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The Reshaping of Assessment Practices in Higher Education: Themes, Influences and Challenges

In higher education in the UK and elsewhere, assessment practices and processes have been undergoing wide-ranging transformation over the last decade (e.g. Bryan and Clegg, 2006) in response to an array of stimuli, including a drive for greater accountability, concerns about what graduates need to know and be able to do in their lives beyond graduation, and developments in learning technology.  However, gaining an accurate picture of how practices are being reshaped, within and across subject areas, can be difficult since the relevant literature is disparate, extensive and diffuse.  This paper reviews key findings from a recent study which aimed to surmount these difficulties (Hounsell et al., 2007).  Funded by the Higher Education Academy, the study took the form of a cross-disciplinary, analytical review of the recent UK literature on innovative assessment in higher education. The extent to which that literature is characterised by a diversity of origins and destinations was addressed by developing a novel, genre-based approach to analytical review, based on Swales' (1990) work on genres.
The study had two main outcomes: an annotated database of some 300 references retrieved; and a report which analysed the material retrieved and critiqued the literature, focusing on a representative range of key innovative themes. The principal questions addressed in the review were:

• 
What were the main themes in innovation in assessment across the disciplines in higher education over the last decade, as reported in the literature?

• 
How have these themes differed across disciplines, by levels/years of study, and by types of publication?

•
For each of the main themes identified, what have been the main stimuli to, and influences upon, innovative assessment, and what are the main implications for assessment practices, procedures and policies, within and beyond the discipline concerned?

The issues raised in the paper include:
• 
the challenges of defining 'innovation' or  'innovativeness', given the considerable variation in assessment practices and regimes between institutions, subject areas, and programmes and levels of study

• 
the diversity of types or 'genres' of publications within the literature (spanning for instance empirical and conceptual studies, external evaluations, guidelines on practice, case studies and accounts of practices-in-context))

•
the desirability of acknowledging that this literature has multiple origins and destinations – in other words, a variety of purposes can underpin the authorship and publication of this literature, its retrieval, and the end-uses to which it may be put.  Consequently, evaluating this literature by means of criteria appropriate for one set of purposes (research and scholarship, say) would not necessarily be valid for another (e.g. the enhancement of professional practice).
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