Are we over-assessing our students? 

The students’ view.
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Abstract: In order to maximise the validity of assessment, it is suggested to adopt a variety of methods, including group projects, oral presentations, lab work and exams. However, using a variety of assessments for each subject can lead to an excessive workload for both students and staff. This can have significant negative learning effects. At Charles Darwin University, a number of lecturers have expressed concern that in an effort to vary assessment methods, students are actually being over-assessed. 

Although subject evaluations contain questions about the workload of individual subjects, no data existed about the perceived overall workload. The authors therefore conducted a systematic investigation of perceived student workload and actual student assessment preferences. This investigation consisted of a survey, followed by undergraduate and postgraduate focus group discussions. 

A number of unexpected finding emerged. Most students think the workload is high and the need to complete assessment items for another subject is the most common cause of absence in class. The perceived workload, however, is not correlated to the number of hours students claim to spend on their studies. A remarkable finding is the negative correlation between the number of assessment items students say they need to work for outside formal contact hours and total number of hours they claim to be studying each week (-0.25). In other words, students who claim to have more items of assessment actually study less. The same holds for the perceived difficulty. Students who perceive the study as most difficult study less than the students who think the study is easier. 

The results indicate significant differences between undergraduate and postgraduate perceptions. The large majority of undergraduate students think that assessment items like tutorials and assignments help prepare them for the exam. Their ideal breakdown of assessment is very similar to the current practice. Postgraduate students feel they are being overassessed and that they would be better prepared for their exams if they had fewer assessment items. Remarkably though, their preferred breakdown of assessment is not very different from the current practice at CDU. 
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Introduction

Assessments are an essential part of teaching and learning. Teaching advocates suggest adopting a variety of methods, including group projects, oral presentations, lab work and exams to maximise the validity of assessments (Ramsden, 1992, Biggs 2003). However, using a variety of assessments for each subject can lead to an overwhelming workload for both students and staff. At Charles Darwin University, a number of lecturers have expressed concern that in an effort to vary assessment methods, students are actually being over-assessed, resulting in significant negative learning effects. 

An excessive workload can be de-motivating and stressful.  Some students may concentrate on items of assessment worth a large portion of their total mark while others may hand in sub-standard work (Lizzio et al. 2002). Over-assessment may also, for efficiency sake, tempt students to plagiarise (McDowell and Brown 2001), focus efforts on the assignment with the nearest deadline or skip important lectures to complete another subject’s assignment. Finally, a large number of assessment items results in a large workload for staff, which can also have a negative effect on teaching outcomes (Marsh 1998).

The survey

With the above issues in mind, the authors were prompted to conduct a systematic investigation of perceived student workload and actual student assessment preferences. Although subject evaluations contain questions about the workload of individual subjects, no data existed about the perceived overall workload. Therefore, in an effort to ascertain the perceptions of students’ workloads a survey amongst undergraduate and postgraduate coursework students was conducted at Charles Darwin University. Some of the survey questions inquired as to the number of assessments per unit, the number of hours spent studying per week, preferred assessment methods and whether or not assessments improve learning outcomes. The survey also included a number of questions about plagiarism. 

The survey was followed by focus groups in which the questions raised by the survey were further discussed. Two focus groups were held - one for undergraduate students and one for postgraduate students - as well as individual interviews.

Survey Results

The survey consisted of 56 undergraduate Engineering students and 29 postgraduate Engineering students. 48 of the undergraduate students were enrolled in a Bachelor of Engineering Degree and 8 students were enrolled in a double degree of Engineering with Business, Science or IT. All postgraduate students were enrolled in a Master by coursework degree: 15 in a Master of Engineering degree and 14 in a Master of Engineering Management degree. Most students were studying full-time. The average number of credit points students were enrolled in was 34.7 for the undergraduate students and37.2 for the postgraduate students (40 credit points per semester is a full time load). As expected, there is a positive correlation between the number of credit points and average hours of study, +0.37 for both undergraduate and postgraduate students. This indicates that students spend more hours studying when they enrol in more credit points. The average number of hours full-time students study per week, however, shows large variations, ranging from 12 to 60 for undergraduate students (average 30.8 hours, standard deviation 11.5) and from 12 to 90 for postgraduate students (average 32.2 hours, standard deviation 22.5).

The survey included questions about the perceived workload and level of difficulty of the study. Most undergraduate and postgraduate students considered the workload high (74% of undergraduate students and 83% of postgraduate students). 62% of the undergraduate students and 57% of the postgraduate students thought the study was difficult. The correlation between the perceived workload and level of difficulty of the study was strongly positive for both undergraduates and postgraduates (0.53 and 0.45 respectively). This seems a logical result as students who perceive the study as difficult feel they need to work harder than those who think the study is easy. However, there is no strong correlation between perceived workload and hours spent studying (0.05 for undergraduates and 0.01 for postgraduates) and there is a negative correlation between perceived level of difficulty and hours of study (-0.10 for undergraduate students, –0.51 for postgraduate students). In other words, those who perceive the workload as higher do not actually work harder and the students who perceive the study as most difficult study less than the students who think the study is easier. 

One possible explanation that emerged is that undergraduate students who fail certain subjects often enrol in fewer credit points, either because they do not have the required prerequisites for subsequent subjects or because they want to concentrate on the subjects they previously failed. When corrected for the number of credit points students are enrolled in, the negative correlation between perceived level of difficulty and hours of study disappears. Undergraduate students who perceive the study as difficult also perceive the workload as high but study on average just as many hours as students who do not perceive the study as difficult. 

For postgraduate students, the strong negative correlation between hours of study and perceived level of difficulty is not affected by the number of credit points they are enrolled in. A possible explanation is the “panic factor effect”. Students who have spent many hours studying throughout the semester perceive the workload as high but not necessarily the level of difficulty, as they feel they have a solid comprehension of the subject material. Students who have not studied as much will feel they are not well prepared for the exam and therefore consider the study difficult. They may consider the workload high because they realize that they need to work hard in order to compensate for the knowledge gap. It should be noted that the survey was held in week 13, the last week of teaching. 

Since we are interested in the question whether overassessment contributes to an excessive workload, we asked the students how many pieces of assessment they had during the semester for which they had to work outside formal contact hours. On average students claim to have about 15 items of assessment for which they need to study outside formal contact hours (15.2 postgraduate students, 15.7 undergraduate students). This agrees with what is stated in the unit outlines (4 to 5 items of assessment per subject). What was unexpected, however, was the distribution of the answers to this question. Some students claim to have had as many as 30 items of assessment, whereas others say they only had 1 or 2 (standard deviation 7.3 for undergraduates, 10.2 for postgraduates). These differences can not be explained by differences in enrolments patterns. A possible explanation is that students only consider those assessment items which they have actually submitted and omit those which they have not attempted. Another possibility is that students who can not complete their tutorials before the end of the tutorial session regard tutorials as assessment items for which they have to work outside formal contact hours, whereas students who complete the tutorials within tutorial hours do not. In both cases it would be expected that the number of assessment items correlates positively with both the workload and the average number of hours students study. There is, however, no strong correlation with either of these variables for undergraduate students. For postgraduate students, the reported number of assessment items correlates positively with the perceived workload (0.36), as is to be expected. However, there is a negative correlation between the number of assessment items they say they need to work for outside formal contact hours and total number of hours they claim to be studying each week (-0.25). 

We investigated the extent to which assessment requirements interfered with class attendance. We asked the students if they had attended all classes and if not what the reasons were for not attending. 68% of the undergraduate students and 39% of the postgraduate students indicated that they had not attended all classes. For both groups, the most common reason for non-attendance was that they were busy with other subjects, as mentioned by 54% of the undergraduates and 75% of the postgraduates who did not attend all classes. This seems to indicate that students are being overassessed. 

It has also been suggested that an excessive number of assessment items may result in the temptation to plagiarise (McDowell and Brown 2001). We therefore included several questions about plagiarism in the survey. However, the large majority of students chose not to answer these questions. Of the few students who did answer the questions about plagiarism, one undergraduate student claims to be aware of 13 cases of plagiarism, 4 of which were detected. Several other undergraduate students were aware of 4 cases of plagiarism, all of which were detected by staff (presumably the same ones). One of the postgraduate students is aware of 4 cases of plagiarism, all of which were detected by staff and another student is aware of 4 cases, 2 of which remained undetected. It seems that even though the survey was anonymous, students are reluctant to discuss the topic of plagiarism. Based on the survey, alone, it is unclear how widespread the practice is, to what extent an excessive workload may contribute and whether all students are fully aware of what constitutes plagiarism. 

The question may arise whether excessive assessment interferes with exam preparation. We therefore asked the students if they thought they would be better or worse prepared for the exam if the number of other assessment items would be reduced. Only 7% of the undergraduates think they would be better prepared. The vast majority (70%) think that assessment items, like tutorials and assignments, help them to prepare for the exam. However, this is not the case for postgraduates. 42% of the postgraduate students think they would be better prepared for the exam if the number of other assessment items would be reduced and only 23% of the postgraduate students think that assessment items like tutorials and assignments help prepare them for the exam. 

What types of assessment do students prefer? Assignments are the most popular type of assessment for both groups, as indicated by 92 % of the postgraduate students and 85 % of the undergraduate students. The majority of students (88% of the postgraduate students and 70% of the undergraduate students) also think that exams should be part of the overall assessment (most prefer 2 exams). 80% of the postgraduates and 54% of the undergraduates like to include tutorials in the assessment and 40% of the postgraduate and 52% of the postgraduate students think lab reports should be part of their assessment. Overall the preference of the students seems to agree with the current practice at CDU. None of the students would like to be assessed on the basis of exams only.

Focus groups

In an effort to expand on the survey answers, focus groups were conducted.

When students were asked how many hours they studied outside formal class time half of the undergraduate students and almost all of the postgraduate students admitted that they studied less than 10 hours per week outside formal contact hours. This result is inconsistent with the survey results. A possible explanation is that focus groups were conducted in the beginning of the second semester whereas the survey was held prior to the final exam. It is, however, far less than the recommended study time of about 24 hours (6 hours per unit for 4 units).

The issue of overassessment was discussed in the focus groups. Undergraduates mentioned two specific subjects in which they felt they were overassessed, referring specifically to what they perceived as a large number of lab reports. Interestingly though, 42% of the students indicated that they learned quite a lot from lab reports. Asked for their ideal assessment breakdown, most students preferred the final exam to be worth 40-50% of the total mark and the remainder split between tutorials, assignments, practicals and a midterm exam. This agrees with findings elsewhere (Sander et al. 2000, McDowell, 1995) and is in line with the existing assessment practice at CDU. Postgraduates in general felt overassessed, but interestingly, upon further discussion, it was discovered that the majority of the students were from academic institutions that did not conduct progressive assessments but rather one cumulative exam at the end of the semester. They felt that the amount of effort they spent on assignments was not reflected in their grade as the assignments would only be worth a small proportion of the final mark. Some students mentioned that the time would have been more productively spent preparing for the final exam. Conversely, students who were accustomed to regular assignments had no issues with the amount of assessment. Another notable result is that, those postgraduates, who earlier indicated that they were used to being assessed on the basis of a final exam only indicated a preference to put less emphasis on exams. Although some students indicated a desire for just 2 assessments (a report/project and a final exam), most postgraduate student preferred the assessments spaced out between the following four areas (percentages varied but the categories remained the same): assignment, larger project, tutorials and final exam. Several postgraduate students also believed credit should be given for attendance. 

The issue of the validity of different forms of assessment was discussed. Most students believed that assignments and projects were the best test of their knowledge and skills, which confirms findings at other universities (Kniveton, 1996). The undergraduates unanimously agreed that technical lab reports tested their knowledge the least. Postgraduate students discussed oral presentations. Some felt these only tested PowerPoint skills and had no relation to the subject content. Others felt that oral presentations should be included in the course because they were imperative for “the real world”.

The issue of plagiarism was briefly discussed in the focus groups. Undergraduates considered plagiarism unfair. They said it made them feel cheated and hoped that the culprits would be caught. One reservation they made was that plagiarism is sometimes hard to assess when students are working together in a group. The connection between plagiarism and excessive workload was not made by the students. 

Conclusions

Are we over assessing our students? Most students think the workload is high and the need to complete assessment items for another subject is the most common cause of absence in class. The perceived workload, however, is not correlated to the number of hours that students say they spend on their studies. Students, who find their studies difficult, also regard the workload as high but actually study less than students who consider their studies easier. A puzzling result of the survey is the large spread in the number of items of assessment for which students say they had to work outside formal contact hours. Two explanations were suggested above, (1) students may discount pieces of assessment which they have not submitted and (2) students who need more time to complete their tutorials than the standard tutorial time may regard these tutorials as items of assessment for which they have had to work outside formal contact hours. However, these explanations are inconsistent with the negative correlation between the reported number of assessment items and total number of hours students claim to be studying each week.

The results of the survey indicate significant differences between undergraduate and postgraduate perceptions. The large majority of undergraduate students think that assessment items like tutorials and assignments help them to prepare for the exam. Their ideal breakdown of assessment is very similar to the current practice. They would like the number of lab reports for certain specific subjects to be reduced but apart from that, they do not propose any major changes to the way they are currently assessed. The picture that emerges for postgraduate students is less clear. Many postgraduate students feel they are being overassessed and that they would be better prepared for their exams if they had fewer assessment items. When asked what types of assessment they prefer, however, nearly all students mention assignments and the ideal breakdown of assessment is not very different from the current practice. What students regard as overassessment seems to be affected by what they are used to. Postgraduates who are used to an education system which does not have continuous assessment often consider the number of assessment items to be excessive whereas students who were accustomed to regular assignments have no issues with the amount of assessment. Undergraduate students only complain about those subjects which have a larger number of assessment items than the typical subjects at CDU. It should be noted here that the question of whether or not we are overassessing our students was posed by staff members, including authors of this paper, who had not experienced continuous assessment practices as students. The perceived workloads also seems to be affected more by student expectations of what is a normal workload than by the actual number of hours they are studying. Similarly, the perceived level of difficulty to the study may be based on a discrepancy between the number of hours students feel they need to study in order to master the subject and the number of hours they are prepared to study, rather than the inherent difficulty of the material. It therefore seems imperative that staff should try to ensure that students have realistic expectations of the workload involved. 
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