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Abstract Assessment in higher education serves multiple purposes such as providing

information about student learning, student progress, teaching quality, and program and

institutional accountability. Yet, little is known about faculty and students’ attitudes

regarding different aspects of assessment that have wide-ranging implications for policy

and practice in tertiary institutions. To investigate these views, parallel surveys of con-

ceptions of assessment were administered to faculty and undergraduate students across four

tertiary institutions including universities, an indigenous tertiary institution, and an insti-

tute of technology. A mean and covariance structures approach was used to test for

measurement invariance and latent means differences between faculty and students

regarding their conceptions of assessment. Results revealed differences in the latent means

across the two groups. Faculty were likely to view assessment as a trustworthy process

aiding teaching and learning, whereas students viewed assessment as focussed primarily on

accountability and perceived assessment as irrelevant or even ignored in the teaching and

learning process. These findings highlight the importance of ensuring that assessment

policy and practices are fit for purposes, and are being carried out with integrity in ways

that are transparent to and understood by both staff and students. While these results show

how staff and students view assessment practices, one should keep in mind that while the
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sample was large and did incorporate different types of tertiary institutions, the inclusion of

a broader range of disciplines would make the conclusions more generalizable.

Keywords Higher education assessment � Tertiary assessment � Latent means

differences � Confirmatory factor analysis of conceptions of assessment

Introduction

Assessment in higher education performs multiple functions for varying purposes (Boud

1995; Carless et al. 2007). Assessments inform program selection decisions, determine

student progression towards qualifications, and measure student learning towards attaining

graduate profiles (Banta and Associates 2002; Brown et al. 1997). Assessments also pro-

vide information to faculty about teaching effectiveness (Biggs 2003; Ramsden 2003;

Yorke 2003) and to students about how well they are doing and how they can improve their

learning (Carless et al. 2007; Gibbs 2006; Gibbs and Simpson 2004). In addition,

assessments are part of institutional quality assurance and accountability processes to

validate the award of qualifications as well as the quality of disciplinary offerings, pro-

fessional training, and the student experience (Knight 2002; Kuh et al. 2005; Maki 2004;

Ramsden 2003). Boud (2000) discusses the challenges confronting assessment given its

multiple and sometimes contradictory responsibilities: assessment is meant to inform

student learning even as it sorts students into those who pass and those who fail; assess-

ment measures learning outcomes but also compares students with one another; assessment

should be objective and individually accountable but must evaluate the attainment of

dispositions such as creativity, leadership and imagination (Knight 2006). These are

complex and high-stakes responsibilities, yet James (2003) found that tertiary assessment

was one of the least sophisticated aspects of teaching and learning. Consequently, Carless

(2009a, b) recently called for work towards building trust in the integrity of assessment

processes, while other higher education scholars highlight the need for developing a

scholarship of assessment (Banta and Associates 2002; Price 2005; Rust 2007).

There is extensive literature over many years regarding the principles and best practice

guidelines for higher education assessment to ensure that graduates master critical aca-

demic and professional outcomes (Banta and Associates 2002; Chickering and Gamson

1987; Hounsell et al. 1996; Maki 2004; Trigwell and Prosser 1991). What is less evident

is the extent to which such principles and guidelines are empirically based on research

regarding the different purposes and types of assessment, particularly as used, experi-

enced, and viewed by those involved in the practice of assessment (Carless 2006).

Attitudes towards and expertise in assessment by university faculty have an impact on the

assessments they use, how assessments are incorporated into the teaching and learning

process, and whether their assessment practices provide students with the opportunity to

improve their performance (Swann and Ecclestone 1999; Tang and Chow 2007).

Assessment attitudes and experiences by students will affect their approach to learning,

whether they utilise assessment feedback in their future study, and the extent to which

they develop the skills and understandings to become self-assessing lifelong learners

(Boud and Falchikov 2006; Carless et al. 2006; Hattie 2009a; McDowell 1995; Tiwari

and Tang 2003).

Recent research on conceptions of assessment—defined as one’s beliefs, meanings, and

understandings of assessment—provides one basis for the investigation of the impact of

assessment on learning (Brown 2004, 2006). Brown and Hirschfeld (2008), for example,
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describe the impact of student conceptions of educational processes such as assessment on

their educational experiences and learning. Similarly, Crooks (1988), Ramsden (1997) and

Gibbs and Simpson (2004) noted how student learning is shaped in part by expectations

modelled through assessment tasks, which in turn can be driven by faculty belief systems

about the nature of learning and what is regarded as important in education (Biggs 2003).

Teachers’ views or theories of teaching regarding what must be learned influence their

conceptions of assessment, what they choose to assess, and how they assess student

learning outcomes (Watkins et al. 2005). Faculty have been shown to have mixed

opinions on the purposes of assessment based on their attitudes about teaching and

learning (McLellan 2004; Murray and MacDonald 1997). Those who viewed teaching and

learning as the transmission of knowledge were likely to view assessment as a method to

test students’ ability to reproduce information. In contrast, those who saw teaching and

learning as facilitating critical thinking viewed assessment as an integral part of the

learning process for problem analysis and application (Samuelowicz and Bain 2002).

McLellan (2004) has also identified that different understandings of particular assessment

practices held by tertiary teachers are associated with strong coverage of disciplinary

content and process but neglect some of the more analytical elements.

If student understandings of learning and student performance on assessments are

influenced by faculty assessment practices, this could have a significant impact on whether

or not intended educational outcomes are achieved. Hattie (2009b) points out that in higher

education, ‘‘we implicitly trust our academics to know what they value in their subjects, to

set examinations and assignments, to mark reliably and validly, and then to record these

marks…and the students move on, upwards, and/or out’’ (p. 1). As students become more

sophisticated in their understandings about newer forms of assessment and their own

learning, they may not be satisfied with a model that relies on implicit trust. Boud’s (2000)

notion of ‘‘sustainable assessment’’ focuses on the imperative for approaches to equip

students as lifelong learners rather than being passive recipients of assessment. Carless

(2006) also emphasises the importance of engaging in dialogue with students about

assessment processes so that there exist shared understandings about valued learning

outcomes and mutual trust throughout the educational process. Without these shared

understandings, there is the potential for distrust that can undermine not only assessment

integrity but also the quality of the student learning experience (Carless 2009b).

Using Brown’s (2004) research as a starting point, our aim was to investigate tertiary

faculty and student conceptions of assessment in higher education. We were interested in

how participants in tertiary education—both teachers and students—view assessment, and

whether their views differ in ways that could have implications for how assessment is

being and can be used in higher education.

Method

Participants

A voluntary sample of faculty teaching undergraduate programs, and students enrolled in

the first year of a sub-degree or undergraduate program at four New Zealand tertiary

institutions participated in the study. Across all participating institutions most major fac-

ulties were represented. The tertiary institutions included two universities, one polytechnic

institute, and a wānanga (a tertiary institution by and for indigenous Māori, where either te

Reo Māori or English may be languages of instruction). Each university enrols over 15,000
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undergraduate and postgraduate students across disciplines. The polytechnic and wānanga

offer sub-degree, undergraduate and postgraduate degree programs, enrolling approxi-

mately 8,000 and 3,000 students, respectively. Following ethics review and approval,

faculty and student were invited to participate in the study. The student sample comprised

undergraduates new to the institution, and the faculty sample were those involved in

teaching undergraduates. Participation was voluntary and confidential, and participants

completed the survey during the second half of the academic year. A total of 877 faculty

(males = 441: females = 436) and 1,224 students enrolled in a range of academic pro-

grams in their first year of their undergraduate degree (males = 379: females = 845)

completed questionnaires.

Measure

Brown’s (2006) abridged Conceptions of Assessment (CoA) measure was adapted from

Brown (2004) for tertiary education contexts and administered to both faculty and students

as part of a larger survey that also investigated other issues related to assessment. The CoA

measure was designed for use in the compulsory school sector and its applicability to the

tertiary sector is unknown. Thus, one of the aims of this study was to test the underlying

factor structure within this education sector. The conceptions measured in the CoA are:

assessment makes institutions accountable, assessment makes students accountable,

assessment describes improvements in student abilities, assessment improves student

learning, assessment improves teaching, assessment is valid, assessment is irrelevant and

bad, assessment is irrelevant and ignored, and assessment is irrelevant and inaccurate.

Respondents used a six point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree.

Previous studies of the CoA have shown it to have reasonable psychometric properties

(Brown 2004, 2006). For example, a recent study conducted by Brown and Hirschfeld

(2008) showed meaningful interactions between secondary school student conceptions of

assessment and academic performance. Using a four factor measurement model—labelled

student accountability, school accountability, assessments are fun, and students ignore

assessments—they concluded that the robust measurement of students’ conceptions of

assessment was feasible. Brown (2004) also demonstrated empirically that primary school

teachers held conceptions of assessment comprising four correlated major factors, which

he labelled as conceptions of irrelevance, improvement, school accountability, and student

accountability. Although Brown’s (2004) research was focussed on the compulsory school

sector, his paradigm of teachers’ conceptions of assessment provides an empirically-

derived starting point for examining conceptions of assessment held by higher education

faculty and students. In studies conducted with New Zealand and Australian teachers,

Brown (2006) found support for the hypothesised four-factor structure for the COA-III.

The correlations, however, between some of the factors were high. For example, the factor

correlations between the School Accountability and Student Accountability was r = 0.58,

and School Accountability and the second-order factor Improvement was r = 0.58. Evi-

dence for the underlying structure of the abridged CoA was similar to the long version.

While some of the factor correlations are to be expected, one should consider carefully if

the four factor model is the most appropriate for this measure.

Data analysis

A multi-group mean and covariance structures approach to invariance testing was used in

these analyses and follows closely the methods outlined by Byrne (2006). First, a series of
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confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) were calculated to determine the best fitting factorial

model of the CoA. Second, the best fitting model was then calculated and tested for model

data fit for male and female faculty, and for males and female students. Thirdly, factorial

invariance and multi-group latent means analyses were conducted. All analyses were under

taken using EQS 6.00 (Bentler 2005).

CFA of the CoA

For both faculty and students, the CoA measure was tested with four competing models:

(a) a correlated four factor model as specified by Brown (2006) with two first-order factors,

these being institutional accountability and student accountability, and two second-order

factors positive/improvement (improvement description, improvement students, improve-

ment teaching, improvement validity), and negative or irrelevant conceptions of assess-

ment (irrelevance bad, irrelevance ignored, and irrelevance inaccurate); (b) a three factor

second-order model with the nine first order factors specifying conceptions of assessment

for accountability (institutional accountability, student accountability), positive concep-

tions of assessment (improvement description, improvement students, improvement

teaching, improvement validity), and negative conceptions of assessment (irrelevance bad,

irrelevance ignored, and irrelevance inaccurate);(c) a two factor second-order model with

the nine first order-factors specifying positive (institutional accountability and student

accountability, improvement description, improvement students, improvement teaching,

improvement validity) and negative conceptions of assessment (irrelevance bad, irrele-

vance ignored, and irrelevance inaccurate);and (d)a one factor second-order model with

nine first-order factors (institutional accountability, student accountability, improvement

description, improvement students, improvement teaching, improvement validity, irrele-

vance bad, irrelevance ignored, and irrelevance inaccurate). The best fitting model was

then tested to establish baseline models across gender for both faculty and students before

invariance tests were applied (Byrne 2006).

Invariance of the CoA using mean and covariance structures analyses

The aim of multi-group invariance testing is to determine if the factor structure of a

measure is equivalent across different groups. Meredith’s (1993) framework was used to

test for measurement invariance by imposing a series of hierarchically structured tests

ranging from weak to strong invariance. The process involves a sequence of increasingly

stringent constraints imposed across the groups being compared (See Byrne 2006,

pp 225–249 for a more detailed discussion).

Latent means analysis

If strong invariance is observed, then tests of multi-group latent means are appropriate. All

latent means analyses retain the constraints from the preceding analyses. To test for latent

means differences the designation of a reference group is required. This is an arbitrary

choice as it is the sign of the difference test that is of importance; for all gender based

analyses females served as the reference group. Any difference between the latent means is

determined using significance tests based on a z-statistic and its associated probability

value (See Byrne 2006, pp. 261–322 for a more detailed discussion).
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Model fit indices

The Sartorra and Bentler (1988) scaled Chi-square statistic (S-Bv2) was used in favour of

the uncorrected Chi-square as the data were multivariate non-normal. Mardia’s (1970)

normalised coefficient was 86.26 for faculty and 112.37 for students suggesting the data to

be non-normal. Other fit indices employed were: the root mean square error of approxi-

mation (RMSEA; Steiger 1990) where values B.05 indicate good model fit and values[.05

and\.08 indicate acceptable model fit (Browne and Cudeck 1993); and the comparative fit

index (CFI; Bentler 1990) where values [.95 indicate adequate fit (Mulaik et al. 1989).

Because the v2 statistic has been shown to be sensitive to sample size and non-normality,

we placed more emphasis on the change in CFI as suggested by Cheung and Rensvold

(2002) to assess the fit of invariance models. Cheung and Rensvold (2002) suggested a

change of mCFI B -.01 between nested models for the CFI is indicative of the hypothesis

for invariance and should not be rejected.

Results

Confirmatory factor analysis

The model fit of the CoA for both faculty and students suggested little difference between

the two, three, and four factor models. Although there was some discrepancy between the

various fit measures, with CFIs across both faculty and students being lower than accepted

values, the RMSEA suggested an acceptable fit. We selected the two-factor higher order

model as the best fitting for the further multi-group invariance tests based on statistical and

theoretical grounds (S-Bv2 = 1,290, df = 316, p = 0.05, CFI = 0.81, RMSEA = 0.06).

In part, our decision to not select the three and four factors model was based on the high

correlation for the three factor model between accountability and improvement, which for

staff was r = 0.76 and for students was r = 0.91 and for the four factor model the cor-

relation for students between student accountability and improvement was r = 0.76.

Generally across faculty and students the two-factor higher order model fitted similarly

across gender (see Table 1).

The reliability estimates for faculty and students suggest low to high reliability, with

values for the faculty ranging from a = 0.42 to 0.84 and reliability estimates for students

ranging from a = 0.48 to 0.78 (See Table 2). Some of these estimates were on the low

side; however, one should keep in mind that each first-order factor was comprised of only

three items so that this is likely to be impacting some of these lower estimates and thus

some caution is warranted when interpreting these scales. Of particular concern were two

Table 1 Within gender CFA for the two-factor second order model of the CoA for faculty and students

df S-Bv2 p B 0.00 CFI RMSEA

Faculty

Females 315 868 0.01 0.80 0.064

Males 314 800 0.01 0.80 0.059

Students

Females 316 1,198 0.01 0.83 0.058

Males 316 705 0.01 0.82 0.057

124 High Educ (2012) 64:119–133

123



Table 2 CoA factors loading and reliability estimates for faculty and students using a sample of items

Factors and sample of CoA items Faculty
loadings

a Student
loadings

a

Institutional accountability 0.31 0.84 0.63 0.77

Assessment is an accurate indicator of an institution’s quality 0.80 0.73

Assessment is a good way to evaluate an institution 0.89 0.82

Assessment provides information on how well institutes are doing 0.73 0.64

Student accountability 0.53 0.40 0.76 0.47

Assessment is assigning a grade or level to student work 0.20 0.45

Assessment determines if students meet qualification standards 0.94 0.82

Assessment places students into ranks 0.08 0.18

Improvement describe 0.98 0.61 0.99 0.68

Assessment establishes what students have learned 0.65 0.70

Assessment measures students’ higher order thinking skills 0.61 0.68

Assessment is a way to determine how much students
have learned from teaching

0.48 0.54

Improvement student 0.89 0.74 0.95 0.76

Assessment feeds back to students their learning needs 0.66 0.71

Assessment helps students improve their learning 0.80 0.78

Assessment provides feedback to students about their performance 0.61 0.63

Improvement teaching 0.76 0.48 0.94 0.59

Assessment is integrated with teaching practice 0.57 0.56

Assessment information modifies ongoing teaching of students 0.57 0.65

Assessment allows different students to get different instruction 0.44 0.49

Improvement validity 0.69 0.80 0.77 0.73

Assessment results are trustworthy 0.77 0.74

Assessment results are consistent 0.72 0.65

Assessment results can be depended on 0.80 0.69

Irrelevant bad 0.95 0.64 1.00 0.61

Assessment forces lecturers to teach in a way that
is against their beliefs

0.59 0.51

Assessment is unfair to students 0.65 0.65

Assessment interferes with teaching 0.58 0.60

Irrelevant ignored 0.86 0.56 0.75 0.54

Assessment results are filed and ignored 0.73 0.65

Assessment has little impact on teaching 0.35 0.32

Lecturers conduct assessments but make
little use of the results

0.63 0.71

Irrelevant inaccurate 0.79 0.48 0.84 0.57

Assessment results should be treated cautiously
because of measurement error

0.61 0.52

Assessment is an imprecise process 0.55 0.64

Lecturers should take into account the error
and imprecision in all assessment

0.33 0.41

Italics = second-order factor loadings
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items from the Student Accountability factor which show very low factor loadings. For the

second-order factors, the reliability estimates were higher for positive conceptions of

assessment (Staff a = 0.77 and Students a = 0.86) than for negative conceptions of

assessment (Staff a = 61 and Students a = 0.63).

Invariance tests

The results for the staff and student means and standard deviations are shown in Table 3.

The hierarchical models used to test for invariance showed very little change when more

stringent constraints were added to each successive model. For faculty males and females

comparison of each model showed that the mCFI was within the limits suggested by

Cheung and Rensvold (2002) and therefore invariance was achieved. The same pattern was

also observed for both male and female students and for staff and student comparison

groups. Thus across all pairs of comparisons strong invariance was observed which

allowed for latent means analysis between groups to be tested.

Latent means tests

The fit statistics for the test of latent group mean differences (see Table 4) suggest

acceptable fit with CFIs (0.80–0.84) being lower than the values specified by Mulaik et al.

(1989). The RMSEA (0.056–0.061), however, suggested an acceptable fit.

Latent mean differences between faculty and students were noted on the first order

latent means with the exception of the assessment for description factor (see Table 5).

Faculty tended to have higher means scores on the improvement student, improvement

teaching, improvement validity, and irrelevant inaccurate factors. Students, on the other

hand, reported high mean scores on the institutional and student accountability factors, as

well as on the factors labelled irrelevant bad and irrelevant ignored. For the higher order

factors, there were statistically significant differences in favour of faculty for the positive

conceptions of assessment, whereas students scored higher for the negative aspects asso-

ciated with assessment.

Only one latent means difference was statistically significant between male and female

faculty, and this was related to the factor labelled improvement teaching, with females

reporting higher latent mean scores. For male and female students, differences on the latent

means were noted for females for the institutional accountability, student accountability,

improvement describe, student, and teaching factors. Females also reported high latent

means scores for the positive conceptions of assessment.

Discussion

Understanding the relationships between psychological variables assumes accurate and

valid measurement of the underlying theoretical constructs. Establishing factorial validity

of the CoA was an important aspect of this study as it provided the basis for understanding

how relationships function and how groups may differ in those understandings. Further-

more the use of latent means analyses moves beyond the more traditional approaches

(ANOVA and MANOVA) to understand if and how groups differ by first establishing

measurement equivalence of the construct and then conducting tests based on such

invariance tests. Thus, one can have more confidence that any differences noted between

groups are related more to substantive issues rather than for measurement reasons
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(Cheung and Rensvold 2002). This said, one should keep in mind that the samples were

derived from different types of tertiary institutions and that not all disciplines were

represented. Thus, some caution is warranted when utilizing these results.

Some comment must be directed towards some of the low estimates of reliability. It is

difficult to gauge how these estimates compare to Brown (2004, 2006) who did not report

these. The measure used in this study was an abridged version of Brown’s CoA consisting

of 27 items (three per subscale), and thus for some scales the estimates of reliability with so

few items were acceptable. Some scales had limited support, and we would recommend

that better items be constructed for future efforts to measure these particular dimensions

more reliably.

Generally, there was support for the underlying factor structure of the CoA as being a

two factor higher-order model across the various groups. This is not in concordance with

Brown (2004), who noted a four factor structure emerging from his research in the com-

pulsory schooling sector. The factor correlations for the four factor model suggested that

there was a high degree of association between the factors, so that from a statistical

perspective it was difficult to argue for this model to be retained. While the fit indices for

the two factor higher order model were on the low side, the RMSEA pointed to acceptable

fit. We placed more emphasis on the RMSEA as it penalises overly complex models, and

given the nine first-order factor and two second-order factors being estimated then the

RMSEA suggested the model was worth retaining. Furthermore, the stringent tests of

invariance suggested that the underlying factor structure was not invariant over the various

groups. Achieving strong invariance provided a robust platform to conduct the latent

means tests.

Latent means differences between faculty and students

Faculty and student conceptions of assessment revealed differences on all factors except

for the assessment for improvement aspect. The differences noted in the results reflect the

magnitude of perceptions regarding assessment and are not reflective of the degree of

engagement. In many ways these results are an important set of findings that clearly show

where there are points of difference between faculty and students with regard to

Table 4 Fit indices for latent groups means tests

df S-Bv2 CFI RMSEA

Faculty

Males versus females

First-order latent means tests 674 1,734 0.80 0.061

Second-order latent means tests 682 1,765 0.80 0.061

Student

Males versus females

First-order latent means tests 677 1,960 0.83 0.056

Second-order latent means tests 684 1,971 0.83 0.056

Faculty versus students

First-order latent means tests 677 3,578 0.84 0.060

Second-order latent means tests 682 4,368 0.83 0.061
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assessment. It is not surprising that such differences exist as assessment is often a con-

tentious issue. Knowing where points of difference exist allows for a reconciliation of such

perceptions through better teaching and understandings of assessment practices at tertiary

institutions.

Faculty reported viewing assessment as a method for improvement of student learning

while also informing their teaching practices. The differences noted on the student

improvement, teaching improvement and the improvement validity subscales suggest that

faculty intend assessment to be focused towards understanding student learning. For

example staff more favourably endorsed statements such as Assessment provides feedback
to students about their performance and Assessment allows different students to get dif-
ferent instruction. Assessment was also viewed as being trustworthy and consistent whilst

at the same time recognizing the potential for some inaccuracy to be present. For faculty,

assessment practices can be a highly visible component of their teaching, and the grades

they forward for students are scrutinized and moderated by examination committees and

even external examiners before official grades are recorded. It may be, therefore, that

faculty are more likely to be influenced in their conceptions of assessment by the

knowledge that the grades they give will be examined for consistency and validity by their

peers, within the institution, and sometimes also across disciplines and institutions where

an external expert is called upon to moderate semester results across the program. Students

do not see these stages in the process, hence they may be more likely to harbour concerns

about assessment fairness, accuracy, and consistency.

In contrast to faculty, students tended to more favourably view assessment as having a

primary focus on accountability both at the student and institutional level, which may

Table 5 Z-statistics (SE) for latent means groups differences tests

CoA factors Faculty versus student
(students reference)
z-statistics

Male staff versus female
staff (females reference)
z-statistics

Males students versus female
students (females reference)
z-statistics

Institutional
accountability

-14.07 (0.074)* -0.07 (0.074) -2.11 (0.056)*

Student
accountability

-2.43 (0.012)* 0.80 (0.009) -2.76 (0.019)*

Improvement
describe

1.29 (0.029) 1.22 (0.042) -3.51 (0.042)*

Improvement student 6.80 (0.029)* 0.04 (0.037) -2.68 (0.044)*

Improvement
teaching

16.38 (0.037)* -1.36 (0.042) -2.18 (0.047)*

Improvement validity 5.50 (0.042)* 4.08 (0.062)* -0.87 (0.060)

Irrelevant bad -8.08 (0.039)* -1.50 (0.066) 0.47 (0.047)

Irrelevant ignored -11.17 (0.048)* -0.74 (0.070) 0.91 (0.067)

Irrelevant inaccurate 3.53 (0.037)* 0.53 (0.063) 1.10 (0.052)

Positive conceptions
of assessment
(second-order)

5.73 (0.048)* 1.29 (0.075) -3.29 (0.066)*

Negative conceptions
of assessment
(second-order)

-8.65 (0.052)* -0.99 (0.075) 0.90 (0.073)

*p B .05
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reflect the fact that assessment is ‘‘high stakes’’ for students in driving basic decisions

about grades and even whether or not they will obtain a qualification. The differences

noted on the institutional accountability and the student accountability subscales reflect the

perception that assessment serves as an indicator of accountability, to students and to the

institution. With the current educational climate of tertiary rankings and student comple-

tions, is not surprising that students tend to favourably endorse items such as assessment
provides information on how well institutes are doing, or assessment is an accurate
indicator of an institution’s quality. With the rising popularity of tertiary education league

tables, be they national and international comparisons, it is easy to understand how stu-

dents may perceive such tables being aligned to assessment practices. In reality, assess-

ment practices are rarely related to such results.

Students also rated assessment as often irrelevant, and considered that assessment could

be unfair and was often ignored. These results may also reflect students’ concerns about

assessment as having serious, high stakes implications for their future within a context

wherein they may not understand fully how assessment decisions are being made. Indeed,

the endorsement of questions such as assessment results filed and ignored and assessment
is unfair to students suggests that students are more sceptical about assessment than

faculty. This said, students’ emphasize the role of assessment in improving learning

suggesting they may be highly motivated to develop better understandings about how

assessment works and how they can use assessment results to improve their own learn-

ing—if given the opportunity. It is important for faculty to stress the importance of

assessment and its role in learning to students.

Implications for assessment policy and practices

Differences in beliefs, meanings, and understandings about assessment held by faculty and

students raise important issues for higher education. An absence of clear institutional

policy, an empirical base, and lack of transparency around assessment practices can

contribute to these differences, particularly for students who are on the receiving end of

assessment. Because we were unable to locate a validated measure of tertiary faculty and

student attitudes about assessment, we made the decision to adapt a measure of conceptions

developed for the compulsory sector. Perhaps the relative dearth of systematic research on

higher education conceptions of assessment may be a consequence of historical confidence

in ‘expert judgments’ by academic faculty regarded as leaders in their fields. Such judg-

ments no longer go unchallenged in today’s universities, in a context where mass public

education is associated with increased accountabilities for faculty and high stakes for

students and graduates. Van den Berg (2002) discusses the disjunction between practice

and regulatory or institutional intent, and Price (2005) attributes the reality of such

inconsistencies across policy and practice in part to a weak development of shared con-

cepts. We concur with Rust (2007) and Banta and Associates (2002) who emphasize the

need for urgency in the development of a scholarship around issues in higher education

assessment.

Other challenges include evidence that faculty-espoused values about assessment can be

contradicted by actual practice (Eley 2006; MacLellan 2001). Meyer et al. (2010) reported

complementary but also contradictory institutional policy and practice within a sample of

tertiary institutions, including a lack of vision and clear sense of purpose among senior

academic managers responsible for the integrity and validity of assessment decisions.

Divergent views about assessment among faculty and students may be the unfortunate
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consequence of the absence of clear principles for policy and practice in this area as well as

an immature evidence-base. To address these issues, Meyer et al. (2010, pp. 348–349)

present a practical framework for policy and practice that responds to three purposes of

assessment (feedback on learning; selection and progression; and quality assurance/

accountability) cross-referenced to key aspects of assessment approaches (integrity; equity;

validity; manageability and utility). The diversity of conceptions of assessment is also

likely to reflect diversity in prior experiences, so that more exposure to how assessment

works for students and more transparency by staff about their assessment practices could

mediate some of these differences.

There is a growing body of research underlying the importance of understanding views

of assessment among faculty and students because of their impact on learning and the

outcomes of learning (Bol and Strage 1996; Hattie and Timperley 2007; Knight 2002;

Struyven et al. 2005). Student perceptions that assessment can be unfair and ignored in

decision-making could reflect a lack of trust that has the potential to undermine student

performance in educational programs and make it less likely that students will use

assessment feedback to inform their future learning activities. In their comprehensive

review, Struyven et al. (2005) found that attitudes about assessment have a strong impact

on how students approach learning and what they learn. Further investigation is needed to

demonstrate whether, and how, conceptions of assessment can be positively influenced and

enhanced by institutional policy and practices that are informed by research (Price 2005;

Rust 2007). Learners must develop the necessary understandings and strategies to evaluate

their own performance if they are to become lifelong learners (Boud 2000; Carless 2009b;

Hattie 2009b). They will not be able to do this if the assessment approaches and feedback

provided by tertiary teachers are not constructed to provide information to improve

learning, not delivered in a timely way, do not clarify expected standards of performance,

and are seen as embedded within decision-making that is regarded as unfair and incon-

sistent. The tertiary teachers and undergraduate students in our study from several insti-

tutions of higher education had different ideas about how well assessment was working and

what it was intended to do. Assessment is high stakes for everyone involved, hence

requiring that both teachers and learners have better understandings and expectations about

its purposes and processes.
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