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Using formative assessment to close the loop in distance learning: do tutors’ beliefs matter? (0358) 
The view of feedback as an active, participative process, contrasts with the notion of feedback as simply being a transmissive process that involves ‘telling’ or passing on information. This understanding of feedback as dialogue is fundamental to the process of ''closing the loop' (Sadler 1989) in assessment practices. The outcome of this dialogue can be disconcerting for the students as there is no ‘pre-determined’ handed-down set of judgements but a mutually constructed set of targets that the students will act upon. In other words, communication becomes a vital part of the feedback cycle that enables students to actively construct their own understanding of what can be, complex and difficult messages to decipher (Higgins et al. 2001). This notion of feedback probably ‘disempowers’ the tutor by redressing the balance of power, however it empowers the student (Leach et al 2001). The Open and Distance Learning (ODL) environments despite lacking usually in face-to-face communication allow the development of dialogue by the use of e-assessment.

The paper reports the outcomes of a project that explored the signiﬁcance of formative assessment by establishing and comparing attitudes and values teaching practitioners hold in three Open and Distributed Learning environments: King’s College London (ODL programmes); University of London (external programmes); and the Open University. The interviews focused on tutors’ perceptions about the nature of the assessments employed and the quality of feedback provided. The potential of e-assessment to promote formative assessment in academic practice was also investigated by exploring the opportunities for computer mediated communication and dialogue in these environments.
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