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Abstract. The system used for teaching and assessing corskilds within the Electrical &
Electronic Engineering HND at the University of Marmbria requires the student to submit a
portfolio of evidence of their ability for each b8 common skill competences. Staff assessment
of these portfolios with a large class proved estety demanding on staff time, and self-
assessment was investigated as an alternativeieStace cited which support the authors view
that self-assessment can be both valuable andblelidhese were borne out by practical
experience as an appropriate methodology was deselo Results showed that there was no
longer any need to examine every competence claimsimply to provide quality assurance
through sampling and moderation.

1. I ntroduction

During the years since the issue of BTEC's “Poficéd Priorities into the 1990'sBTEC programmes have
seen many changes in the way common skills have taeght and assesééd In general it is now accepted
that within programmes of higher education ther@ iieed to ensure that students develop not owlylkage

in their own chosen field, but also more generdligand transferable skills, which will fit them for
employment, and support their continued growthndsviduals and professionals. This interest itedéd in

a series of surveys that have been carried owdent years to determine exactly what employersexand
desire of newly qualified employees.

The University of Northumbria at Newcastle startieel process of redesigning courses as unitisede'sbin
1993. In November 1993 a letter to stafquired that all routes should provide a unitha first semester
which would give an introduction to the route aw/leole, and also help the students to develop tinerge
skills they would need to be successful on theeouit this stage it was decided by the course gemant
team for the HND in Electrical and Electronic Erggning that the Common Skills teaching and assedgsme
required by BTEC should form the major part of thigt. This meant that the amount of time avagabl
specifically for common skills was now consideralgdgs than the 90 hours required by BTEC, so araepa
half unit was introduced to focus on teaching infation technology, which was seen as being especial
important in this area of expertise.

2. The aims of the Common Skills unit

The underlying aim of Common Skills teaching igptomote the development of the student as an ichaialj

and to improve their ability to fulfil their rolarftly as a student, and later as a skilled em@oye

The stated aims for the unit &re

e “To provide an understanding of the course as dayhathin the framework of unitised courses.”

* “To assist the student in the development of skiliseffective study.”

« “To review and improve the students common skiflech as interpersonal communication, problem
solving, etc..”

* “To develop skills relevant to the future employrehthe diplomate.”



3. Teaching Common Skills

Several strategies have been suggested for imgrosimd assessing common skills, one being BTEC'’s

Programme of Integrative Assignments (PIAS). Ashmvariably the techniques for teaching and aseesat

of competences have proved destructive to the atadmhesion of the course, and involved huge ansooin

effort for very little return. For example the hat has seen one program in whielery piece of work

produced by the student has also been assessmdilifitple common skill competences.

A model which has received some support recentllyassertical integration of common skills into aflits of

a route. | attempted to apply this model in vasiémrms over a period of four years, and foundftiiewing

limitations which in my opinion outweigh its advages within this particular route.

« Every specific competence must be assigned to omeooe particular unit. There will always be some
units where the link between competences and onikeat is at best tenuous, and at worst non-existen

* There is a tension between the academic and gtaligent in units. Unit tutors are faced with a
requirement to teach and assess these competeneeslition to the academic content of their uni.
tutor teaching a ‘difficult’ subject could not béticised for a ‘token’ treatment of a competencEhey
would also be unlikely to show great enthusiasmitfa feeling that the students would share.

e It imposes an artificial and unrealistically eveaddnce between competences. An engineer or sstiémti
training would be expected to have more opportuinitgxercise their skill in numeracy than woulduase
or a chef.

* It links the opportunity to show competence to toatent of the unit. The unit may not provide much
opportunity to display such competence. Furthestualent who is having difficulty with the academic
content of the unit is unlikely to show the fulltemt of their competence at the related skill.

« If the skills assessment is a completely integeat pf the unit, then a student may fail that acaideunit
because of a skills problem, or pass despite laek of understanding of the unit, but with a well
developed skill.

* The low relative value of competence assessmetribdited throughout the course means that a student
who fails to show any skill whatsoever (other thassing exams) may still achieve a good passlsdt a
gives the student the impression that the skibsnat considered to be of any great value.

« My principal reason for rejecting this model isfttltahides skills performances within the contehthe
course, so that effective quality monitoring okthspect of the course becomes difficult.

The model used within the Electrical & Electroniodgieering HND at the University of Northumbria is
based on the Kofbexperiential learning cycle. The Common Skillstuwan be seen as supporting the
training, monitoring and assessment for thesesskithilst the demand for most occurs within theeotinits

of the route. Where there is little opportunityetcercise or seek evidence for a particular conmgetevithin
the other units of the route (e.g. oral & non-artommunication) it is provided within the Comm8hkills
unit.

The system presently in operation requires theestutb submit a grade claim for each of the 18 BTEC
common skill competences. They submit evidenca jortfolio to support these claims, and a staterfogn
each competence justifying their claim in relattorthe evidence provided. The evidence may beciat
from any or all of the course units, and also fritvair experience in the outside world, provided tihas
current, valid, and identifiably their own. As dence may be drawn from any source the studeméeéstb
select the evidence of their best performancesofi @ompetence, rather than the performance tipgieha

to occur within a particular unit. Through the tustudents gain experience in both self- and pssessment
by examining their own work and comparing it witthers, often with tutor support.

A program of lectures takes place during the fehester which aims to extend their common skdl stady
skill competences; inform their understanding @& #ssessment strategy; develop a common apprecatio
marking standards, and provide opportunities foacpce in collecting evidence into a portfolio and
evaluating its worth. Throughout a grading scdle 5 is used, with 0 = not shown and 5 = exall



4. Self assessment: its value and validity asa tool for student grading

Studies by myselfand other® have shown that self-assessment can be both walid reliable. My
experience, supported by that of others at thitin®n'® shows that if the students are familiar with the
nature of the subject, and the criteria and sdaleassessment, they will be able to make reasenabturate
and fair judgements of their evidence. Their &pito make fine discriminations between grade masks
initially very limited, but improves with practicand familiarity with the application of the gradicgteria;
and it is therefore important to use grading scelegh provide sufficient but not excessive resolut The
six point scale already mentioned allows studemfeitm a clear understanding of the significanceadh of
the grade points.

Students will not mark reliably unless they knowttthe value they ascribe to their work will be equted. |If
they do not believe that the mark they give thearkvis going to be taken seriously they will notrina
seriously. Assessment schemes which attempt twrppcate self-assessment as a minority componemnt (e
4% display in so doing a lack of trust in the studesbility or honesty. The scheme described herigices
the responsibility for the whole of the assessnmamtthe student; the function of tutor moderation is
principally to allay students fears that otherdl yutige their own performances too highly, or thaty will
themselves under-rate their ability. Students @amare that our assessment of their work is sultject
moderation, so do not regard this as an impligitam of their honesty or judgement.

The reduction in the load on lecturing staff braughout by this reliance on students judgementwishe
only benefit to be gained from self and peer assest According to Bou# “The development of skills in
self-assessment lies at the heart of higher edutaand we as teachers should be finding whatever
opportunities we can to promote self assessmerhancourses we teach.” The development of skill in
assessing ones own work and that of others is gdrmiaportance to students in Higher Educationhat tit
plays a vital role in helping the student to becaneautonomous learner. Without this skill thedstu will
always be reliant on another to ascertain the valtlbeir work.

Another benefit of self-assessment is that in reduthe marking burden on staff it allows a widange of
assessment vehicles. Many of the academicallyeotaple methods for testing, such as tutor-marked
examinations or assignments lack validity in tlegytdo not reflect the demands which will be maddhe
graduate in their employment. Further, they makeegessary demands, and place unnecessary strdes on
student. According to Rogétstudents don't learn under threat. At the vegstethis sort of assessment
encourages an instrumental and surface approdeartaing®. Since the development of common skills is a
student-centred activity, it is only reasonablet their assessment should recognise the differemtsw
students have learnt, and allow them to demonstradeassess the full extent of their abilities.

5. The portfolio and final assessment

As the first semester proceeds students gathewremstd of their various common skill competences for
inclusion in their portfolio. The restriction pkdt on evidence is that it must be able to be exaanivithout
any equipment other than the senses of the assegsano tape or video recordings etc. are allawétie
principal reasons for this restriction are to epstivat all students are assessed on equal termslsm to
facilitate quality assurance through sampling amdi@enation. One of the issues addressed in théntgnagt

of the unit is strategies for gathering hard evidefor the quality of evanescent performances.destis are
encouraged to bring evidence into class for disonssith the tutor or their classmates.

Near the end of the first semester portfolios atenstted for appraisal. As this is usually thestfiportfolio
presentation with which they have been involvedytb&ien make mistakes, and feedback from this first
submission provides an opportunity to correct ansunderstandings, particularly in terms of the etpd
standards. The appraisal may involve peers asasethe unit tutor, and provides a written critiqpfetheir
portfolio. The student then has the opporturitygiscuss this feedback with the unit tutor or thpsirsonal
tutor.

Before the final submission for moderation the etitd may revise their portfolios, adding extra ewick,
changing their claimed grades, or improving thegtification of their given marks.



Moderation involves scanning the portfolios, amegdany marks which are inappropriate, and combining
marks for competences to give a grade for each aomskill area. Following the moderation students a
informed of their grades, and their portfolios aeéurned with written feedback. This is positivenature,
emphasising the student’s successes, noting arbah weed improvement, or making suggestions about
sources of evidence. In order to receive an ovpeas in their HND students must pass all comnialh s
areas; however the assessment for the Common Skitlsequires only a 40% pass mark. This is magdef
their common skill competence marks, with otheeassd components such as the student-led semifiaes.
result is that students can pass the common skiltdespite lacking evidence for several of thengwn skill
competences. These can be addressed during thendemaf the course.

In accordance with BTEC policy, all students amecairaged to repeat the portfolio submission atti of
the course, which allows them to make good anyrfed, to improve on any weak areas, and to gadhtde
their improvement through the whole duration of toarse. This also provides an opportunity togassi
grades to students who have entered the coursy éinge after the first semester.

6. Results

This is the third year that the Common Skills assemnt has taken this form. The period has beeaiuabie

learning experience, and | feel that the unit i& margely successful in achieving its aims for msistdents.
However this has not been achieved without probleBisring the first year of operation students wasked

to bring evidence in for discussion, but only om $b, and when the portfolios were submitted nme¢ the

required standard. It was clear that the studeidtsiot really understand what was required. Thgbfem

was addressed by returning the portfolios and piogi additional feedback and guidance. The folimvi
year saw this problem resolved by adding a requérgrfor a preliminary submission, followed by adback

session, and the standard was much improved.

A further problem which has been addressed dutiegperiod of operation is the competence of thdesits

to evaluate a performance, as they do not haversnom ‘gold standard’. Various strategies have hessd

to enhance their understanding of the marking riaiteand | am still experimenting and reviewingfetiént

methods. The students first exposure to self-mgrkiccurs at the beginning of the programme, whew &re

asked to produce a profile of their competencehis Pprovides an opportunity to discuss the relegaoic
common skills, and the criteria for the differerdinklevels. Open peer marking of student-led sersigaves

frequent opportunities for them to practice thiglsknd this seems to help the students developramon

understanding of the marking criteria. | also tiee same system on a weekly basis to gain usefdbfeck
about specific aspects of my lectures, and to tiieen additional experience in marking.

7. Conclusion

The use of portfolio based assessment allows stsidenpresent evidence of their best work, rathant
restricting them to assessment of a particulargperdince which may not reflect their real abilitgelf-
assessment is one way of reducing the marking doastaff which often prevents this vehicle for asseent
being adopted. Several other benefits accrue flasnmethodology, including enhanced learner aaroy

the development of a valuable skill in evaluatimg® own work, and an enhanced awareness of thefrtile
assessor. The process of selecting materiah&r portfolio also encourages the student to cefta their
performance, as a ‘reflective practitioner’.

Experience of early limitations of this strategystshown factors which are important to its succeBse
system is based on trust between both parties, ttaadnust be developed throughout the program. The
students must be aware from the start that theikingwill count; and their early fears that theiflwver- or
under-rate their abilities, or that their classmatdl ‘cheat’ must be addressed to their satisfagtboth early

in the unit, and also near the time for submissi@rclear and common understanding of the markittgria
must be developed, with opportunities for peer nmgrkso that students develop faith in each others
judgements.



Recent changes at BTEC make the future of commoalts skncertain, but a recent document from
EDEXCEL" indicates that BTEC accreditation of (NVQ) Keylskimay take its place. This may result in
changes to the assessment required, but it is hibyaedsufficient flexibility will still exist in tle system to
allow self-assessment to play a significant pakten skill certification.

If this proves to be the case | intend to contidegeloping the system, and to attempt to carryaooiore
rigorous examination of the correspondence betwstadent, peer, and tutor grading as evidence of the
system’s reliability. | also hope to survey thedsnts to determine their feelings about its vajidas
compared to more traditional assessment. Howevemhin convinced of the relevance of this approach
particularly for the assessment of skills. As Alagérew say¥ “Without self assessment a competency-based
education is barren”.
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