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The design and discussion of assessment in higher education is often 
considered to be the territory of academic staff. Indeed, many staff are 
shocked when I suggest that students have a valuable role to play in 
designing and discussing assessment. Yet, in the last few years we have 
witnessed a substantial increase in research and practice relating to 
student-staff partnership in learning and teaching in higher education with 
some of these partnerships focusing on assessment. Some of the shock, 
or perhaps reluctance to allow students to be part of assessment design 
decisions, might relate to the continued understanding that assessment 
means ‘assessment of learning’ – a summative test of what students learn/
recall. Yet there have also been shifts in understanding assessment over 

recent years, with more and more academic staff coming to see the benefits of moving beyond assessment of 
learning. Many are recognising the benefits of using ‘assessment for learning’ where assessment is formative, 
offering the opportunities to learn through the assessment process. Others are highlighting the value of 
‘assessment as learning’, which involves students in the process of assessment in authentic ways, such as 
through peer, self and co-assessment, and which enable students to learn about how they learn and to develop 
a metacognitive understanding of assessment. 

Throughout the years of a degree programme, students need to be able 
to develop ‘assessment literacy’ in order to understand how to meet 
assessment requirements, to understand the purposes of assessment,  
and to be able to develop a deeper understanding of their own learning.  
Dr Susan Deeley, who lectures in public policy at the University of Glasgow, 
has been working in partnership with her students for a number of years to 
try to enhance assessment literacy and promote assessment as learning 
(Deeley, 2014; Deeley & Bovill, 2017). She has used a range of different 
ways of opening up assessment to make it a more transparent and 
democratic process, including co-designing grading criteria with students, 
peer assessment and co-assessment. Co-assessment involves Susan 
grading the students’ work and each student grading his/her own work, 
and then Susan and each student meet individually to compare grades 
and discuss the rationale for giving the grade before finally negotiating 
the final grade. Susan still has the final say in the grade awarded, but 
this is openly discussed and negotiated. So although there might be some limits or rules within assessment 
partnerships, these can be openly negotiated and discussed. Underpinning Susan’s approach, and that of others 
trying to democratise the assessment process (see also chapter by Kruschwitz and chapter by Hudd in Cook-
Sather et al., 2014) is a belief that students have valuable knowledge and experience to bring to discussions 
of assessment design, and that we do not help students to develop their understanding of assessment and 
learning by closing off assessment from collaborative discussion.

Key Insight: 

Students have a 
valuable role to 
play in designing 
and discussing 
assessment.

Key Question:

How might we open 
up assessment 

to make it a 
more transparent 

and democratic 
process in our 

own programme 
contexts?
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There is of course still a place for testing student knowledge. I would rather walk across a bridge designed  
by a civil engineer who passed her exams, and be operated on by a doctor who had passed his assessments 
– students will still need to demonstrate their knowledge and competence. However, students are much more
engaged when they can see the relevance of learning and assessment, when they can actively learn through
the process of assessment, when assessment is considered to be fair, and when they can enjoy- yes enjoy -
assessment.

So how can students become co-creators in assessment? They do not necessarily enter higher education as 
experts in Angoff scoring of multiple choice questions, but they will be experts in their individual experience of 
assessments at school or in other settings. I suspect we rarely tap into these previous experiences to support 
the transition to learning about assessment in higher education. Students are not going to become experts 
in higher education assessment immediately, but they will learn about assessment much more slowly if we 
don’t start having assessment discussions, providing more choice within assessment and offering students 
opportunities to influence assessment early in their time in higher education. Ultimately, students and staff can 
work in partnership to design assessment as they build greater understanding of assessment and learning. 

All of this requires a pretty seismic shift in thinking about assessment from many staff and students, particularly 
about who has responsibility for assessment.
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