                                       Reflective Portfolio
                     Assessment & Evaluation in Education


                                            Introduction

Within this portfolio I aim to reflect on my personal learning journey in Higher Education with a series of reflective journal entries. I will be discussing the principles of self-assessment and self- evaluation and their importance to the development of an effective learner. What is self- assessment and how can it be defined? “Self- assessment, whilst commonly portrayed as a technique to enhance learning, is more transformative, elusive and confronting to conventional teaching than it is normally expedient to recognise” (Boud,2003, p. 1). When reflecting upon my personal thoughts of self- assessment, my view was that it was a task with a set of outcomes but upon reflection and looking at it in a different way, assessing oneself allows the possibilities of seeing alternative choices that were not visible before.

                                    What is an ‘Effective Learner’?
 
The meaning behind the words effective and learner can be broken down into two parts. To be effective is to be seen as successful in producing an intended or desired outcome. Whilst learning is the acquisition of skills or knowledge gained through study, experience or being taught. Together it would suggest that the effective learner is someone who learns well or is good at the process of learning rather than the perceived notion of attaining high marks, however these are hard to divide due to our educational system which focuses on the summative outcome than on the sense of personal gain through a more formative process (Mcqueen,2013). Watkins (2007) agrees that effective learners have gained understanding of the social and individual processes that 
are required and necessary to learn how to learn.

My perception of an effective learner has changed throughout my learning journey. Throughout secondary school an effective learner would be the learner who achieved good marks in coursework and good grades in exams. Upon reflection that was not a true picture. Spoon feeding learners with information they needed to retain in order to gain good results in tests is just that. The grade or mark that the learner receives is how well they are able to retain information, which doesn’t take into consideration all other aspects of other learning processes as the” learning outcome should be the learning that takes place throughout, not the completed work or finalised grade it is a process” (Briggs et al 2008). Moving into higher education my perception on what an effective learner is has changed once again. Maturity will be the main cause in the way things are perceived from being a mature student. Gaining a wealth of life experiences and becoming an independent confident adult which has helped develop resilience, resourcefulness, self-management, challenges and reflectiveness in other aspects of life these skills are transferable and can be adapted to the educational choices I have made. 
 
Reflecting back from year 2 to currently year 3, there has been a shift on my learning expectations and who is responsible. The responsibility at this level should be of the learner. My personal experience was that I entered into year 2 as I accumulated university credits through previous studies which enabled me to begin my journey in year 2. At the time, it was a great outcome and opportunity, however there would be consequences to the outcome of how effectively I could learn and adapt without gaining the basic skills of: 
               *Challenges of independent Study
               *Digital technology skills required
               *Basic study skills
               *Introduction to the Harvard Referencing Handbook

Cottrel (2013) notes that not only do we need the academic skills, there are other qualities that need to be considered to enable and manage our studies as is expected. In theory, every learner has varying capabilities and abilities to be responsible for their own learning. Create your own opportunities, and find ways to motivate and inspire your learning to be the best you can be.

                                               Self- Assessment

Self-assessment happens when each individual learner reflects and makes judgements of their personal achievements on what they have learnt not how well they have learned. To achieve this there needs to be clear set expectations and learning outcomes to verify that there is sufficient understanding so that the learner can judge whether they have achieved them. Grigg (2010) agrees that pupils who understand the learning objectives, assessment criteria and have opportunities to reflect on their work show greater improvement than those who do not. 

Self-assessment in Higher Education is seen as a valuable learning tool. It encourages responsibility for our own learning whilst supporting confidence enabling self-reflection to take place. We begin to identify our own strengths and weaknesses and what we need to focus on to progress. We can do this by setting ourselves achievable goals and revisit pieces of work and learn from them. Gardener (2012) supports this theory of development which is to reflect on what has been learnt previously so we are able to identify goals for new learning bringing about improvement and becoming intentional learners.

Through personal experience within the higher educational setting I feel very strongly that there are provisions in place for self-assessment to take place. Each individual module handbook clearly outlines the topic in detail which is then supported by the learning outcomes. Guidelines and structure are present throughout which reinforces what is expected, what we will learn in order to succeed. However how we assess and measure success within the educational system is extremely controversial. 

Summative assessment takes place within our current curriculum in secondary school and higher education. Whilst it contradicts the way we assess young children in early childhood settings and primary schools, which is formative assessment which focuses on the individual learner and their learning journey as a process rather than the end product or result. Experiencing the more summative assessments Cottrell (2013), searches for the positives in ‘getting the grades’. Does it provide basic learning in order to gain a qualification? 

In my view, I have experienced both positive and negative experiences in higher education. Self–assessment now has a new meaning in a positive way, and all the skills I have learned in order to self-assess has had a powerful impact on my learning. However, when my mark does not match or meet my expectations it affects the confidence previously gained and willingness to progress.
 “Rewards or grades enhances ego-rather than task-involvement. It can focus pupil’s attention on their ‘ability’ rather than on the importance of effort, damaging the self-esteem of low attainers and leading to problems of ‘learned helplessness (1989, cited in Black, 1998 p.19)
 Boud (2007) expresses the point saying that numbers and grades are pretty meaningless and do not say very much about the student’s achievements. There could be a number of factors one being that delivery of the process standards can differ enormously which can reflect on the outcome of success.

                                                    Self-Evaluation

Self-evaluation within higher education plays a fundamental role in developing quality. It is a process of looking at personal achievements and assessing how to improve and progress in your learning. Evaluating your learning not only benefits the learner but also teaching professionals. Black (1998) explains upon evaluation and the findings gained and productive outcomes should help to predict future development. Evaluating and involving the teacher in the process informs the teacher of “where you are in your learning, where you need to go and how best to get there” ARG (2002), but also equally important it provides consistent feedback to the higher education institution on how well it is doing. 

Every student in higher education wants to succeed to the best of their ability. It can be achievable to do so in evaluating personal achievements and identifying weaknesses. The key component in order to do this is assessing feedback given, understanding the points and acting upon it. There is considerable amount of evidence and feedback to reflect upon in higher education. These are available from the feedback given on written assignments, presentations and timed assessments. 

Personally, I have always struggled with referencing, it has been discussed throughout my work. Also, the use of journals and relevant academic resources in order to present an in-depth knowledge and think critically. Although improvement has not reflected in my awarded marked as I would have hoped, progress has been made to identify my strengths and focus on my weaknesses. This is seen by researchers on “self-regulated learning view self-evaluation as an effective self-regulated learning strategy” (Olina and Sullivan, 2004, p. 5)

In order to progress and effectively improve the standard of my work to obtain better marks there may well be a gap in my personal self-evaluation. There may even be a point as to suggest the lack of contribution and involvement in the teaching process. Marking work and grading them whilst leaving comments and limited feedback without the possibility to reflect and discuss will have a negative impact on the learning process and ability to progress and reach higher marks. TEF (2018) aims to support both the learner and the teaching professional by measuring the students learning gains, outcomes and teaching quality, by promoting supportive learning to improve progression and maximise engagement within their studies. These will be measured on student satisfaction with teaching, academic support, feedback and student retention. 

                                            Feedback and Marking

Feedback ‘provides information which allows the learner to close the gap between current and desired performance’ Stobart (2012). In order to give any constructive feedback, it must be focused on the success criteria and learning outcome, only then can specific suggestions for improvement can be discussed, not forgetting positive feedback so that it can continue and flourish throughout personal learning journey. Stobart (2012) suggests that feedback should be clear and specific offering strategies rather than giving solutions, as this information will be most effective for reflection and helping the learner close the gap and help progression. Draper and Wiliam (2009: 2011, quoted in Evans, 2013, p. 71) supports this “significantly, it is only feedback if it alters the gap and has an impact on learning”.  

Feedback has had both positive and negative impacts on my experience in higher education. Although feedback is given to guide, help and inform students where they are in their learning, and where to focus in order to improve, this is not always the case due to lack of understanding. Students can read and understand what the comment says, however it remains unclear for myself, how I can implement the changes that are needed. This I feel relates to my personal confidence, and ability to act upon feedback. 
 I would suggest more verbal feedback discussions within higher education. Although students are aware if they would like to discuss feedback they are able to do so, however I feel the decision and responsibility lies totally on the student and feel if verbal feedback was initiated by the professional, this would be received better showing care and empathy towards the student.

Black and Wiliam (1998) research shows feedback comments alone improves achievements, whilst comments and marks or marks alone do not. As we react emotionally to a mark and fail to see the importance of comments. In general terms marks enhance one’s ego as we are likely to compare to others, which focuses more on ability than effort made which could damage self- confidence and self- esteem. This makes sense to me as personally I feel my marks have had the ability to affect my confidence both positively and negatively. Marks alone, do not have the willingness to encourage students to improve and enhance their learning, they can cause confusion when the mark does not reflect the efforts made or on the other hand, surprise the student which shows lack of understanding how to continue to do well or where to make improvements and changes. Supporting the points mentioned is the research undertaken by Butler (1988, quoted in Boyle, 2014, p 111) where evidence proved “the ineffectiveness of the whole culture and the system of giving marks, rather than focus on supported self-regulated personal improvement”.

However, our educational system focuses on results which start from primary school and standardised testing, GCSE examinations in secondary school followed by grading and awarding marks in higher education. Some would argue, that without data collected and gathered by this marking system how could we measure learning? And most importantly effective teaching. Also, qualifications are needed for the workplace and our chosen career path these are gained through a rigorous marking system within our national curriculum.
 “Marking is important. The grades we give students and the decisions we make about whether they pass or fail coursework and exams are at the heart of academic standards” (Bera, 2009, p. 1)


                                                   Conclusion

After considering the variety of learning situations, teaching and assessments I have experienced in order to develop the necessary skills needed to work as an educational professional in the workplace, it has made the process and journey of what an effective learner consists of clearer whilst understanding a more in-depth knowledge of the benefits to self-assess and evaluate in order to progress and reach one’s full potential. Whilst feedback, marking and criteria remain controversial, the research has made the process more understandable form both the teaching professional and students perspective. When setting out and planning this portfolio it was unclear how this would benefit me to reflect on my studies, however it has given me a wealth of knowledge on the importance to be in control of your learning and to do this research shows it is achievable when you have constructive feedback, but most importantly you are able to apply this through your studies in the future. I will leave you with a suggestion, I feel this assignment would be more beneficial and impact on the student’s progression earlier on in their studies in year 2. This will give students the importance of the skills discussed within the portfolio needed for growth, development and reflection.
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