS.

So what, you might ask?

Well, there are important issues here which affect students greatly, to do with pass/fail boundaries, and also boundaries which affect Honours classification. The students are mostly aware of their percentage marks (certainly for coursework), and in order to treat them fairly, calculations parallel to those done by SITS have to be performed, and adjustments made where necessary to "correct" the SITS outcome. So the result is more work for everybody for no good reason. 

Our External Examiners have been particularly critical of the process, and you will have access to their reports. But to give you a flavour, here is an extract from one of last year's reports (the External had experience of a similar system at Aberdeen): "I am saddened by the introduction of the new grading system...Such a system is inherently unstable...The Dundee system is worse than Aberdeen's in a number of respects. No grading system is perfect but this one seems to have more faults than most..."

	15

(Academic)
	I have several points I would make about the assessment scale employed at this university and similar schemes employed in other institutions around the world.

1) It is useful for many subjects to have an A, B, C etc scale with upper and lower divisions particularly for essay type answers as it fits with well with our ability to make estimates - from a psychological perspective.

2) Using A1, 2, 3 etc - i.e. mixing numbers and letters is not helpful. A+, A, A- is much more intuitive.

3) I hear a rumour that MF may have its point value increased to make it more like a marginal fail - this is a very bad idea. The purpose of the fail category should be that it is a fail and that there is little doubt that it is a fail - to stem the flow of appeals etc.  

4) A 21 point scale is far less intuitive or universal than a decimal scale - the calculations come out just the same but it is just more work for the humans involved. By this I mean you can use a psychologically valid scale A+,A,A- etc but convert to a 100 point scale that is easily understood by the vast majority of people in the world

5) A class system is intrinsically unfair and a waste of the effort we expend classifying students. Employers will treat a 1st class graduate with a grade average of 70% differently from a 2:1 graduate with a grade average of 69%. Even worse they will treat a 2:2 student with a 59% grade average the same as a 2:2 student with a grade average of 49.5%. We should provide a rank order for the student in their cohort, an overall % average grade for the 8 assessed modules and % grades for each module. Employers would then be able to assess relative achievement levels of individuals, consistency levels and also where strengths and weaknesses lay across the modules.

The first suggestions would make the system more user friendly and the last suggestion would greatly reduce the amount of resource expended making essentially arbitrary decisions at class boundaries as well as removing the need to continually provide references for students where employers and other universities ask us to provide information about rank order, finer degree classification and level of consistency of performance.
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(Admin)
	I have been forwarded a message regarding your review of assessment procedures in the university. I work as part of the undergraduate team in ******, which is the ****** department within the ****** school and am responsible for assessment. I would be interested to know what level of feedback you are looking for and would be happy to provide this at a department level. It may be more appropriate that comment comes from the ******l school assessment team and I can feed in to this. Unfortunately, I am about to go on annual leave this afternoon until 2nd July which misses you deadline, but could provide information then, if that is of any use.
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(Academic)
	I am not a supporter of the new reporting scale for two reasons. 

[This was a verbatim repeat of 10, qv.]
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(Academic)
	The lower end of this scale is a bit tricky to use because it is inconsistent with the other more reasonable top end. Why does the bottom end become comparatively discontinuous? This presupposes that poor work cannot be as finely judged as excellent work. I¹m not sure about this. Thus I think there should be a score 9 category. However I would suggest that subcategories with scores 8, 7, 6, and 5 etc should also be included. So I support the 9.
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(Academic)
	In response to the email from Dr. Monaghan, I have read the assessment policy document, and quite frankly overwhelmed (or perhaps underwhelmed). It seems to me that almost all substantive aspects of the assessment policy are unnecessarily complex, and that the policy is written in such a manner that to understand it, one would need to sit down with a "legal translator" and take copious notes.

I'm on my way out of the University of Dundee and Higher Education in general, so in one sense, as Rhett Butler Said to Scarlett O'Hare in Gone with the Wind, "Quite Frankly, my dear, I don't give a damn". However, that's only in one sense. On a more serious note, I would think it would be possible to achieve the stated goals of this assessment policy without making it unduly complex, and to describe it in a way that it is easily intelligible to staff and students.
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(Student)
	I am [an] International student. I don’t like the assessment system very much. It is very different from that in my country. It is very difficult to study in foreign language, but no one is really interested in it. It is your problem that your presentation in English is not excellent. I think it is not good, there should be consideration, that we use second language. No one considers it in my faculty, as I am the only international student in group.

	21

(Academic)
	Is this a policy or guidance and if a policy, does it actually apply? In the current year the policy was over-ruled by ******, allowing a ******* student a 3rd resit.

Phrases such as ‘devolved nature of university’, ‘reflecting the nature of the subject’ and ‘relevant professional body requirements’ open the door to such a wide variety of possibilities that it is perhaps difficult to use a single policy. Perhaps what is required is a series of guidelines which programmes need to follow in producing their own policy? Once a programme assessment policy has been appropriately scrutinised to see that it fits with university guidance then it should be the policy by which the programme operates its assessment and not liable to being over-ruled.

Perhaps there should be an identification of SafeAssignment as a means of providing storage in an electronic form in relation to point 25 – Retention and disposal of assessed work? There should be some reference to electronic feedback and retention of this?

Re. 41. should this reflect the approach adopted in 40., whereby requirements of PSBs are recognised?

Apart from the above, the policy has worked well over the last year. Flexibility is obviously necessary given the varied range of programmes but within agreed parameters. Equally important is that it is the approved programme assessment policy that should be paramount.

The application of a transparent Honours Classification procedure has been valuable. Students have been able to see how their route towards classification has been developing over the two years. This has resulted in far fewer letters to the board of examiners from graduating students and also an improved classification profile for the ******.
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(Admin)
	I really do not see why the University cannot use a 100 point aggregation scale which can be linked to one reporting grade scale (which can stay the same as it is now.) For example

100 = A1

99 = A1

etc

79 = A2

78 = A2

etc

59 = C1

58 = C1

etc

40 = D3

39 = MF

35= MF

34 = CF

30= CF

Etc. This will sort out all the problems related to its non linearity. 

Examples where the student has received different grades than that calculated if we were using a 100 points [scale] are attached! [Note: the attachment contained 42 separate examples]
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(Academic)
	A number of comments:

Re-assessment, re-submission and re-sitting
‘13. Students should be provided with clear information for each module regarding the opportunities and requirements for re-assessment including resubmission of coursework and re-sitting examinations. Such information should adhere to the general principle that, normally, undergraduate and postgraduate taught programme modules should allow for one summative resubmission or resit with two exceptions:’

I believe this is inappropriate for taught post-graduate courses and there should be no blanket provision for resit/resubmission. The reasons are as follows:

· Taught PG are usually one year long. The current rules do not allow resits/resub for Honours year, and taught PG seems to be much more akin to the final year of an hons year, so resits should not be allowed.

· It is not practical. Suppose a student fails a module in May and was allowed to resit in August. The student would probably be a weaker student, and therefore very unlikely of being capable of successfully passing the failed module and producing a dissertation of sufficient quality.

 I would propose that taught PG programmes are normally treated in the same manner of final year hons, unless the regulations for a particular taught PG allow otherwise.

15 Point Reporting Scale
As a reporting scale the new system is fine. However, there problems with aggregation of marks. These occur because of the non-linear nature of the numerical version of the scale at the upper and lower end. There are two aspects to this:

· The lower end is far too coarse and using 8 for a marginal fail is problematic. Examples include:

1. Suppose a module has two assessment items of equal weight. Suppose a student scores 42% and 38% (or D3 and MF). Common sense says this is a bare pass (i.e. 40% average), but the scale says MF.

2. Marks of 34% and 20% have equal "value" (e.g. both equate to 5, or CF). As a final result this is ok, but if this is one assessment item produces problems when marks are aggregated.

3. A1-A3 cover 70-100, i.e. a very wide range. So a mark of 95% has a much reduced effect under the reporting scale when aggregated than it would under a percentage scale. It can be argued that this is correct, but in other cases it could equally be argued that it is not.

· Honours Classification
Again there are problems of coarseness. As far as the spectrum is concerned a mark of 69% (B1) has precisely the same value as a mark of 60% (B3).
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(Academic)
	Generally, we have had few problems in applying the new assessment policy internally in ****** (and ******). However, there is a very significant issue concerning the way in which SITS aggregates component marks into a module grade. I am following this up as an action point from the ****** Programme Board, and as an issue raised by the ****** External Examiner.

Very often (10-15% of cases) we find that there is a discrepancy between the arithmetic mean of the component marks and the module grade awarded by SITS. For example, a student awarded marks of B3, B3, B3 and B2 for four equally weighted components (the latter 2 being examination marks) will be awarded an overall module mark of B2 by SITS, whereas simple arithmetic says that the module mark should be a B3. In other cases, the SITS mark is lower than the arithmetic mean, particularly where a student has fail marks for 1 or more components. This seems to be because some numerical marks, e.g. 9, 7, 6, are missing from the aggregation scale, making arithmetic 'averaging' problematic. We have cases where a student passes a module (with a D3) on an arithmetic calculation, but is rendered a fail (MF) by SITS.

From speaking with colleagues elsewhere, I know that this is a widespread problem in degree programmes across the University. A particularly frustrating aspect is that we do not know the algorithm(s) used by SITS in order to calculate module marks. At a minimum there should be greater transparency in the mechanisms SITS uses.

A separate issue (and I'm not sure if this one is relevant to your remit) concerns the right of students, who have not handed in any coursework or attended the examination (but have not formally withdrawn), to a resit in that module (MA degree regulations). Every year, staff are required to reset coursework and examination papers for students who have made no attempt to engage with the module during the semester (this is excluding those students who have genuine medical or personal circumstances). Staff feel very strongly that such students should not be entitled to a resit (even the term 'resit' is a misnomer in theses cases) and that Examination Boards should be given the power to determine whether students are entitled to a resit in failed modules, based on a minimum level of engagement with the module during semester.
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(Academic)
	Errors are introduced in going from actual percentages to the intermediate (ordinal) scale; why can't actual % marks, as used by ****** (and possibly ******), simply be converted directly from actual mark to the alpha scale? This ought to be arranged to be automatic, saving the ****** division a lot of time in checking for anomalies.
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(Admin)
	(a) The policy is now operating smoothly as staff now mark using the assessment scale, there is no conversion taking place. Where conversion from numbers does take place I know that there are problems because of the width of banding in the alphanumeric scale.

(b) Academic staff have adapted well to the new scheme. It has improved clarity of marking with resultant fewer appeals.

(c) Not sure about student perception. Certainly I have not had students querying the assessment scale at all.

(d) It might be useful to have another grade in the fail band.
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(Academic)
	The system does not operate at all well in subjects where the initial marking is done using a sensible percentage scale i.e. 0-100%

The big problem is in converting the marks from a sensible percentage scale to the alpha-numeric scale. Our experience shows this is highly unstable and unreliable, especially around the crucial regions of borderline candidates

The system regularly throws up “false negatives'' i.e. candidates who are correctly just above a borderline mark are regularly “downgraded'' by the SITS system. 

this means we have to laboriously manually re-check many more cases than we ought to... this has happened since the beginning and is unacceptable

In addition to my personal comments, I might add that all colleagues here in the Division feel the same way. Moreover, our External Examiners have commented negatively on the system and have reported this matter explicitly in their reports:

I quote:

"I am saddened by the introduction of the new grading system...Such a system is inherently unstable...The Dundee system is worse than Aberdeen's in a number of respects. No grading system is perfect but this one seems to have more faults than most..."
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(Admin)
	One of the anomalies was a case where a student narrowly achieved a 1st class degree based on the Honours classification scheme. However, when looking at the class order (based on ranked average of the aggregation marks) the student was clearly [below] two students with solid B/2.1 marks who achieved a 2.1 overall. 

In terms of the actual 21 point marking scale, this is creating a wide range of students at the 1st class level, without giving the greatest credit to those students performing at the very top of the scale. While the range of marks in the 2.1, 2.2 and 3 bands are evenly distributed across the 1, 2 and 3 ranges of each of the B, C and D bands respectively, the range of marks in the A band allow the very top marks to students gaining 80% or above. The detailed nature of the marking in ****** and other numerate disciplines means that the 21 point scale does not provide the fine difference between marks in the A band.

Some exam marking lends itself to an exact percentage scale, so these exams have to be marked in percentages and then converted into grades for translation on SITS. This sometimes brings up anomalies of students who had passed a module overall based on the percentages gained for each piece of coursework and exam, but failing the module overall when these individual pieces are translated to the cruder 21 point scale and weighted together.

 I have enclosed comments from our External Examiners from 06 and 07 which emphasise some of these points:

The University policy of releasing provisional marks to students, even for components of a module, makes life more difficult for the Examination Board. It either reduces flexibility (which would usually favour the student) or invites challenges from students.

The University-wide policy of awarding a coarser grain grade instead of a finer grain mark may be appropriate in some areas of the University, but it is not so appropriate to numerate disciplines such as ******. Some other UK universities have addressed the underlying problem in slightly different (and in my opinion, possibly more appropriate) ways.

The examiners were dealing for the first time with the university's new grading system, and made strenuous efforts to ensure they did this properly with no disadvantage to any student. External examiners understood the system to be aiming at a common approach across all disciplines, resulting in an attenuation of grade extremes. Ideas such as this may be seen at many institutions. External examiners were concerned, however at possible pitfalls the university may face

1. Attaching such a grade to all pieces of work (including small, or introductory, assessments) may possibly deliver judgements at variance with the intentions of examiners.

2. The "binding" of assessment components into a module grade may give rise to one of a number of anomalies - this was exhibited by conducting the process in parallel as a percentage-based approach. It will be important for the examination boards to maintain the right to override, where appropriate, the results delivered by the simple binding algorithm. The same observation applies to binding module grades into classification.

3. The practice of releasing provisional grades to students before their endorsement by external examiners is potentially fraught. Even if "health warnings" accompany such early release, the influence of examination boards will become very clear in any adjustments they choose to make. Such boards have traditionally deployed confidentiality rather than unnecessary secrecy, and it is a concern that this confidentiality will begin to be breached by such obvious publicity of decisions. Thus, while understanding the motivation for the change, I recommend the university to introduce it with caution and to consult Departments regularly on the effects being observed on the ground.

******* - June 2006:

 This was the second year of operation of the university's new grading system, understood to be aiming at a common approach across all disciplines, resulting (inter alia) in an attenuation of grade extremes. Ideas such as this may be seen at many institutions. Concerns I raised last year have only been partially addressed at university level. In leaving the institution I should record that as constructed, the scheme admits potential for a number of anomalies - this was exhibited this year and last by conducting the process in parallel as a percentage-based approach.

It will be important for examination boards to maintain the right to override, where appropriate, the results delivered by the simple binding algorithm. There are also strong arguments for allowing some leeway in the setting of band boundaries. I urge the university to relax some of the rigidity of process within which departments currently have to operate.

******– June 2007:

The only surprising feature was the mechanism by which a candidate's degree is adjusted. In my previous experience candidates near a degree class borderline can be moved up at the discretion of the board of examiners without changing that student's overall mark or their mark for any particular assessment. This effectively means that marks are a fixed and accurate reflection of performance but that class boundaries can be varied at the discretion of the examiners. In the case of Dundee, it appears that in order to move a student who is at a borderline into a higher class, an actual module mark has to be changed, retrospectively. This was explained to me as an unfortunate artefact of the examination software, but nevertheless seems an anomaly.
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(Academic)
	(a) Apart from initial teething problems, is the policy, including the assessment reporting scheme, now operating smoothly in > your school? If not, please could you summarise any problems and how you feel we could adjust procedures to avoid them?

The policy does seem to be operating smoothly. Our only remaining snag is some confusion concerning marginal fails, and how to report say a grade of 9 when this has been arrived at after the application of lateness/absence penalties. We note the latest ruling that the MF will change from 8 to 9 and the CF from 5 to 6, but are not clear that this addresses our difficulty (nor indeed clear about the reasons for the change). We also note that it is to be a College responsibility to introduce consistent schemes for penalising absence and non-completion of work, and at present do not know whether it is intended to introduce such a scheme in our College in time for next session. It would be helpful to make clear unambiguously how such a penalty scheme is intended to work in conjunction with the revised MF, CF, BF parts of the scale.

(b) How well have academics in your school/college adapted to the new scheme?

Very well. There have been no reports of atypical results, or complaints by students used to the old system. It has been easier to avoid 'borderline' marks (there was much less need to agonise over results than in the past), and easier to reward excellent work. Our external examiner commented that the latter was one of the most successful aspects of the new scheme. The corollary is grade inflation. Academics now seem much readier to use A grades, including the A1 grade, than they ever were to give marks in the 80s and 90s. We awarded a very high number of Firsts this session in consequence, and it seems clear that the level of achievement represented by the First (and the Upper Second) is very different from what it was some years ago.

(c) How well have students in your school/college adapted to the new scheme?

Very well as far as we know: we have not received any complaints or negative feedback about the scheme as such. 

(d) What (other) improvements could we make to the policy for the benefit of staff and students including views on how the University promotes general awareness and understanding of the policy and the assessment reporting scheme?

Just for information, this year we implemented anonymisation at our Exam Board and carried it through to degree classification. This worked well too.

The main improvement for the benefit of staff that we'd like to see is clarification relating to penalties as described in my first answer above.
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(Academic)
	(1) In my opinion the qualifications for classes of degree are too generous. In particular the possibility of a candidate obtaining a 2.2 degree with two failed modules (out of eight) seems to attract scorn in our standards. I would suggest that some consideration is given to making the criteria stronger e.g.

 For a First a candidate needs (50+x) % at the First class level, (100 - x)% at the 2.1 level or better and 100% at the 2.2 level or better. So a candidate could still get a First with 2.2 modules but would need 6 First modules to compensate for the 2.2 marks. 

Essentially such a system would involve "trading off" marks in marks two (or more) grades apart. MF modules could be compensated by 2.2 (or higher) modules - but a CF paper would need one compensation to move it to a MF and a further compensation to move it to a 3rd. 

(2) Although I like the shortened system of marking A1, A2 A3 etc rather than 70 - 100 the reporting scale is not working well in two respects. 

First, I think that markers can make finer distinctions between fail papers than the three categories that they can use at present. Markers are in difficulties if they are deciding between CF and MF knowing that it might make a significant difference in aggregate. We should have more differentiation between fails. 

Second, although I am happy with the idea that markers should be able to make their minds about question answers and not hover on the 59/60 borderline - I am less sure overall whether we should not allow the average mark to reflect a between grade performance. 

Unless these difficulties can be addressed I am afraid my preference would be to return to a percentage reporting system for everything. 
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(Academic)
	a) There are problems to my view in the manner in which compensated and condoned passes are recorded on transcripts - see attachment of previous memo to Ian Francis/ Paula Elliott.

b) The non-linearity of the upper and lower ends of the assessment scale produce discrepancies when aggregation on a % basis is compared to that on the alpha numeric scale. For example 81% and 99% are both equivalent to A1 (21) but will aggregate significantly differently. At present (in the ******) all such anomalies (and there is a relatively high incidence) are resolved in favour of the student who receives the higher of the aggregations at Examination Boards.

c) The alpha-numeric recording of grade is not liked (in ******) by students, external examiners, potential employers, staff .... who still prefer the numerical clarity of straight % grades. They are clear to understand by all (or should be), readily recorded and electronically manipulated/processed and are the "language" of the real world. Would anyone really want interest rates, pay rises (whatever they are) etc to be quoted in terms of alpha-numerics?

A problem is emerging in the way students perceive their overall modules grades as viewed on e-vision under the new reporting procedures. The difficulty arises in cases of compensated passes for modules. As it stands a student who for example attains an MF grade for a module but is subsequently compensated at the Exam Board sees their result displayed in three columns as MF*** 20 or 15 credits and finally F. It is the last F that the student sees as definitive and despite the explanations given they assume that they have to resit the module. We have had several students who believed they had resits for modules when in fact they have not. 

Using this final F is contentious since the student will be carrying forward 40% (to us) or an accumulated 10 (to Registry) towards their final degree. In that spirit the student has not been given a Fail but a pass, albeit compensated. In some respects the student might argue that they would be better off taking the resit, passing it and being given a true Pass at 10 = D3. 

We are in full agreement that the fact that compensation has been awarded should be made clear to the student and recorded as such on their transcript but feel it should be in a clearer format say P(comp) or P*** which is more transparent and open to a more obvious interpretation. 

The counter argument is of course that if students read the results properly then all is clear to them. The reality is that they do not read in this way but simply scan the more obvious final column. There is though a matter of principle here; that final F for a compensated pass has the same "weight" as the F awarded for a true Fail whereas it should be indicating that because of the student's overall performance the Examiners were prepared to award a Pass (compensated). The division of material into individual modules is after all a fairly arbitrary matter and with an alternative distribution the student may well have passed anyway.

This is the first running of the new system and we cannot expect it to be perfect from the start so could this matter be given some consideration please. It would be very simple for Registry to make the changes required for the final column.
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(Student)
	(a) Apart from initial teething problems, is the new policy including the assessment reporting scale, now operating smoothly as far as students are concerned? 

Yes I think so.

(b) Is enough information provided to help students understand their grades in the new system? In particular, do they find the eVision transcript information easy to understand (and if not, what’s the problem and how could we adjust procedures to avoid it)?

I think so, however, I personally wonder, (and I do not know if more students have the same question), how the new grading system will work in the end of the fourth year. Are we given an overall mark, that is e.g. 2.2 based on the new grades, that is, A1 to D3 and so on. Or will we have something else?

(c) Do you feel that interested third parties (e.g. parents, partners etc) understand the new system?

Yes my parents do because I have explained it and I speak to them about everything. Although I know that other students are not bothered telling their parents about their University time so…

(d) What (other) improvements could we make to the policy for students’ benefit including any views on how the University promotes general awareness and understanding of the policy and the assessment reporting scheme? 

Do not know.

(e) do you feel that there are any issues arising from the assessment scales used in your home country and those used here?

I do not know yet, but I probably should. At University level we only have three grades. Fail, Pass and Very Good. I really have no idea how they are compatible.
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(Academic)
	My view is that the main weakness of the current assessment policy lies in the Honours classification rules not the assessment reporting scale.  In particular, the guidance on the treatment of clear and bad fail modules needs to be much clearer, providing explicit rules governing when Examination Boards should normally withhold the award of an Honours degree.  This could readily be achieved by the extension of the Honours classification spectrum. For example, the award of 2.2 might additionally require "grades at MF or above in 100% of total assessment", which would be consistent with the compensation policy adopted in many subjects, while the award of a 3 should minimally require "grades at CF or above in 100% of total assessment" to prevent the award of Honours degrees to students with bad fail modules. Alternatively, the University could adopt a strict approach to credit accumulation and require "grades at D3 or above in 100% of total assessment" for the award of an Honours degree, with students failing this requirement typically qualifying for the award of a non-Honours degree. This more stringent approach would have the advantage that it would allow the relaxation of (MA) progression rules from 3rd to 4th year, with students able to carry up to one (30 credit) module into 4th year rather than being required to pass 360 credits before entry into Senior Honours (and often having to spend an extra year in order to satisfy this condition even though the subsequent award of an Honours degree allows two fail modules). 

Given that no scale is likely to command universal support and having only recently introduced it, the University should broadly stick to the current assessment reporting scale. However, the current Registry practice of requiring all marks to be entered into SITS in alphanumeric form should be reviewed so to allow the operation of (linear) late penalty point systems in which fail marks other than 2, 6 and 9 on the aggregation scale are legitimate outcomes (Current MA policy is to deduct one mark per day up to a maximum of 5, but implementation is problematic for obvious reasons).
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(Academic)
	By emphasising grades rather than marks or scores, the new assessment scale has helped to ensure that assessment is fairer across disciplines as well as between different types of assessment. At the upper end of the scale, the system has worked well and offers a certain amount of flexibility, should it be required, in the translation process between marks and grades. However, at the lower end, only grades of 8 (MF), 5 (CF) and 2 (BF) are currently available, and here the system suffers from severe problems as a result of it being a very ‘blunt’ instrument. Moving the numerical points on the scale to 9 for an MF and 6 for a CF does alleviate some of the problems with the system but it fails to address the central issue of ‘bluntness’ which is at the root of the anomalies that have emerged since the system has been implemented.

Within the School of ******, the feedback received from staff (and, most worryingly, external examiners) at the 2006 and 2007 ****** Honours Board of Examiners drew attention to the limitation placed on the marking/aggregation scale at the bottom end. As well as being seen as unnecessarily restrictive, it was also felt that the current approach was likely to produce significant anomalies in the translating and aggregation of marks, leading to potentially unfair treatment of some candidates. It is also important to point out a further anomaly in relation to this point. Given that the process of aggregating two marks together (e.g. coursework and degree exam marks) can already produce any number in the range 1-10 (which is then translated into an overall literal mark for reporting purposes), it is especially difficult to understand why the full range of numbers 1-10 cannot be used to grade individual pieces of assessment. 

Many University assessments are, quite rightly, marked initially using percentages or other similar marking schemes, before this raw mark is then translated into a grade. For example, where accounting students are performing tests of competence such as producing accounting statements from ledger entries, or calculating tax liabilities, their work cannot be directly graded using the 1-21 point assessment scale. In this kind of scenario, a number of problems arise with the present system:

· Where grades are obtained by translation from marks or scores (e.g. percentages) they are unwieldy and can produce severe ‘cliff-edge’ effects where one percentage point in one component part of the overall assessment can push a student’s aggregated grade from a 5 to an 8 (or 6 to a 9) or vice-versa;

· These anomalies make the process of moderating the overall grades for a module extremely complex and unpredictable, since it may not be immediately obvious from an inspection of raw grades (even when they are shown to one decimal place) whether a student’s performance is actually ‘marginal’ or not. Some students might require six or seven percentage points to lift their overall grade, others only one point

· A further complication (as well as possible grounds for appeal and legal examination) arising from the aggregation of translated percentage marks is whether a candidate’s overall aggregated grade might have been different had it been produced by aggregating the original percentage marks together first, before translating them. I believe that other Schools within the University are applying this procedure, such is their concern at the anomalies that the University system may produce. This potentially creates a further issue in the sense that students in the same module who have achieved the same marks may be given different grades, depending on which part of the University is awarding their degree;

· By comparison with the rest of the scale, the availability of only BF, CF and MF as reported grades is a vague and unsatisfactory feedback mechanism for students.

To remedy the shortcomings of the present system, I would strongly recommend a modification to the existing scale, in which all points 1-10 are available for aggregation/translation/grading purposes. By recognising the need for a more finely graduated, fully linear assessment scale, the University would substantially reduce the risks associated with appeals arising from aggregation anomalies created by the current system, as well as enabling students to receive an appropriate level of feedback on their performance. It is also worth pointing out that those parts of the University that are content with the current system could continue to grade assessments using only the points 2, 5 and 8 (or 2, 6 and 9) if they wished.

The table shows corresponding categories of reported literal grades for feedback purposes. Similar systems are already in place at Glasgow and St. Andrews Universities, and a more detailed review of their systems might yield useful insights.

Proposed Revised Assessment Scale

100-point percentage mark

(suggested divisions – variations on this may be used)

Translation/ Aggregation Scale

Reported Literal Grade

37-39

33-36

30-32

9

8

7

E1

E2

E3

27-29

23-26

20-22

6

5

4

F1

F2

F3

15-19

10-14

1-9

3

2

1

G1

G2

G3
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(Academic)
	Examinations are proving a greater challenge. Exams are marked numerically and the mark is then converted to the grade. For MCQ, OSCE-style examinations the scale has offered some flexibility in setting a numerical pass mark, while retaining D3 as a pass grade.

For essay-type answers marks have been retained as they provide better feedback on student performance, especially for questions with sub-sections. The mark is recorded in SITS as a grade.

While the rating scale works reasonably well, staff perception of it is tainted by its being introduced into the School at the same time as SITS was implemented. SITS / revision has created several problems and there is a tendency for the rating scale to be seen as part and parcel of SITS.
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(Academic)
	1. In paragraph 9 it states that Level 1 exams should not be unseen. Is this actually the case yet or is this to be implemented? If this is the case we may need to change ****** assessment.

2. I found at least one mention of Faculty (para 33).
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(Academic)
	I think it was actually my suggestion at ****** that prompted your review. When the issue came up of changing the numerical equivalents for MF and CF, I suggested that doing this ad hoc was not a wise move and the whole scale needed careful review.  This seemed to come back in L&T minutes as a review of the *implementation* of the scale, so I'm now left a bit unclear about exactly what is expected.

	38

(Admin)
	Parts of the policy do not apply within the ****** School, which offers no Honours degree in the traditional sense. In addition, we do not require to use the aggregation scale - although I can see its value for other disciplines.

The School operates a wide range of assessment methods, some of which have to be selected to suit clinical and practical components of the course.

In a number of instances the School has moved from traditional essay type questions to multiple short answer questions, which can more readily be assessed in an objective manner.

Many of the principles outlined in the policy reflected current practice in the ***** School.

The School has tailored its procedures to generate, in the final analysis, grades that conform to the University grading structure.

Grading formats have tended to change fairly frequently in the University - from a free for all, to an A to G intention band system, to a percentage with a 40% pass level and then on to the current alpha-numerical gradings. This can make comparisons across the years difficult and involves changes to processes and data storage that can be confusing when new staff are appointed. It would be helpful to have a period of stability for a reasonable period and, to this end, the School would be happy for the current grading system to be maintained.

The University policy is sufficiently flexible to allow necessary variations from subject to subject, and we feel that this should continue.

In appropriate cases we use pass / fail results instead of grades and we find it useful that the University policy includes this as a possibility.

Generally speaking, the laying down of a policy in this way is of great practical value in our dealings with people such as external examiners and external accreditation bodies (in our case ******)




	Finally, some of our External Examiners have also expressed concern about the problems created by the current assessment system, and have commented on this in their reports to the University.  I myself have just started as an External Examiner for ****** courses at Robert Gordon University.  They introduced a similar marking scheme to ours a year or two back and the other External Examiners for ****** have consistently complained about it for the same reasons I have set out above.

[Endorsed by 10 named colleagues, three at professorial level]
	



Figure 1. Diagram outlining procedures used in assessment





Reporting phase





Registry publishes ‘final’ data using the Assessment Reporting Scale for results letters and transcripts. This information also released on eVision and My Dundee





Marks entered into SITS-SMS using numeric or alphanumeric reporting scale as agreed with Registry





Aggregation carried out within SIS-SMS according to school-defined algorithm if using the associated aggregation scale. Internal moderation can occur. Students may see some part-marks for a module in eVision and My Dundee - with ‘health warning’.





After discussion at exam boards, agreed adjustments and condonement are made to reported grades and mark sheets are signed off by external examiners 





Registry provides provisional marks sheet using alphanumeric reporting scale; student access to provisional results is prevented





Marking occurs using alphanumeric marking scale equivalent to alphanumeric reporting scale





Marking occurs using numeric marking scale or mix of numeric and alphanumeric marking scales





Moderation and Validation phase





Aggregation phase(s)





Marking and raw data handling





Preliminary module assessment data released (eVision, My Dundee) with ‘health warning’





Marks entered into SITS-SMS directly using alphanumeric reporting scale. Condonement and penalisation applied by school staff with assistance of Registry staff





A preliminary marks spreadsheet may be used in schools and condonement and penalisation and some local aggregation using ‘raw’ marks, may occur. Marks may be converted to alphanumeric format using reporting scale





1 Defined as follows: qualitative, where the assessor sets exam questions that (typically) require an essay-style answer, and arrives at a professional judgement on a mark for each answer bearing in mind the learning objectives and marking criteria; quantitative, where the assessor sets exam questions that (typically) require selection from options, a calculated answer or a short-form answer. The professional judgement of the assessor is largely applied at the point of creation of the question, and the mark obtained is somewhat mechanically obtained thereafter, often by reference to a set of model answers, and usually results in a numerical (e.g. percentage) mark.





Subjects assessing in a wholly ‘qualitative’ manner1








Subjects assessing in a wholly ‘quantitative’ manner1 or in a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods





1 Defined as follows: qualitative, where the assessor sets exam questions that (typically) require an essay-style answer, and arrives at a professional judgement on a mark for each answer bearing in mind the learning objectives and marking criteria; quantitative, where the assessor sets exam questions that (typically) require selection from options, a calculated answer or a short-form answer. The professional judgement of the assessor is largely applied at the point of creation of the question, and the mark obtained is somewhat mechanically obtained thereafter, often by reference to a set of model answers, and usually results in a numerical (e.g. percentage) mark.








� available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeOfPractice/section6/COP_AOS.pdf" ��http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeOfPractice/section6/COP_AOS.pdf�,


� see � HYPERLINK "http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/themes/IntegrativeAssessment/" ��http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/themes/IntegrativeAssessment/�


� available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.somis.dundee.ac.uk/academic/assesspolicy.htm" ��http://www.somis.dundee.ac.uk/academic/assesspolicy.htm�


� Terminology is potentially confusing here, as the Type 2 scale is a primarily a common reporting scale, across the institution, yet is also used as a marking scale in some quarters. The scale will hereafter be referred to as the ‘assessment reporting scale’, while recognising that it is also used directly for marking.


� Available at: http://www.somis.dundee.ac.uk/academic/extlexamfeb07senateapr.htm


� Available: http://www.dundee.ac.uk/principalsoffice/NSS.htm (last accessed 4/2/08)


4   A series of online searches was made in late August 2007. The information was in some cases difficult to find from the home pages and indeed indices of institutional websites, and was sometimes inferred from information in public departmental pages aimed at students. As a result it cannot be regarded as 100% definitive. Dates in column 2 indicate the approximate date of introduction of the scheme, where this could be identified.


5  That is first, upper and lower second, third and fail/unclassified.





� Full academic regulations not available online at time of writing.


� Apparent: TBC that this is the reporting scale.
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