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Assessing at the borderline: Judging a vocationally
related portfolio holistically

Martin Johnson
University of Cambridge b@eairtations Syndicate

This study investigatedhe cognitive strategieghat underpin assessordtlistic
judgmentsof a schoolbasedvocationallyrelatedportfolio performanceUsing a
portfolio alreadyidentifiedas containingborderlinequalities quantitativedatawere
gatheredhboutfeatureghat six assessorattendedo asthey holisticallyevaluatedhe
portfolio. This informationwasgatheredhroughverbalprotocolsand supplemented
with informationfrom a modified KellyORepertoryGrid interviewtechnique(Kelly,
1955).This elicitedassessorg@rceptionsaboutthe characteristicef the assessment
criteria, allowing the influence of each factor to be ranked.

Anotherobjectivewasto collectqualitativedataaboutthe socioeontextuafeaturesn
whichthe assessorggacticesveresituatedThe studyusesActivity Theoryto explore
the relationshipbetweenthe factorsthat potentiallyinfluenceassessorgdigments,
suggesting theoreticapositionthat assessqgudgmentsareinfluencecdr framedwithin
the context of their experience and differing perspectives.

Introduction

Consistencyf assessgudgmentis a key concernfor thosechargedwith accrediting
learning outcomes.This is partly becausethese judgmentscan have very real

consequencesr learnersfiture employmenor further educationchancesConcerns
about the relationshipbetweenvocationally-relatedssessmergnd context are well

recognised.iteraturesuggestthat the consistencypf assessqudgmentsanbe affected
by the breadthof learningcontexts(Johnson2007;Curtis, 2004;Hager,2004)and

concomitant learner and assessor experiences.

The provision of assessosupport, through common training and well designed
assessmeumnriteriacanhelpto mitigatesomeof theseconcernslt is alsoimportantto
understandhow expertsmakejudgmentsaboutlearners@erformancesincethis might
help to makethe assessmerdystemmore transparentind ableto justify claimsof
fairnessThisis particularlythe casefor holisticassessmentghereassessomightattend
to a variety of factors in different contexts when forming a judgment.

This study focusesspecificallyon how six assessorkolisticallyjudgea portfolio of

evidencecontainingborderlinepassand merit characteristicdt usesan integrated
approachto collectdataaboutthe assessors@gnitiveactivity as well as the socio-
contextualfeaturesin which their practicesare undertakenThe assessorall typically
workedwith the chosenqualificationin differentcontextsfour assessorgerevisiting
moderators and two assessors were course tutors.
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The studyinvolvedthe assessorssinga Othinlaloud@ethodwhilstjudginga Healthand
SocialCareportfolio containingmaterialfrom Unit 10 (preparing workwithpeopleith
disabilitieslhe secondcognitiveapproachadoptedwasto use a modified KellyOs
RepertoryGrid (KRG) interviewtechniqueto gatherdataabout different assessorsO
perception®f constructawithin the assessmeigtiteriafor Unit 1 (prepaririggiveyjuality
carg Thesecognitiveapproachesvere augmentedy qualitativedatacollectedfrom
observationsf threeseparatenoderatiorvisitsto schoolsandcollegesn differentparts

of England Theseobservationalsofed into the draftingof questiongor the nextlevelof
datacollectionwhereeachassessawasinterviewedollowingthe portfolio re-assessment
activity. These semi-structurednterviews gatheredinformation about assessorsO
professionabackgroundietailsin orderto highlightanypotentialinfluencesipon their
assessment practices.

Althoughit needsto be the recognisedhat the methodsusedfor gatheringsocio-
contextualdatain this studyare partial,and would only be expectedo offer a limited
insightinto anydifferingperspectived, is quitenoticeablehatthe assessotia this group
shared many key values.

Holism, atomism and assessing performance

Quialificationsn the UK canbe broadlycategorisethto threetypes:vocationalgeneral
vocational/vocationally-related general/academid.able 1 describessomeof the
differencesbetweenthe qualificationtypes. Although this characterisatioms an
oversimplificatiomf someof the finer detailsof the currentsystemit is a usefulbasisfor
discussionEach of the different qualificationtypestypicallyusesdifferent forms of
evidencavith differentstructuresn placeto supportassessaronsistencyone noticeable
differencds betweertheir Oassessmdensity@,concepthatinvolvesthe frequencyith
which assessorseethe samesorts of performancesvidencdn similarcontexts.This
conceptmight helpto explainwhy therehavebeenrelativelyfew investigationgto the
reliabilityof vocationalassessmemhodelsin the UK, with notableexceptionsheing
Murphy et al. (1995) and Eraut, Steadman, Trillaakds(1996).

This studyis setin the contextof a vocationally-relatddationalslealthand SocialCare
gualificationdevelopedy the Oxford, Cambridgeand RSA (OCR) examinatiorboard.
OCRis oneof the threelargestprovidersof generabndvocationalualificationsn the
UK. Accordingto the OCR centrehandbook(OCR,2006)the Nationalgualificatiorhas
beendevelopedo recogniseandidatesills knowledgendunderstandingf the health
and socialcaresectorand the settingsjob roles, principlesand valuesinvolved.The
gualificationis usuallydeliveredo 14-19yearoldsin schoolsandcollegeswith additional
opportunities for them to demonstrate their learning in applied situations.

In orderto achievecertificationthe candidatesustachievea minimumpassgradefor
four mandatoryunits and two optionalunits. A portfolio of performancesvidencdor
eachunit is gradedholisticallyaspassmerit or distinction,recognisinghat candidates
mayperformbetterin meetinghe requirementsf someobjectivesnorethanothers All
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unitsareassesseuly tutorsin their placeof learningandexternallymoderatedy an OCR
Visiting Moderator.

Table 1:UK qualification types

Structures to
Uiz Assessment activity e Example
type consistent
assessment
Vocational Focus on performance outcomes] Internal and National Vocational
may include observation of the | external Qualifications
candidate, examination of a verification (NVQ)
product, witness testimony etc. | procedures
OGeneral Assessments of portfolio evidenc( Tutor CHD; OCRNationals
vocationalQ/ | in different units: judges evaluate| Assessor
vocationally- | performances against the unit training;
related assessment objectives in a pass,| Internal/external
merit or distinction fashion. moderation.
General/ Marking of terminal written Coordination General Certificate
academic examinations and of Secondary
standardisation. | Education (GCSE)

The assessorm the study were all experiencegractitionerswith currentteaching
experiencen the Health and SocialCarefield. One assessowasthe nationalChief
Coordinatorof the qualificatiorwho alsotaughtpart-time whilstthe otherassessotseld
managementoles concerninghe Health and SocialCareprovisionwithin their own
teachingnstitution.The assessorsad workedat their currentinstitutionbetweer8 and
36 yeargmeanl5.8yearsandhadheldtheir currentpositionbetweeroneand 18 years
(mean9.2 years)Alongsidetheir teachingcommitmentgshe assessoralsohad strong
linksto appliedcarerelatedactivitiesFive of the assessomsereinvolvedcurrentlyor in
the pastwith aspect®f nursingyvoluntaryhomelessvork, counsellingand family social
work units.

Althoughdetailsaboutthe studentwho authoredhe portfolio arenot availablét is worth
reflectingon somecircumstantiainformationthat might be relevantin line with other
recentdevelopments UK vocationapolicythe OCR Nationalmightbe seerto carryan
elemenbf socialpurposeaimedat individualavho arenot succeedingt school(Stasz&
Wright, 2004).Evidencefor this suggestioris reflectedin some of the assessorsO
commentson the inherentpotencyof appliedlearningwhilstalsotalkingat lengthabout
how the qualificationassessmenhodel suitedthe learnerssuggestin@ number of
reasonswhy its assessmennodel was compatiblewith their sharedobjective of
motivatingthe learnersvith whomtheywereinvolved.Thesefeaturesncludedits lackof
testing,its holisticapproacho judgingperformanceanda positiveassessmemipproach
to recognising students® achievements.

The assessmendf a portfolio of mainly textual evidencedemandsan assessoto
accommodata greatdealof information.ResearcHiteraturesuggestshat assessorsO
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initial comprehensionf this textis animportantconsideratiorfSandersor2001;Huot,

1990).Thisin itselfmightbe problematisincesometheoristsarguethatthe linearnature
of the readingprocesdeadso the graduatonstructiorof a mentalrepresentationf the
textin the headof the reade(Johnson-Laird,983) Althoughthis mentalmodelmightin

itself be difficult to appraiseobjectively,it might be partially evidentthrough the
outwardlyisiblebehaviouiof the readerThroughconsideringhe featureof the textto

which they attendit might be possibleto infer the textual featuresthat they are
considering during their process of meaning making.

Anotherimportantconsideratioris the valuesystemwithin which the reader/assessor
existsandwhich affectstheir thinking. Sanderso2001)suggestthat the socialcontext
of the assessois importantsinceit providesan Oouteframe®or their practiceand
involvestheir participationin a communityof practice(Wenger1998).The assessolis
this projectfrequentlyworkedwith holisticperformanceriteriato evaluatgerformances,
andto someextentthis featuremight be seento represensomethinghat theyvalue If
thisis the casethereis a potentialtensionbetweerthe desireto makeholisticjudgments
basedon reading/comprehensiastructureghat arelinearandin somesensestomistic
in nature.

Finally,it is importantto considethow assessoiistegrateandcombinedifferentaspects
of an holistic performanceanto a final judgment.Laming (2004)citesa number of
judgmentstudieshighlightingthe difficultiesthat cliniciansexperiencevhencombining
different observationgo reacha conclusionHe arguesthat linear combinationsof
individualdiagnostisignshavegreateaccuracyhan morestrictlyholisticjudgmentsand
that Otheeasorifor this]is thatthe combinatiorof diagnostisignsby the clinicianis no
betterthan qualitativeit parallelghe ordinalqualityof humanjudgmentBut the linear
combinationusesarithmetic,andis thereforesuperior(2004,p.64).0Other studiesalso
highlightthis problematicarea,suggestinghat overalljudgmentis often basedon the
cumulativewveightingandcombinatiorof cuesfound within a performancendthatthese
weightings might vary (Elander & Hardman, 2002; Einhorn, 2000; Vaughan, 1991).

Assessor consistency: A sociocultural perspective

The recentworks of EngestrSm(2001)and Wenger(1998,2000) have beenvery
influential in terms of recognisingthe importanceof socioculturalinfluencesfor
understandingndividualbehavioursConsiderationsf inter-assessaronsistencylso
needto reflecton the role that the socialdimensiorplaysin assessmejudgmentssince
this mighthelpto explainthe existencef differinginterpretationsndstandardbetween
assessors.

WengerGmtion of OCommunityf PracticeBasbeenusedto describegroupsof people
workingtogetheiin assessmegbmmunitiegBaird,Greatorex& Bell,2004;Price,2005;
Crisp & Johnson2007).Assessmerliteraturesuggests numberof areaswvherethe
crucial factor of sharedcommunicationmight falter leavingspacefor misaligned
standardgjiffering interpretationsind diminishedbetween-assessmnsistencyOne of
theseareasrelatesto the Oplasticityd assessmentriteria. Observerssuggesthat
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assessmeagtiteriaarecomplexobjectswhich cannotconveyeverypossiblemeaningand
caninevitablyleaveroom for individualassessdnterpretationSaunder& Davis,1998;
Wolf, 1995;Wiliam, 1998).Saundersand Davis (1998)also list a numberof other
potentiallyproblematidssueswvhich might differentiallyinfluenceindividualassessors.
Theseancludeyaryingaffectivereactionso work presentatiomssessdatigue andspeed
or lack of time. Literaturealso addsdifferentialassessoexperiencédevels(Johnson,
Penny,Gordon, Shumate& Fisher,2005)and order effects (Spear,1997)to this
collection.

This concernhas important consequencefor the activity of applyingconsistent
assessmestandardsinceLaming(2004)argueghat everybodynakegudgmentsn the
light of their pastexperienceand in instancesvherejudgmentsare uncertainOpast
experiencenterslike air rushinginto a vacuum@2004 p.164) Dunn, ParryandMorgan
(2002)highlightthe importanceof recognisinghe role of valuesacrossa communityof
individuals. They suggesthat assessors®nsistentinterpretationand applicationof
criteria are underpinnedby common norm values.Some theorists suggestthat
understandingiorms requiresa socioculturalperspectivesince interpretationsare
contextuallyconstitutedand cannotbe divorcedfrom the value-baseshichinterpreters
bring with them (Shay2005).In this conceptualisatiodifferencedbetweerassessorare
not Oerror®yt ratherthe inescapableutcomeof the multiplicity of perspectivethat
assessors bring with them.

Finally, Beckettand Hager(2002)supportthe notion of Oembodiealssessmentlhey
arguethat practitionersn differentsituationshavedifferentamountsof time to reach
decisionsaindthat the expectatiorof discretionaryjudgmentsn the midstof fluctuating
situationsis a fundamentalelementthat demarcateprofessionsfrom eachother.
Consequentlyassessmergracticeis more than a Otechniqua®jnvolvesa body of

knowledgeand a capacityto makejudgmentsFurthermoreprofessionajudgmentsare
holistic (integratingcognitive,attitudinaland emotionalcharacteristicspnd socially
shapedreflectinginvolvementn communitiesof practiceandtakinginto accountthe

specific characteristics of the situation in which they are made).

Mixing cognitive and sociocultural theories: Implications for method

OScientifimowledgeéanbe characterisedsbeingindependenof time and place with
variationsdbeingexplainedhroughrelevantheory(Rapport Wainwright& Elwyn,2005).
Popularcognitiveresearctmethods suchas KellyORepertoryGrid (KRG) or Verbal
Protocol (VP) elicitation techniquesoften conform to this model, focusing on
individualised data collection.

NasirandHand (2006)point out that socioculturatheoriescontrastwith manycognitive
psychologicaberspectivedy locating the fundamentalunit of analysisfor the
examinatiof humanbehaviouasactivity,or culturalpracticesOne influentialstrandof
theory is Activity Theory, which builds on VygotskyO@978)work recognisinghe
influenceof culture on individual actions.EngestrSmand others have extended
VygotskyQOmsediatedactionmodelto incorporateother importantsocialand structural
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features This extendedOactivitgystem{Figure 1) explainschangein termsof the
evolvingrelationshipgamongsparticipantandthe otherelement®of their environment.
Accordingto Kaptelininet al. (1999)this systenis a generatonceptuahpproactrather
thana highlypredictivetheory.It supportsa dynamiamodelof analysibasedaroundan
object-oriente@ommunitywhich hasmultiple pointsof view,traditionsandinterestsit
explainshiftsin the understandingsf its memberghrougha dialectigprocessfocussing
simultaneouslgn individualsandtheir communityaroundan object(eg,.an assessment
task)andthetoolsthattheyemploy(eg,assessmeantiteria) Moreover py foregrounding
the multipleperspectivethat existarounda singulamactivityit canhelpto identifysources
of tensionandconflictwhichdrive changawithin the systemSuchan analysisnighthelp
to explainwhy the applicationand interpretationof assessmemriteriamight vary at
differentlocationswithin the community.Changeor dissonanbutcomesoften occur
wherethe systemencountersnternalcontradictionswhennewelementsareintroduced,
or when alternative perspectives and practices are incorporated.

TOOLS
(Assessment criteria and
moderation process) ASSESSMENT
JUDGMENT
ASSESSOR  |g __ i __
"o ..'."'-‘,‘é.: ‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘
g i
RULES COMMUNITY DIVISION OF
(Awarding body (Personal context LABOUR
regulations) and values) (Devolved assessment)

Figure 1:The structure of an assessmerdactivity sysem (adaped from
EngestrSm, 1987)

This theoreticaberspectiveequiresa qualitativemethodologywhich can considerthe
interactionof both socialand individualelementssince methodsaimedat eliciting
cognitivedatawill potentiallyfail to capturethe influenceof the socialenvironmentn
thoseelicitationprocessefkecognisinghat the adoptionof restrictedresearchmethods
canlimit the outcomesBronfenbrenne(1979)arguedor the useof mixedethnographic
and more Ocontrolled@searcimethods.He suggestshat humanactionsneedto be
understoodn the contextof the interactiondbetweerthe characteristicsf peopleand
their environmentsthereforeemphasisinthe importanceof studyingthe environments
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in which people behaveand unifying the schismaticexperimentabhnd descriptive
psychological traditions.

A mixedmethodor integratedapproachbalanceshe strengthsand weaknessesf the
differentmethodologiedt enabledriangulatiorby elicitingsupplementargtata(Pope&
Mays, 1995) and allows the traditional scientific paradigmused for investigating
phenomenan the physicaWworld to be complementedhy methodsthat are particularly
suited to studying human beings in the social world (Watdinzan, 2006).

Method

This presenistudyusesan integratedapproacho collectdataaboutassessors@gnitive
activityaswell asthe socio-contextudkaturesn which their practicesare undertaken.
Thisformsthe basisof atheoreticapositionsuggestinthat assessgudgmentsnightbe
influencedor framedwithin the contextof their experiencevhich mighthelpto explain
any observed differences in perspective.

The project has two broad research questions.

¥ Which elements of holistic descriptors do assessors attend to when making judgments
about borderline portfolio evidence?

¥ Which issues potentially affect the consistency of judgments made by different
assessors who are working in diverse situations such as schools and colleges?

In orderto answetthesequestionssix assessonsereaskedo Othinlaloud@hilstthey
judgedan OCRNationalblealthandSocialCareLevel2 portfolio. The assessoiavolved
in the studyall workedwith the qualificationin differentcontextsFour assessor@vil-
M4) wereall visitingmoderatorgor the qualificationwith M1 beingthe mostsenior.The
other assessors (T5 and T6) VEE® Nationat®urse tutors.

The portfolio choserfor this studycontainednateriafrom Unit 10 (preparingworkwith
peophlithdisabilitiesind waschosenbecausét had previouslybeenconsideredy the
mostseniormoderatorto containa varietyof pass/meritborderlinecharacteristiogithin
its six units. The assessonssedthe usualqualificatiorgradingeriteria,whichis organised
into six Assessmer®bjectivegAOs),andthe assessorssedthe criteriain a holisticObest
fitOmanner.This processalloweda verbalprotocol (VP) of eachjudgeOink aloud
utterancedso be gatheredThis methodhasbeenusedin a numberof otherresearch
studieghathavelookedat assessq@racticegeg,Milanovicetal, 1996;Suto& Greatorex,
2006).

The secondcognitiveapproachadoptedwasto usea modified KellyO&epertoryGrid
(KRG) interviewtechniqueto gatherdataabout different assessorgg@rceptionsof
constructswithin the assessmeatiteriafor Unit 1 (preparinggiveualitycare The theory
underpinninghis methodis basedon KellyOsnodelof PersonalConstructPsychology
(Kelly, 1955).This suggestthat individualspossessa constructedrersionof their world
basedon their experiencend that this comprisesof personallyheld bi-polar mental
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constructsKRG techniquesisuallyelicittheseconstructdy presentingnindividualwith

triadsof objectsor Oelementaf askingthemto identify anyimportantwaysin which

two elementsare viewedas similarto eachother but different from the third. An

individualOsesponseshasedon the salientfeaturesand patternsthat they perceive,
anchorendsof a bi-polarconstructalongwhichthe ratingof differentelementsanbe

made.This methodwasusedto elicit the constructshat assessorgerceivedo exist
within the grading criteria.

The secondresearchguestioninvolved researchersollectingqualitativedata whilst
observinghreeseparatenoderationvisitsto schoolsand collegesn different partsof
England.Thesevisits were conductedby two experiencedsisiting moderatorsand
includeda collegewhereone of the tutorsinvolvedin this projectwasemployedThese
visitsenabledtasestudyevidencdo be collectedincludingcontextuabhndenvironmental
featureof the visits.This wasachievedy non participanbbservatiorwhereresearchers
took structuredield notesto recorddetailsaboutthe differentsectionof the moderation
meetingsthe amountanddiversityof work coveredandcontextuatvorkinginformation.
Thisdataalsofed into the draftingof questiongor the nextlevelof datacollectionwhere
eachassessawasinterviewedollowingthe portfolio re-assessmeaictivity. Thesesemi-
structuredinterviewsgatherednformation about assessorgfofessionabackground
details in order to highlight any potential influences upon their assessment practices.

Thefinal stageof analysisnvolvedthe integratiorof evidencdrom the differentsources
of datacollectionIn thefirst instancehis entailedsolatingthe salientfeaturesdentified
within the VP andKRG dataandcross-referencintiemto the featuresdentifiedin the
observationand interviewdatato identify any linkagesand patterns.lt needsto be
acknowledgethatthis processontaineda subjectiveuality,choosingo ignoresomeof
the individualmicro levellinkageghat might havebeendiscernabléhrougha morefine
grainedanalysisnsteadocussingon triangulatiorat the macrolevelto identifythe larger
themes within the data.

Findings

The different assessorg@dgmentsduring the re-assessmemixerciseshowedsome
disagreemenincludingdisagreemeracrosghe Pass/FaiboundaryTable2). Two AOs
(AO2 and AO4) werecharacterisetly a spreadof assessmefitdgmentsacrosstwo
definiteboundariegfail/passandpass/merit)whilsttwo (AO1 andAO3) hadjudgments
spread over only one boundary (fail/pass or pass/merit).

It isimportantto interpretthesedatawith somemethodologicatautionsinceat leasttwo
factorsmight haveinfluencedassessor@gmentsFirstly, it is possiblethat the think
alouddatacollectionmethodusedduringthe portfolio re-assessmeamixercisenighthave
influencedthe assessmernirocess.Secondlytwo of the assessortackedteaching
experiencean the particularunit being assessedlthoughboth had experienceof
moderating the unit.
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Table 2:Assessor judgmerg

M1 M2 M3 M4 T5 T6
AO1 5 5 5 5 4 3
AO2 3 5 3 5 3 1
AO3 1 3 3 3 3 1
AO4 5 3 5 3 3 1
AO5 3 1 3 4 2 -
AO6 3 1 3 4 4 -

1 = Fail; 2 = Riss/Riil; 3 = Riss; 4 = Merit/Bss; 5 = Merit
* Bold indicates agreement with original assessment

Holistic descriptors used in making judgments

VP data: AO specific features

On average215 codeswereusedwhenanalysingachassessor@srbalisationsT -test
analysishowedhat Assesso? wasassignedignificantlfewercodeq91)andAssessod
wasassignegignificantlymorecodeg312)thanotherassessomcrossall AOs (t = 6.32,
p < 0.001).This suggestshat they were verbalisinghe thingsto which they were
attending to a significantly greater or lesser extent than the other assessors.

VP evidenceshowedhat the assessonrgereclearlyidentifyingspecificfeaturedrom the
assessmeagtiteriaat similarpositionswithin the portfolio. This suggestethat theywere
drawingon a commonunderstandingf thoseparticularfeaturesin manycaseghese
locatedfeatureswveresupportedy wellaligneccommonexpectationaboutthe qualityof
the found evidenceln someinstancest waspossibleto find evidenceof misaligned
expectationbetweerassessorgheseweremostcommonlyfound aroundinterpretations
of whatconstitutech Odetailed€counta Obasid®scriptionandthe qualitiesof a OgoodO
evaluation.

VP evidencealsoshowedthat the assessors@archor evidencavasinfluencedby the
structurafeatureof the assessmeuntiteriaandthat this guidedtheir navigatiorthrough
the portfolio. The location of evidenceappearedo be further facilitatedby the
organisatiomf the portfolio, with textualcues suchaswell placecheadingsQsignposting®
the location of particular evidence.

OConsistenoﬁ/pgrformance@lpeare(rb be afactornotedby assessorSomementioned
the existenceof Ocoherencai this appearedo underlinetheir holistic notion of the
candidateOs true competence.

The assessoppearedo holisticalljbalancehe evidencén a numberof commonways.
Theywerefoundto downplaysomeaspect®f the assessmeastiteria(eg,explaininghe
purposeof serviceprovisionfor disabledpeople;AO1) whilst valuingother aspects
particularlyhighly (eg,the effectsof disabilityon the serviceuser,AO2; evidenceof
application or generalisation, AO3/4; care value coverage, AO5/6).
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The importanceof other expertsévidenceon their judgmentwasclearlyevident.There

wereconcernsaboutthe qualityof the withessstatementvithin the portfolio (which

includeda third partytestimoniabboutthe studentCabilityto completean appliedtask

outsideof the classroom)andtherewasa differencan the extentto whichthis evidence
was balanced against the candidateOs other performance evidence.

Therewasalsosomediscrepancin the waythatthe evidencef planningandevaluation
of the practicaltask (AO5/6) weredealtwith. Someof the assessorappearedo be
unsureaboutthe guidanceelatingto whetherthesefeatureshouldbe assesseseparately
or together, in one case affecting the overall judgment of the portfolio.

VP data: Non-AO specific features

Analysissuggestethe presencef a numberof linkedconceptghat did not existin the
assessmeititeriaandto which nearlyall assessomlludedto acrossall but one AO. It
wasquite commonto find assessorsommentingon the degreeto which the studentOs
work wasappliedor genericor how they had synthesisethformation.Although not
stipulatedn the gradingcriteria,two of the assessongsedsynthesissan indicatorof
quality. The scaleof assessorsdtentionto application,generalityand synthesis
(accountingor 20% of the non assessmenmtiteriaspecificcodes)suggestshat these
overlapping concepts could represent core features for assessors in this area.

It wasalsopossiblgo find assessomttendingto somereferencepoints outsideof the
portfolio which helpedthem to arrive at their assessmerntidgmentsTwo assessors
commentedacrosdour differentAOs abouthow the standardf work in the portfolio
related to other expectations in parallel qualifications.

Anotherimportantfeaturewasperceptionsboutthe influenceof the candidate®stor.

Threeassessongereresponsibldor eightcommentsaboutaspectf tutor practice.
Interestinglyonly oneof the eightcommentsouldbe interpretedn a positivevein. This

balancesuggestthatthe assessomeretendingto expressommentsabouttutor practice
and to explainwhy they might needto be lenientin their judgmentsin order to

compensate for poorer aspects of the studentOs overall performance.

Two assessosocommentedn how it wasimportantthatassessoruldinterpretthe
work asbeingthe studentGsnvn material Ten commenton this themestretchedacross
three different AOs.

KRG data

Assessorslicited131 constructsover the six Unit 1 AOs. The most seniormoderator
elicitedmoreconstructon averag@er AO (7.8)thaneitherthe othermoderatorg4.9)or
thetutors(5.0),and T-testanalysishowedhat this differencenassignificani{t = 8.16,p
< 0.001).
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Constructghat wereidentifiedby at leastthreeassessongithin an AO wereinterpreted
ascommonconstructsAssessorgerealsoaskedio rank eachconstructin relationto
eachother, with O18ignifyingthe mostimportantconstruct Meanconstructweighting
wascalculatedy totalling eachconstructweightand dividing this by the numberof
assessor3able3 identifiesthe four differentOcorefnstructavhich appearedcrossat
leastthreedifferent AOs. Of theseconstructsapplicationis notablebecausassessors
consistentlyveightedt veryhighly,suggestinthatit mightbe a verystrongcorefeature
of assessment in this area.

Table 3:Common constucts across AOs andheir weighting

Mean weighting (1 = high)
1-1.9 2-29 3-3.9 4-49
ApplicatiofAO: 1; 2; 3; 5) 3 1
Quality of descrigidd: 1; 2; 3; 5) 2 1 1
Sourc¢aO: 1; 3; 4; 5) 1 2 1
Example ugkO: 2; 3; 4) 1 2
Total 3 5 5 2

Within eachof the AOs therewasa gooddealof agreemenetweerthe assessor@out
the qualitiesof eachof the commonlyidentifiedconstructsThe applicatiaonstructwas
elicitedacrossfour AOs; in two AOs all assessorslicitedthe constructindependently
whilstin the other AOs all but one assessalicitedthe construct.The qualityfdescription
constructwaselicitedacrossour AOs; in three AOs all assessomlicitedthe construct
independentlwhilstin the other AO all but oneassessalicitedthe constructThe sources
constructwaselicitedindependentlpy all assessom@crossall four AOs. The examplase
constructwaselicitedacrosshree AOs; in one AO all assessorslicitedthe construct
independentlwhilstin the othertwo AOs all but oneassessalicitedthe constructThis

is an importantfinding, suggestindiigh levelsof commonunderstandindgor such
constructs.

Whereagreemernievelswerelower,carefulqualitativeanalysi®f the commonconstructs
datadid identify somepotentiallyproblematidinguisticissuesThesegenerallyappeared
to clusteraroundthe issueof unravellinghe notionsof qualityand quantity Within the
applicatipdescripti@m accoumualityand exampl@seconstructsit is possibleto find
instancesvhereassessongerceivedhat the conceptof qualityand quantitywerefused
astheyprogressethroughthe gradedescriptorsin somecaseslescriptoraiseadjectives
relatingto the qualityof a concept(eg,simpleor basic)alongsideadjectiveselatingto
their quantity or existence (eg, some).

Theimportanceof assessors@mmonunderstandingf keyterminologywasapparentn
relationto the assessmermtf sourcgseOne keydiscriminatoffor assessoljsidgingthis
conceptwastheir abilityto acknowledgthe differencebetweercandidatessingOaange
of differentsources@sopposedto them simplyusingQdifferensources@®01, AO3,
AO4, AO5, andAOB6). The consistenapplicatiorof this descriptorelieson a consistent
understandingf the term Orangethis conceptalsohadthe potentialto be interpreted



Johnson 37

differentlybecauseourcesare not alwaysstipulatedexplicitlywithin the criteria.This
leaves assessors space to infer the appropriate degree of source use to expect at each level.

Finally,for someassessom@spect®f qualitiesexpresseth descriptorterminologywere
perceivedo lackdiscriminatioror appearedo overlap. Assessorsometimegxpressed
difficulty in separatingomeof the descriptivegualitieswithin the criteriabecausghe
terminologyfailed to adequatelylescribedifferencesas they understoodthem. For
exampleprganisingnformationappropriatel{AO2 pass)might alsoinvolveit being
clear,accurateand detailed(AO2 merit). Similarly,assessormight expecta ObasicO
understanding of an issue to be also Osoundd (AO3).

Issues affecting the consistency of judgments

Four keyvalueswvereidentifiedin the observatiorandinterviewdatawhich appearedo
influence assessor practice.

A sympathetic and contextualised view of the whole learner

Assessorshroughoutthe systempossessettery clearviewsaboutthe natureof the

learnersvith whomtheyworkedandat whomthe qualificationwvasaimed.This element
was perhapsreinforcedby the fact that all of the assessorglthoughperformingat

differentlevelswithin the systemretainedclosecontactwith learnerghroughteaching
commitments.

Manyassessomludedo adominantiearneimagethat contrasteavith Oacademfoéins
of learningAssessortalkedaboutthe studentsn their own institutionsin termsof them
Onotbeing academic@3), typicallylackingin self belief (M2), and wantingtheir
achievement® berecognisedM4). This wasalsoreflectedn someof the qualificationOs
promotionalliterature for exampleQifyou find studyingboring or difficult, and donOt
think youOlto well at exams,0OCR Nationalsare the way forward@OCR, 2007).
Furthermorethe needto motivatelearnersappearedo be a strongcore valueof the
assessonwithin this systemAssessorsommentedn the inherentpotencyof applied
learningwhilstalsotalkingat lengthabouthow the qualificatiorassessmemntodelsuited
the learnersThesefeaturesncludedits lack of testing,its holistic methodfor judging
performance, and a positive assessment approach to recognising students® achievements.

Respect for supportive and positive relationships

Anotherfeaturethat appeareaentralto the practiceof all assessonwasthe valuethat
they placedon buildingsupportiveand positiverelationshipsvith other assessor3his
factorwasperhapsmostclearlyevidentin the observednteractiondbetweemoderators
andtutorsduringschoolandcollegemoderatiorvisits.The moderatorsn the studywere
adamanthat theyhadto focusprimarilyon makingsurethat their moderatiordecisions
reinforcedthe standardexpectedor accreditatiorsincethe risk of not doing would
significantlyunderminghe qualificationThe moderatoralsogavea clearsenseahatthey
consideredhe interactiongiuringmoderatiorvisitsin a strategianannerTheir concerns
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abouthow to helptutorsto improvetheir assessmeipracticewasan importantpart of
their visits,with moderatorsstructuringtheir meetingsaroundthe timesthat they could
physicallfeedbacldirectlywith tutors and answetheir specificquestionsThis function
appeared to be as important as the actual need to moderate and accredit tutorsO judgments.

The responsivend supportivetone of the supportfor assessoralsocarriespotential
problemsAssessorg and2 both suggestethatanimportantpartof theirmoderatorrole
wasto build goodrelationshipsvith schools/college@vith this helpbeingbasecdn their
own practitioner knowledgeof having taught the qualification).During their
school/collegevisitsmoderatorsometimesieededo choosevhichaspect®f the school
or collegepracticeto addressincetheyfearedthat sometimeshe school/collegamight
not be ableto dealwith all of the possibleconcerndn one go. Assessord and2 also
suggestethat schoolsor collegesvhichwerenewto the qualificationmight needto be
moderateatarefullysoasnot to becomeoverwhelmedvith issuesThisis a clearconcern
for a qualificationthat continuesto grow sinceit presentshe obviouspotentialfor

moderatorso allowfor thingsin someschools/collegethatwouldnCiie dealtwith in the
same way in others.

Valuing professional trust

Someof the assessolfelt that animportantfeatureof the assessmemodelwasthat it
had an elementof professionatrust built into it, with one suggestinghat it contained
Ospacé@ trusting others@rofessionajudgments(T5). The courseworkassessment
modelplaceghe responsibilitfor assessmewiecision®nto the tutors. To someextent
this reflectsthe vocationahatureof the qualificationwherethe practiceof respected
Oexperth@vebeentraditionallyconnectedwith their abilityto recognis@ndaccredithe
practice®f others. Again,thisimplicit valuecarriegpotentialthreatsto consistencwithin
the systemOne of the tutors expressether frustrationthat the qualificationrmight be
taughtby tutorsfrom nonvocationabackgroundsThis suggestthat theymightlackthe
intrinsic valuesthat this tutor feelsunderpinsher practice.ln one of the observed
moderationmeetingsthere was concernexpressedhat sometutors with a limited
understandingf the domainwereassessingtudentdo a differentstandardecaus¢heir
expectations were different.

A commitment to care

The interviewevidenceshowedthat the assessoraereinvolvedin a varietyof Ocare-
related@ctivitieswhich didnOdirectlylink to their teachingesponsibilitiegOne of the
consequenced thisis that theyhadaccess$o a networkof peopleandideagthat could
feedinto their practice All of the assessorsadtaughtother carerelatedcoursesn the
past,with manyteachingheseconcurrentlyThis haspotentiallyimportantimplications
becausdt allowssomeassesson® accessomeadditionaltools. Someof the assessors
also had strong connectionswith each other through working on these other
gualificationsThis meantthat thereexisteda referencenetworkfor someassessomithin
which values might be shared and reinforced.
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Five of the assessosohadexperiencef workin the voluntarycaresector for example
working in homelesscentresand care homesor through providing drugs and sex
educatiorcounsellindor youngpeople.One assessorvasalsocontinuingwith her own
learning,completinga counsellingcourse,alongsidener teachingcommitmentsThis
extra-curriculaactivity enabledsometutors to utilise links establishedeyondthe
qualificationto augmentheir students@arningexperienceln somecasesgutors were
ableto invite speakerto talk to their studentsservingto Oflesbut@he widercontextof
the qualificationfor exampleby bringingin currentpractitionerdrom the socialwork
sector or through links with other private training providers.

Discussion

This paperattemptgo complementhe cognitivelybased/P andKRG datawith socio-
contextuabatain orderto shedfurtherlight on issuef consistencyn a vocationally-
relatedassessmeeierciseActivity Theorysuggestthat assessomsho work in different
environments might be expected to have differing perspectives.

Theremightbeimportantmethodologicatoncernaboutthe adequacyf the VP method
for understandingxpertdecisionmaking.In this studylevelsof verbalisatiordiffered
significantljpbetweerassessor&raut (2000)would suggesthat this is unsurprisingince
somepeopleOtelinore@han othersat a similarlevelof competenceHe alsopointsout
that therearesomekindsof knowledgehat areeasieto communicateéhan othersand
that personakharacteristiceight interactwith this. For thesereasonst is difficult to
discernwhetherthe VP datareallyhelpsto explainvariationsdetweerdifferentassessorsO
judgmentssincewe cannotinfer from the datawhethersomeassessoraereactually
attending to more or less of the performance evidence than were other assessors.

Althoughthe methodsusedfor gatheringsocio-contextualatain this studyarepartial,
andwouldonly be expectedo offer alimitedinsightinto anydifferingperspectivest is

guite noticeablehat the assessorm this group sharedmanykey values.This is also
mirroredin the datagatheredn the partsof this studythathavea morecognitivefocus.A
keyfindingthat emergesvithin the cognitivedataanalyses the particulaimportanceof
sharectonstructghat potentiallyinfluencethe focusof assessorgfgmentsThe analysis

of supplementargtataaboutassessotselpsto contextualiséheir perspectiveandhelps

to elucidate why particular values are commonly held and sometimes carry more weight.

Theimportanceof illuminatingthe valueghat mightunderpinandlink assessagoractices
is important becauseit allows considerationof both the positive and negative
consequenceablat might relateto thesevaluesWhilstit mightbe arguedhat possessing
common valuesmight be a crucial cohesivefactor for a communityof assessors,
supportingconsistencyf judgmentbetweerits membersit might alsobe the casethat
thesecommonvaluesnight maskcontradictoryelementsThe Activity Theorymodelthat
informs this studysuggestshat incongruouslementexistwithin a systemTakinga
closerlook at someof the sharedvalueswithin a communitycould leadto a better
understandingf wherecontradictorelementgxistandwhy assessmeputcomesnight
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differ. One of the interestingracticeshatappeargommonto the assessoia this group

is that of a positiveassessmermrulturewhich seekgo highlightthe achievemenaf the

learnerThis contrastsvith someof thosein otherarea®f generabhssessmenbserved
by Sanderso2001)It mightbe arguedhatthis practiceneedso be seenin the context
of Sanderson@outeframe®f identifiedkey values This is importantbecaus¢hese
valuesmight possesan inherentlatentpotentialto createdissonancavithin the system
and thereby reduce consistency.

An interestingareaof tensionappeargo be the potentialfor conflict betweenthe

assessorgffrong philosophicalattachmento holistic assessmerdnd the cognitive
structuresnherentto readingcomprehensionThe act of readingto judgeinvolvesthe

ongoingintegrationof evidenceahrougha hermeneutidgterationof pastevidencebeing
consideredh light of newinformationwhichleadsto a mentalrepresentationf the text

(Johnson-Lairdl1983).This wasevidentin the waythat assessonmentionedaspectof

differentelementsvhilst explicitlysearchindor further evidenceThis hasimplications
for atomisticassessmemhodelsinvolving heavywritten textualdocumentssinceit

appearghat assessonmsightfind it difficult to focuson particularelementsn isolation
when reading through work.

Anotherinterestingssueraisedby this methodis the existencef networksbeyondthe
boundsof this qualificationthat might havehad an effect on assessopractice.The
portfolio re-assessmemixercisefound differing levelsof inter-assessangreement,
Assessord and 3 exhibitedthe highestlevelsand alsoappearedo havea numberof
sharedframeworkswhich didnOmecessarilpverlapwith others;thesebeing, an
understandinghat evaluationrequiresjustification,Osynthesis®ing a key quality
indicator,and the use of a linearratherthan a holistic method when accumulating
differentelementsnto a final judgmentlt is tentativelysuggestethat thesesimilarities
mighthavebeenreinforcedby the closeconnectiorthattheseassessotsadthroughtheir
contactthrough moderationwork in anotherHealth and SocialCare qualification.
Acknowledginghe possibilitythat this externallink might overlapinto the Nationals
environmenis importantbecausé representsimplyone of the networks(andrelated
tools) that exists to which only some assessors have access.

Conclusions

The benefitof employingan Activity Theorymodelsimilarto that of EngestrSm(1987)
throughoutthis study has beenthe way that it has encouragedhe use of mixed
guantitativeand qualitativeamethodsto explorethe perspectivesf assessor©bserving
peoplein their working environmentpresentsthe best opportunityto engagewith

potentiallytacit knowledgestructuresandto widendiscourseboutassessoretbodied
valuesystemsThis alsoallowsa muchfuller considerationf the complexfactorsthatcan
influence assessor practice.

Althoughtheorysuggestghat the thinking structuresf expertsarehighlytacitandcan
defy codificationthis projecthaselicitedevidencausinga varietyof methodsto helpto
makesenseof how someexpertassessonwork. Whilst the work of Sadler1989)and
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Eraut (2000)might suggesthat datashouldonly be interpretedn a tentativeway,this
projectsuggestthat thereis somemeritin researclstudiesvhich useboth cognitiveand
gualitativemethodsto investigatéssueof assessagoracticeand consistencyThis study
alsosuggestshat suchexplorationseedto considerthe valuestructureghat inform
assessorsQtionsand the waysthat they interpretand combinefeaturesof assessment
criteria.

It appearshatassessors@aredocuson carevaluesandappliedpracticeresonatesvith
their personallyheld valuestructures Theseare evidentin the extentto which the
assessotendedto engagén activeextracurricularcarework. This alsoallowedassessors
to supplementhe learningexperiencef their learnerdy buildingstronglinks between
theoryand practicethat further contributedto their students@otivation.The desireto
motivatelearnersalso appearedo underpinthe positiveassessmergracticesof the
assessor3his seemedo reflectthe widercultureof the UK vocationally-relatddarning
sector,whichis populatedwith learnersvho havechosennot to engagevith the more
Oacademiofiers that coexistalongsidehe NationalsOne potentialconcernthat this
raisess thatassessomighttendto givelearnerghe benefitof anydoubtwhentheyare
in two mindsaboutthe qualityof a performanceTherearealsoconcomitanpressuresn
the workloadsof moderatorsOn the one handtheyareunderpressuréo completethe
moderatiorpaperworlduringtheir school/collegevisit aswell asto fosterand maintain
goodlinkswith schools/collegethat supporttheir ongoingdevelopmentThesedemands
arepotentiallycontradictorywith the externalvalidity of the qualificationat risk if the
balance is not correctly struck.

The greatvalueplacedon expertwitnesstestimonyis a featureof manyvocationally-
relatedareasAgain,assessorfelt that this wasan importantelementof the Nationals
Shay(2005hassuggestethat assessomreofteninvolvedin aniterativeOdoubleeadingd
processwhere they simultaneousOreadrom the outsideQytilising the Oofficial®
classificatorgchemedor assessmenyhilst Oreadinfjom the insideQnvolving their
professionajudgment.The use of witnessstatementsnight representsucha case.
Assessorappeato inherentlyrespecthe needto havea competenprofessionatio judge
competenc&ithin a contextualiselbarningenvironmentThis carriegpotentialproblems
wherethe degreef informationprovidedor its presentatiofiormatis inadequatdn such
casesassessorg@gmentsequirethemto balanceheir valuesagainsthe formalised
requirement®f the qualification.This alsoresonatesvith the findings of Greatorex
(2005)who found evidenceto suggesthat witnessstatementsnight not support
consistent assessment across assessors.
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