
RETHINKING ASSESSMENT: 
CAN WE BALANCE CAUTION AND TRANSFORMATION? 

Dr Jan McArthur

Department of Educational Research, Lancaster University

j.mcarthur@lancaster.ac.uk

@JanMcArthur

Let’s talk about assessment 2023: Rethinking Assessment in Higher Education
30th January 2023

mailto:j.mcarthur@lancaster.ac.uk


Should we balance caution and 
transformation?







Should we balance caution and 
transformation?



Should we balance caution and 
transformation?

What do we mean by 
transformation?

What sort of assessment 
changes do we want?



Affirmative v. Transformative Change

Fraser 2003



Authentic Assessment

McArthur, J. (2022). Rethinking authentic assessment: work, 
wellbeing and society. Higher Education

“Real world”

External

Static – accept as it is

Conflate world of work



Authentic Assessment

Affirmative Approaches

Accept the real world as it is

Accept the world of work as it is

Seek to sustain (albeit often improve) 
the current organization of society

Transformative Approaches

From real world/world of work to 
SOCIETY

From task performance to why we 
VALUE THE TASK

From the status-quo of the ‘real 
world’/world of work to transforming 
society



See:  McArthur, J., Blackie, M., Pitterson, N., & Rosewell, K. (2021). Student assessment: assessment:  
connections between self and society. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education





If we are genuine about 
transformation, and if we are 
genuine about authenticity….

We must connect grading with 
the PURPOSE of assessment

Most formal education has an utterly 
self-defeating, not fit for purpose 

grading system.







Norm-based 
hegemony



Norm-based 
hegemony

Education is not a race

Specifically, assessment is not a race where 
students are ranked 1st, 2nd etc. 

Living flourishing lives is not a race



I want a nurse, surgeon, 
anesthetist etc who have met the 

criteria and demonstrated they 
can perform this task.

AND who have committed to 
ongoing professional 

development (learning) to ensure 
that remains the case.

It is far more important what sort of lifelong professional 
learner our assessment practices have nourished, than the 

mark they got on an exam 20 years ago.



SACRED LINK

What the student does

Marking criteria

Grade/evaluation



SACRED 
LINK

What the student 
does

Marking criteria

Grade/evaluation

To be cautious

Is to robustly defend 
this sacred link



Learning outcomes and highly differentiated grades

- it doesn’t make sense

“The student will be able to…”

What is the relationship between LOs and marking criteria?

The best marking criteria surely enable us to know if the student has met the 
learning outcome, not how much?

How much doesn’t even make sense much of the time…

And we know, that high stakes and anxiety are barriers to learning

So what is it we really 
want to achieve 

through assessment?



Let us go forward and talk quietly – without 
the noise – decide what matters about 
assessment

Assessment – we are going to be criticized

So at least let us be criticized for something:

• we believe in
• based in years of credible 

educational research
• hopeful and joyous

In this quest we build alliances and 
complementary work
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