Reflective Blog Post- lesson 3
Thinking Through Assessment 

The third PGcert Workshop was related to assessment. As a group we shared insights, experiences and hopes related to our experiences of assessment practice at UAL. I found the challenges (see appendix, figure 2) particularly insightful with the following four areas having recurring themes brought up throughout the session;

· Terminology; What students describe as ‘academic jargon’ 
· Learning outcomes that do not clearly correspond to projects
· Time constraints for marking
· Understanding around compassionate feedback 

My initial observation was that these areas were not new or particularly surprising. I have heard them mentioned repeatedly over the twelve years I have been working at UAL which implies they are hard to address and/or tied to structural issues. Numerous handbook and guides, such as the LCC Student guide to assessment (see appendix, figure 3) have been created to address some of these concerns. For example the introduction in the assessment guide states that it ‘has been co-designed with students’ and provides a ‘concise overview’, the insinuation being that student voice has been used to simplify messaging and/ terminology around assessment processes. The cohort were aligned on the view that phrasing such as ‘elemental assessment’ or ‘crits’ is confusing for a large number of students.  My reflection on the need for materials such as these is that there is a fundamental mismatch between students’ expectations and the reality of studying Art & Design at HE whereby quality processes are perhaps something that few students initially consider. What I feel is often overlooked is that the creation of art and the process of getting there is something that teachers equally struggle with. J Anderson notes this when he refers to ‘a gap between beliefs concerning how teachers should teach, and how teachers actually do teach’  (2023). If students struggle with the ideas behind assessment and tutors have differing views this perhaps explains why these challenges continue to persist in HE. 
My key observation was how these challenges can be linked together and thus tricky to unravel from a student experience point of view. For instance, time constraints can make the practice of sharing compassionate feedback more difficult. Vicki Hill describes the key goal of compassionate feedback as ‘bringing the relational into pedagogic practices’ (Hill, 2022). By definition having an awareness of yourself and others requires a degree of self reflection which isn’t best suited to time pressure. Equally learning outcomes should fulfil the role of constructive alignment by linking assessment activities to student outcomes. Achieving this using plain English, or a lack of perceived academic jargon is a difficult balancing act. The need to be clear without complexity and thorough whilst remaining inclusive seems to be, in my mind, a juggling act involving competing priorities. 
The lack of neutrality is also, I feel, an issue which underpins many of these assessment challenges. For example, time constraints can mean that a student who is presenting work that a tutor may be less familiar with,( ie an International Student using non-eurocentric methodologies), may require additional time for fair reflection. This may potentially put them at a disadvantage to their UK peers. Compassionate feedback also has issues of neutrality. The idea that 'no language is neutral and therefore tutors display their evaluative regimes through the language they use' (V.Odeniyi 2022) poses further issues around fairness in approaches to assessment. 
I feel that the above reflections make assessment a highly contentious area prone to misunderstandings. Whilst the notion of constructive alignment is important, it risks masking a larger myriad of challenges, particularly around accessibility. This is explicitly referenced in the UAL Access & Participation Plan which states that there are ‘identified risks around aspects of the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment that may be exclusive or alienating.’  My view is that whilst alignment is key, the nuances around student perception and engagement with assessment processes is something that needs to be explored further across UAL systems.  
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