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Introduction
The process of assessment has several main benefactors. These are the student, the tutor, the course designers, the external awarding bodies and course funders. For each of these groups the results of assessment have varying value and different meaning.
This essay aims to look over the process of assessment, its effect on motivation, its value for some of the individuals and groups mentioned above and to take a look at how I use it in conjunction with my own students.
Why do we assess?
Although the groups mentioned above have varying reasons for assessing students there is some common ground between them all. This includes diagnosing what students needs are, identifying areas that need to be developed, maintaining standards, identifying if someone has reached a certain point in development which may include certification via exams, finding out what has been taught / learned and  what still ought to be learned,. However for the student and tutor the importance of motivating students and reinforcing learning are of particular importance. 
What is assessment?

Assessment can be understood as a “measuring instrument, it measures the achievements of the students” [ Reece ]. While not every test needs to be discriminating, “It must have the power of discrimination” “between good and poor achievers” [ Reece ]. Assessment takes place continually, and while it may be broken up into chronologically identifiable ordered sections “Much of assessment must take place ‘on the wing’, as it is happening.” [ Minton ]. Assessment must be fair, realistic, relevant and accurate.
Theory

Initial, continual and final assessment

The four most common forms of assessment are “self”, “peer”, “tutor” and “external assessment”. These provide the basic structure upon which most assessment takes place and determine who is involved in the process of assessment. While in real terms assessment is most likely occurring continually, the order of assessment is often identified as taking place prior to, or at the beginning of a course.

“It is important at the start of any study of assessment of students learning that you recognise the distinction between two types of assessment: formative and summative. The distinction between assessment to satisfy the needs of society (‘summative assessment’) and assessment to help in both teaching and learning (‘formative assessment’). [Reece]
"Formative assessment also helps the teacher, in that they can show up areas of strength and weakness in the teaching in time for corrective action.  If all students do poorly in one area while achieving a spread of marks in the other areas, it is reasonable to assume that the fault lies with some aspect of teaching." [Minton]
“About 50% of the testing we do in college and adult centre course” tends to be broken down in to 3 areas, these are “knowing (recall), understanding and” [application]. [Minton].
Criteria

“We need to know what we have learned, whether we have achieved the learning goals and how well: what we need to do now.” [Minton]
Criteria can be skills, attitudes, concepts, recallable facts that can be observed via assessment that indicate learning has taken place. “They define the roads down which to travel, rather than points of arrival beyond which we do not need to go. A teacher who is fully satisfied with a personal performance in any aspect of teaching ceases to ask important questions….. So your criteria for them are also signposts rather than goalposts” [Minton]
Criterion, Norm and self referenced assessment.

There are three main ways of using criteria as a measure, the first is “criterion referenced assessment” [in which] “you measure achievement against a standard (a certain criteria) which represent mastery of competence and the level concerned.” [Minton]. The second is “norm referenced assessment” [via which] “you measure the learner's achievement against the standard normally achieved by a candidate at that level in that kind of test” [Minton]. The third is “self referenced assessment” {where} “the learner's performance is compared with their own previous performance in the same kind of test at a given level. This kind of test is appropriate in measuring attitudes where there is no absolute standard e.g. confidence and responsibility." 

The criteria upon which criteria is judged

The terms “Validity”, “reliability”, “sufficiency”, and “authenticity” form the basis on which assessment is to be seen as wholesome and meaningful. If these criteria are not met then the assessment may be deemed meaningless. So "The evidence must be the learners own work (authentic) and that there should be enough of it to convince you that they are truly competent (sufficient).  You also need a picture of their current ability, not something they did some years ago" [Minton] for it to be seen as ‘reliable’ the student must be able to repeat it currently. If an assessment is not relevant to what is being measured, and by definition normally what has been taught, then it may be deemed in valid, “we must be sure it is valid, that it actually relates to what we are trying to observe or measure” [Minton], “Validity, in terms of assessment, is how well the test measures what it is supposed to measure” [Reece].

Fair testing
In relation to tests it is worth noting that testing only a sample portion of a syllabus may mean that. “Some candidates may be lucky in getting questions in which they are particularly proficient" [Minton] contra wise "You should have the same pattern of emphasis in the test as you had in the teaching.  If you should address  areas {that were} particularly important, they should be reflected in the test" [Minton] in this vein ruling out the element of luck, and inappropriate subject matter must also be tied to aiming the level of a test correctly. "If they are too low or too high your test will lack validity and may well be unfair to the candidates, especially if it is higher than that level which they had been led to expect." [Minton]

Motivation

There are many ways in which assessment can have an impact on motivation. The most implicit is the effect of feedback upon a learner. Too much negative feedback may cause a student to feel despair about their own self worth and want to give up. "When it is used as a label in this way, assessment may come to be seen as a barrier rather than an aid to learning." [Minton]. Too much praise may cause a student to feel suspicious that they are not being dealt with honestly. “We need a mirror to reflect back to us an image of what we are doing, or what we are not – some means of judging how well we do whatever we are trying to achieve.” [Minton]

Each student will deal with feedback in their own way. The job of a tutor is to be sensitive to what their needs are when it comes to feedback. It is very rare that people truly do not want any feedback. Minton suggests that "Students come into formal learning situations partly so that they can receive this feedback and so come closer to their goals." The awareness of what has been learned and what still needs to be covered can be very useful to some students. However delicate or robust students are the technique of offering “suggestions for improvements wrapped within several positive, and I hasten to add truthful and relevant statements, tends to soften the blow enough for most people. Ultimately it is part of the role of a tutor to guide a student in to becoming more self aware, more able to self assess and ultimately to take responsibility for their own assessment and development.

“Every performance is a learning experience that helps the performer to improve”

Minton

Equal Opportunities

Ensuring students have equal opportunities when it comes to being assessed requires tuning in to learners’ needs, and what support they may require, as mentioned in assignment 109 / 115. However access needs for disabled people, and people with learning difficulties, support for people with mental health needs, support for speakers of English as a second language, and sensitivity to cultural, religious and economic factors tend to be the main areas of concern. However there are other areas to look out for and these include "looking very carefully at the way questions and phrases [are used] that there are no ambiguities which could mislead candidates.  You also need to be sure that the questions do not rely on an understanding of cultural context or accessed in its dealings with some candidates might not have, e.g. going to the opera or using ultramodern equipment" [Minton]

A Review of the assessment methods available to one of my student groups.

The student group which I wish to refer to here is a group of 15 students who I teach ICT to with a view to passing the ECDL qualification. The course runs for three terms, and meets for four hours on a once a week basis. The class is made up of students whose age ranges from 20 to 84. They are all female, of wide ranging, socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. Two students have made it known to me that they have disabilities. The level of most of the students, while varied, was mainly that of being “beginners” when they started the course. Their reasons for doing the course vary however most of them wish to further their literacy in ICT with the aim of utilising these skills in the workplace.
I have been teaching on ECDL courses for over a year and during this time have developed resources concerning his course on my website. [EVIDENCE 1] In terms of assessment this means that I have been able to put mock tests on line, or links to them, on my website. This allows the students to assess themselves either within the class or away from it, and it allows me to go through some of the tests with them on an individual basis to see where they “are at” at a certain point. These “tests” are in the form of on line multiple choice tests, or are lists of instructions where a student is asked to perform certain tasks.  While these tests can be used for initial assessment generally I use them just before their formal summative assessment, which is the ECDL test itself. This enables the learner to build up confidence by seeing that they actually tend to know more than they thought and it gives them a taste of what to expect in the real test.
The nature of an ECDL course is one that generally takes a computer user from complete beginner to a level 2 user. However in my experience many people need to develop mouse coordination and keyboard skills during the first few months of studying. For this reason I use several pieces of software to assess and train students simultaneously. For mouse skills I use several websites in which exercises and tests are combined within the form of a game. [evidence#] This has proved to be very popular and many students return to it over and over until they feel confident. For keyboard skill development we have two pieces software that use the practice and assess system. These are “Type to Learn” and “Mavis Beacon Teaches Typing”. The second of these treats every practice session as an assessment by offering both positive feedback and a concrete “criteria” of “words per minute” on screen readout which a student can use to keep an eye on their own judgement. “Mavis Beacon Teaches Typing” also uses many “typing” games which allow practice, feedback and scoring to take place almost simultaneously. As the student types the program speaks encouragingly to the student while showing a score. This continual feedback process has made “Mavis Beacon Teaches Typing” a very popular piece of software but more importantly many students who use it seem to find it very useful in developing their skills.
In a similar vein ECDL has become a very popular course partly because the accompanying course books use a continuous assessment format, which  means that no matter what type of learner attempts the course, whether they be an activist, theorist, reflector or pragmatist, their needs are met. Every chapter of the manual is preceded by a description of what is to be covered and assessed, it then offers a small chunk of theory, a chunk of practice for the activists, and then a section of questions designed to get the students to reflect on what they have just been taught. At the end of each chapter there is an assessment in which the students get to actively put in to practice their new knowledge. The role of assessment is completely and continually integrated in to the course. At the end of each module – there are 7 modules in all and each one uses a manual which tends to range from 60 to 120 pages long – there is a tick box table which contains all the main areas that should be understood. The students use this to identify their weaknesses so that they can focus on what needs to be fortified before attempting the examination. 
For the most part none of the assessments are marked by the tutor, and the ones which are marked by the computer tend not to be seen by the tutor either, unless the student desires so. This allows the students to be honest with them selves and offers an objective marking system. When the students come to taking the actual exam – the summative assessment – the results are not shown to the tutor either, and the student gets little feedback outside of their overall mark and which, if any, questions were incorrect. Very few of my students fail their exam because both the students and I are able to tell if they are ready thanks to the insight gleaned via the mock exams and continuous assessments. When students have failed they tend to be able to feedback to me which questions they answered wrongly so that attention can be focused on those areas before resitting it. 
The ECDL self assessment tests can be said to meet the terms of being “valid and reliable”  because each assessment relates directly to the last section of learning and the student can either do the required task or can not. When the examination takes place it does so under strict conditions where cheating would be very difficult to get away with and the exam itself relates only to what has been set out in the ECDL syllabus.

One of the major criticisms of this system is that it encourages a shallow form of learning that does not allow time for developing skills in the practical application of what has been covered. Many people who do this course tend to study a module then take the test straight afterwards. A few months later much of what they covered can no longer be recalled. This is partly due to this method of intense study and assessment and partly is the nature of learning any computer program. If one doesn’t practice using a program one tends to forget how to use it. On top of this there is the problem of knowledge becoming out of date with every update of a computer program.

One of the things that I have endeavoured to do with my group is to ask them to wait until a few months after studying a module to take the test. This then requires that they revise at a later date which can bring about deeper learning. There is a downside to this for all parties concerned. Firstly some students leave the course before doing the exams, and this means that they don’t get the qualification they came for in the first place, which may cause the tutor may look inept in their manager’s eyes, and the institution has one less qualification to justify funding with. 
I often meet resistance from students when it comes to exams. The thought of sitting a test fills them with anxiety. By providing students with the online mock exams many of those students feel confident they can pass and see the test for what it is not the overblown monster in their minds eye. When dealing with anxious students I try to get them to see taking the exam as a form of practice that might cost them a bit of money but is a valuable learning process in itself. There is a paradox of course, and this is that despite my playing down the significance of success or failure, when students pass they often seem to be filled with quiet pride. There is also another significant aspect to summative assessment which tends to be ignored and this is that a pass in a qualification based test enables students to close off this stage in their learning and move on to the next one. In modern psycho-babble the term “closure” best describes this.
I mentioned the issue of paying for exams in the last paragraph. I have had a number of students resist taking the ECDL exams because all in all they may cost in the region of £60 to £95. This for some students is too costly and can serve along with their anxieties as a good excuse not to take them.

While both the final tests and the online mocks maintain some anonymity for the students, the students themselves are quick to bring their results, both good or not so good, to the attention of the teacher. Also during lessons many students call the tutor over for help, and it is during these moments that the student’s can be assessed by the tutor.
Assessment – resources and accessibility -.
The design of assessments is a time consuming process and while very admirable the realities of a teacher’s schedule may mean that providing the desirable amount of assessment material is not always possible. Therefore the gradual build up of assessment resources could be a justification to keep certain tutors working in the same areas over long periods of time. I have found that the use of the Internet has allowed me to access other people’s assessment material and make that available through links on my ECDL resource web page. [evidence?]. The downside of using web pages is that some students don’t have access to the Internet outside of class and some people find reading from a computer monitor hard going. Pointing students towards places where there may be free access to the Internet and adjusting the screen properties of a computer monitor as well as adjustments that may be available on the computer may solve these problems. There may always be times when assessment material has to be adjusted to make it accessible to all students, the tutor must be vigilant when a student is floundering to be able to tell if the cause is assessment material that may be inaccessible to some students.

Collegiality

The sharing of material over the internet tends to be split in to either commercial categories i.e. those who charge for their material, and those who make it freely available. The ability to work as a team, to share and to both offer freely and give credit to those supplying help are all characteristics that could be seen as being collegial. So from the staff room to the Internet, from online tutorials to email and message boards (newsgroups) the ability of tutors to share views and resources is only just beginning to come to light.

"Your role will be to check your interpretation of these criteria with your team (or with your internal verify if you do not have a team); to prepare your candidates for assessment; to observe their performance, question them, scrutinise any written material or items they may have produced; and then to make your judgement and give them feedback."

Minton

"Discussing the questions with colleagues to see how they interpret them is a good idea”
Minton

Reflective practice

The ECDL course is such a regimented one that in many ways the results of assessment have little impact on the way the course is run except possibly to change the pace of it . The main area where assessment has caused a desire to modify the course has been to realise that for most people 10 week terms have not been adequate to cover a 37 week syllabus. Regarding my own influence I now feel that my belief that deeper learning takes place by getting people to wait before taking exams is not so practical in the real world where exams seem to have more weight than knowledge. 
Conclusion

Through this essay I have covered the “who”, “why”, “what”, and “when” of assessment. I have also briefly looked at the theory behind it, how it effects motivation, the issues of accessibility,  and how I use it in my teaching practice. Through this process I have shown it’s strengths and it’s occasional weaknesses but most significantly it’s importance as an aide to learning not only for the assessors but the assessed. Assessment need not be seen as a chore but instead as a useful procedure through which evaluation, learning and pleasure can be attained along side some realisation of a “learners attainment”. Just as play is useful for infants to assess their own prowess, adult students seem to appreciate the opportunity to try out their skills in a safe environment before venturing in to the real world. Possibly because as Minton puts it: “The test that really matters comes when we have to do it ‘for real’.”
Evidence
developed resources concerning his course on my website.[EVIDENCE 1]
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Assessment scheme of works

Left overs
"If the learner has chosen to be a student on the course they will be able to assess even as they go along or at the end of the learning programme.  This will give you current evidence of their abilities."

Minton

"This is probably most obvious in relation to vocational qualifications, where the commercial or industrial context may have changed radically in just two or three years."

Minton

The process of assessment is often described as being chronologically defined in terms of their being initial, formative, and summative stages to the process. This generally follows a more continual form of continual assessment even if be a multi format procedure.

"The authenticity of the students work is carefully monitored by continually assess the course and there are elaborate safeguards built in to public examinations to prevent cheating" there may be a need a combination of assessment methods
Minton

The results of assessment can be used for seeing what objectives have been achieved, for modifying, planning and improving a course, for feeding back both praise and suggestions for improvements. 

Examples: Assessing mouse skills; Assessing attitudes; Assessing terminology; Assessing fear computers; Assessing enthusiasm; Assessing useful tool; Assessing Alice; Assessing H. A. S. A. W.

ECDL online tests

Mention common assessment methods, competence and non-competence based methods. Their weakness and strengths for tutors, students and other parties involved in the process. 

The assessment of competences page 340 Reece
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