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Introduction

Students who enter higher education have vast prior experiences with assess-
ment of learning, particularly in the United States, where under the auspices 
of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) federal legislation they have been 
annually tested in high-stakes standardized tests with implications for the sec-
ondary schools they attend. Understanding students’ experiences with and 
perceptions of assessment is vital to ensure that a meaningful assessment pro-
cess is undertaken that provides valid results in a course, within a program, or 
across an institution. But it also speaks to the realization that students come 
to higher education with perceptions of different assessment practices that are 
meaningful (or not) to their learning process. In short, the way a student per-
ceives assessment impacts how that student approaches it and their learning. 
As Struyven, Dochy, and Janssens (2005) argue,

The way in which a student thinks about learning and studying, determines the 
way in which s/he tackles assignments and evaluation tasks. Conversely, the 
learner’s experience of evaluation and assessment determines the way in which 
the student approaches (future) learning. (p. 326)

If the student thinks that assessment is asking for regurgitation of material, 
s/he will study for it by memorizing, usually preparing at the last minute, 
and only acquiring a low-level of understanding that does not persist past the 
assessment itself. If the assessment is engaging and related to high-quality 
learning outcomes as part of a larger, intentionally designed learning expe-
rience, the student will prepare for it (and be assessed) throughout the term 
or program, calling for a deeper understanding of and engagement with 
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the material (Boud, 1990; Flores, Veiga Simão, Barros, & Pereira, 2015; 
Gulikers, Bastiaens, Kirschner, & Kester, 2008; Segers, Nijhuis, & Gijselaers, 
2006; Struyven et al., 2005; Zeidner, 1990). Thus, to really focus on students 
and their learning through assessment as opposed to documenting program 
performance, research indicates student perceptions of and engagement with 
assessment matter. This chapter provides an overview of the literature on 
student perceptions of and preferences around assessment over time, explores 
negative student views of traditional assessments, student perceptions of dif-
ferent approaches to assessment, peer assessment processes, implementation, 
and future directions for student perceptions of assessment. The subsequent 
chapter outlines ways in which students might be involved in the process of 
assessment itself.

Analyzing Student Perceptions of Assessment: Early Days

Students, when asked, share not only what assessments they think best show-
case their learning, but also their perceptions of the role of assessment in 
their educational experience. Using a sample of faculty and first-year students 
from four institutions in New Zealand, Fletcher, Meyer, Anderson, Johnson, 
and Rees (2012) examined faculty and student perceptions of assessment and 
whether they differed. Faculty viewed assessment as a way to enhance and 
understand student learning, as well as to help with their teaching practices, 
while students regarded accountability as the major purpose of assessment 
and were skeptical about it, often seeing it as irrelevant and unfair. Setting 
expectations early and often for students can help alleviate perception dif-
ferences in the role of assessment and address the changes in approach from 
prior assessment processes and practices in secondary education. But have 
students always felt this way?

Analyzing college student attitudes towards assessment is not entirely 
new, nor are calls for their involvement in the assessment process itself. In 
1973, Cox interviewed students at several universities in Britain to explore 
this point. Even in 1973, Cox wrote about the unreliability of traditional 
exams and students’ strong feelings against them. He noted that students 
were not finding a connection between the exams at the end of the term and 
what they had been learning and doing throughout the year. Cox stated that 
traditional assessments were detrimental to students’ growth and personal 
identity, declaring that students should be “involved, not merely consulted, 
in the planning, development, and evaluation of the assessment procedures” 
(p. 209).



Involvement with Assessment in Higher� 19

In Australia, a survey of 400 University of Melbourne students regard-
ing their attitudes on assessment discovered that 86% of students believed 
there should be some form of assessment, but most believed that assessment 
was only used for procedural purposes—that it was not about supporting 
or engaging their learning (Beighton & Maxwell, 1975). However, students 
reported that “… if the necessary changes were made, assessment could serve 
a much more useful function in education …” (Beighton & Maxwell, 1975, 
p. 163). However, to do so would involve fundamental changes in the pur-
pose of assessment and how it is implemented within institutions of higher 
education. The surveyed students ranked the main functions of their present 
system of assessment as: (1) motivating students to study; (2) choosing stu-
dents for honors, scholarships, and advanced degrees; and (3) ensuring stu-
dents are prepared for the workforce. Student reported ideals for assessment 
were ranked drastically different; however, students said promoting their 
intellectual independence and development—which they placed last in the 
current model of experienced assessment in the 1970s—was their first choice. 
In addition to a difference in the purpose and focus of assessment, students 
desired a system that included various methods which could accommodate 
all students as well as their involvement in the process itself. Beighton and 
Maxwell (1975) concluded that the current assessment system is “assessment 
for credit” while students wanted assessment feedback to promote their learn-
ing and development.

Looking forward to the 1990s, Zeidner (1990) examined students’ “… 
attitudes, perceptions, emotional reactions, and affective dispositions with 
respect to various critical dimensions of college achievement testing and 
assessment” (p. 151). Zeidner found the majority of students believed essay 
exams to be more telling of their knowledge than multiple-choice tests and 
preferred writing an essay to test-taking for demonstrating their knowledge. 
However, the options for assessment choices were limited, and did not yet 
include approaches such as peer assessment, portfolios, or presentations. 
Building from the gaps between students’ desires for assessment and their 
lived experience with it, Boud (1990) recommended several alternative 
approaches to assessment including active monitoring of assessment prac-
tices to ensure instructors were measuring validity, reflecting on the assess-
ment method(s), engaging in and encouraging problem-based learning and 
assessment along with self- and collaborative assessment. Such an approach 
would serve to move assessment from a quality check for programs to one 
that is about teaching, learning, and pedagogical choices in learning experi-
ences with students—points that had been raised in the 1970s but clearly not 
addressed yet in practice.
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In addition to general students’ desires for assessment to be more mean-
ingful to their learning process, Kniveton (1996) explored assessment percep-
tions by gender and age, surveying 292 undergraduates’ in the UK regarding 
their perceptions of different assessment techniques. Instead of asking for 
student preferences, the questionnaire interrogated characteristics of differ-
ent assessment methods such as fairness, reliability, and appropriate assess-
ment of ability. Overall, students (particularly males ages 23–50 and females 
ages 19–23) viewed the benefits of continuous assessment more positively 
than those of exams, seeing it as a fairer and better way to evaluate their 
knowledge and skills. But students were not the only ones with different 
preferences and perceptions of assessment approaches. Faculty with different 
disciplinary backgrounds also favored some assessment approaches over oth-
ers. For instance, in the late 1990s, non-science faculty in the United States 
were less inclined to use exams and more inclined to try other assessment 
approaches (i.e., peer assessment, competency-based grading, opportunity to 
submit multiple drafts) more frequently than science faculty (Yanowitz & 
Hahs-Vaughn, 2007). Using data from the 1993 and 1999 National Study of 
Postsecondary Faculty, Yanowitz and Hahs-Vaughn (2007) also found that 
non-science faculty added the practice of student-centered assessment during 
this span, while science faculty did not.

Thus, in the early period of exploration of student perceptions of assess-
ment in higher education, there is general agreement that a quality assurance 
only approach to assessment would not meet the needs of students that a 
teaching and learning approach would. Students desired less tests/exams and 
more choices in the ways to demonstrate their learning as well as involvement 
in the assessment process itself.

Negative Student Views of Traditional Assessment
The desire on the part of students to alter the ways in which institutions 
undertook assessment of student learning is linked with negative student 
views towards what are deemed “traditional” approaches to assessment. Cox 
(1973) and Struyven et  al. (2005) stated that traditional assessments can 
be detrimental to students’ learning and engagement. In Pakistan, teaching 
behaviors in universities have become a national concern, due to being mostly 
based on traditional content delivery methods (such as lecturing) and teaching 
to the test (and therefore rote memorization) (Ali, Tariq, & Topping, 2009). 
Exploring students’ perceptions of Pakistani university teaching behaviors—
including assessment frameworks—in public universities, Ali et  al. (2009) 
found assessment restricted to summative written exams in order to pass or 
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fail students. In its effort to reform, the Higher Education Commission of 
Pakistan launched a project in 2003, and teaching has started shifting to more 
interactive methods, such as group work, problem-based learning, and online 
learning. At the time of the study, sixty-nine percent of students (of the 350 
student responses surveyed from the six public universities) were satisfied 
with their university’s assessment (Ali et al., 2009). Sixty-four percent said 
teachers monitored student’s daily progress and that of the class’s once each 
month. Over 63%, however, reported that their teachers did not value student 
learning, and that the teachers continued to the next lesson even when stu-
dents perform poorly and lack understanding. Sixty-four percent of students 
also responded that rote learning in class was commonplace. Ali et al. (2009) 
assert a need for a paradigm shift from traditional teaching behaviors to one 
that focuses on student learning, in alignment with student perceptions and 
desires for a beneficial assessment process that is focused on the end of stu-
dent learning.

Sambell, McDowell, and Brown (1997) evaluated student perceptions 
on the validity of assessment practices from an Impact of Assessment project. 
Spanning two and a half academic years, Sambell and colleagues undertook 
thirteen case studies at a UK university focused on the validity of assessment 
through interviews with students on their perceptions of the impact of assess-
ment practice on learning and their learning behavior. They found that “stu-
dents often reacted very negatively when they discussed what they regarded as 
‘normal’ or traditional assessment …. Many students expressed the opinion 
that, from their viewpoint, normal assessment methods had a severely detri-
mental effect on the learning process” (p. 357). Students did not believe that 
traditional exams were to help them understand and learn the material, and 
once the exams were taken, they would forget the material within a few days. 
Students’ perceptions of alternative assessments, however, were quite the 
opposite. They found alternative assessments to integrate learning, while also 
being more time consuming, but time consuming because they were forced 
to become involved in deeper learning processes. They were also viewed as 
more ‘fair’, since students who were continuously making the effort were 
rewarded, as opposed to those who studied at the last minute to perform well 
on an exam. To reinforce this perception, negative correlations were found 
with exams in Flores et al.’s (2015) study looking at student perceptions of 
assessment methods at two Portuguese universities. Overall, students’ per-
ceptions were found to be neutral; however, positive correlations were found 
with reflections and portfolios for education majors, as students reported that 
alternative, “learner-centered” assessments were fairer and more effective than 
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traditional assessments, in alignment with Kniveton’s (1996) and Sambell 
et al.’s (1997) findings.

Overall, it appears that students do not view ‘traditional’ assessment as 
beneficial to their learning or as providing a ‘fair’ representation of their 
learning. As Sambell et al. (1997) argue,

Given the preponderance of students who expressed these views of traditional 
assessment, many clearly felt quite unable to exercise any degree of control within 
the context of the assessment of their own learning. This led them to the belief 
that assessment was something that was done to them, rather than something in 
which they could play an active role. In some cases this view was so extreme that 
they expressed the belief that what exams actually measured was the quality of 
the lecturer’s notes and handouts, which, of course, students felt was extremely 
unfair. (p. 363)

Perceptions Regarding Different Types of Assessment and Learning

If students perceive so-called traditional assessments of their learning in a 
negative light, what are their perceptions of different approaches and types of 
assessment to inform their learning? Healy, McCutcheon, and Doran (2014) 
examined students’ perceptions of assessment in an undergraduate finance/
accounting program at an Irish university. The authors emphasized the uni-
versity—as opposed to the courses—were what added together to impact 
overall student experience with learning. Four distinct perspectives were 
formed: (1) a reward for individual effort (with the focus on immediate feed-
back and grading); (2) a series of valuable activities (with the greatest value 
on presentations); (3) an aid to increased understanding; and (4) a source of 
transferable skills. Overall, students primarily viewed assessment as positive. 
Summative exams, in-class tests, case analyses, and presentations were viewed 
as the traditional approaches to assessment, while alternative assessment types 
received the most support and positive feedback from students. The majority 
of negative feedback and perceptions from students were for multiple-choice 
questions, role playing, essays, and group work. Positive feedback was related 
to whether the assessment activity allowed the student to comprehend the 
subject, encouraged the student to perform at a higher level, awarded the 
student’s individual work, cultivated transferable skills, and seemed appealing 
and applicable. Thus, it appears that over time, students prefer a variety of 
ways to demonstrate their learning and look more favorably on less “tradi-
tional” types or forms of assessment. They also prefer assessment approaches 
that are deemed “authentic” and transferable to other contexts beyond edu-
cation as well as ones that they see clearly as linked to the process of learning.
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Further, perceptions of assessment impact the ways in which students 
engage with and prepare for their assessment tasks. Struyven et al.’s (2005) 
literature review examining students’ perceptions about assessment in rela-
tionship with students’ approaches to learning found them strongly related. 
Students perceived traditional assessments (summative multiple-choice or 
essays) as “arbitrary and irrelevant … This did not make for effective learn-
ing, because they only aimed to learn for the purpose of the particular assess-
ment, with no intention of maintaining the knowledge in any long-term way” 
(Struyven et al., 2005, p. 332). The idea that certain types of assessment lend 
themselves to surface-level learning or rote memorization which is subse-
quently forgotten after a test has been reinforced by other studies (Marton 
& Saljo, 1976; Scouller, 1998; Zeidner, 1990). Students also thought they 
had no input with traditional assessments, only that assessments were being 
“done to” them (Sambell et al., 1997)—a point which aligns with the desire 
for more increased student involvement in assessment and the perceptions on 
the part of students that they are not an active participant or part of the assess-
ment process itself (Struyven et al., 2005). While multiple-choice and essay 
formats can be useful in some scenarios, alternative assessments (e.g., oral 
presentations, portfolios, group projects, etc.) allow students to showcase 
how much they have learned (Samball et al., 1997; Struyven et al., 2005), 
and aligns with student preferences for alternative types of assessments.

However, it appears that assessment perceptions may not only be con-
nected with approaches to learning but to self-efficacy on the part of students. 
For instance, Van Dinther, Dochy, Segers, and Braeken (2014) explored stu-
dent perceptions of assessment and how it is linked to self-efficacy in com-
petence-based education. In a Dutch, competency-based teacher education 
program, the authors wanted to know if first-year student perceptions of 
authenticity of assessment had a positive impact on their learning and self-ef-
ficacy. Students believed the assessments were authentic if they related to their 
future profession, leading to improved self-efficacy. The authors found that

… formative competence assessment, 1) requiring students to create a quality 
product or observable performance in a real-life situation and 2) characterized 
by understandable and learning focused feedback that is linked to the task and 
criteria, enhances students’ self-efficacy. (p. 341)

Authentic Assessments. The desire on the part of students for ‘authentic’ 
assessments was also found with real-world management project comple-
tion, where perceptions of and actual learning were found to be high in a 
U.S. business school (Weldy & Turnipseed, 2010). Students interacted with 
firms and reported becoming more confident researching and recognizing 
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business trends. There was some disconnect, though, as students reported 
learning more than they did, based upon the evaluations of their work at the 
end. Nevertheless, students found the approach authentic and engaged in 
meaningful ways with the learning process. Similarly, another U.S. university 
decided to redesign their introductory business course to shift the learning 
onus onto students (Coakley & Sousa, 2013). With a business plan as the 
experiential approach, active (e.g., competitions and debates) and cooperative 
learning methods (e.g., team-based learning) were also used. However, the 
majority of students reported they felt lectures were most useful, followed by 
active learning and then experiential learning. Very few students felt cooper-
ative learning was useful. Overall, students’ knowledge of business substan-
tially increased, and students conveyed how much they enjoyed the business 
plan and learning about themselves in the process.

But how do students define an ‘authentic’ assessment? Gulikers et  al. 
(2008) studied student and teacher perceptions of assessment authenticity in 
vocational education and training in the Netherlands. They defined an assess-
ment being authentic if it was “resembling students’ (future) professional 
practice” (p. 401, as cited by Gulikers, Bastiaens, Kirschner, & Kester, 2006). 
Freshmen and senior students, as well as their instructors, were asked their 
thoughts through questionnaires on certain assessments, specific for each year 
the student attended. Ultimately, no differences in perceptions in authenticity 
were found between freshman and senior students. However, teachers saw 
the assessments being more authentic and connected to professional practice 
than the students. The authors decided the students have not yet had enough 
professional experience to know what is expected or authentic, but there may 
also be a gap between instructors’ and students beliefs on what students are 
asked to demonstrate or do. Further, if faculty do not communicate the value 
and importance of an assessment as it relates to authentic professional prac-
tice, students may not see the connection between the classroom and future 
employment. Research focused on closing equity gaps in learning by being 
more transparent in assignment design has found the approach of clear, trans-
parent communication on purpose for the assessment task to reinforce this 
point (Blaich, Wise, Pascarella, & Roksa, 2016; Finley, 2016; Winkelmes, 
Boye, & Tapp, 2019; Winkelmes et al., 2016).

Reflection and Feedback. In addition to authenticity and clear commu-
nication with students, providing students opportunities to reflect on their 
learning appears to be positively connected with perceptions of meaningful 
assessment. For instance, students in an Australian university education pro-
gram noticed the benefits of an action research course at the end of their pro-
gram (Maxwell, 2012). With action research having a reflective component, 
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particularly as a capstone, a majority of students saw this as an empowering 
effort in making them better future teachers. Further, the use of a ‘learning 
syllabus’ to unpack the process of learning and make it clear for students 
was perceived positively by students to assist with reflection on learning as it 
unfolds (Palmer, Wheeler, & Aneece, 2016). In a study of undergraduate stu-
dents through an online survey of their perceptions, students were randomly 
selected to receive either a learning-focused syllabus or a content-focused 
syllabus to review. Learning-focused syllabi include headers with information 
such as what students will learn along the way, how they will know they are 
learning, what they will be doing, and tips on how to be successful, while 
content-focused syllabi indicate what will be covered and present for students 
what they will and will not do in contract-like language. Students reviewed 
the syllabi and completed a 100 Likert-style questionnaire about their per-
ceptions of the syllabus. Results indicate that the type of syllabus mattered, 
with the learning-focused syllabus receiving significantly more positive per-
ceptions of the document, the course, and the instructor associated with the 
course. Palmer et al. (2016) argue that the primary function of the syllabus 
and subsequently assessment should be as a learning tool. Providing ways 
to make assessment a tool for learning may address the gaps in perceptions 
and understanding of assessment between faculty and students, such as those 
found in a survey of students in a public university in the south of Italy where 
students indicated a great level of confusion about assessment overall (Pastore 
& Pentassuglia, 2015).

To assist in reflecting on learning, formative feedback has been viewed as 
a means to provide meaningful, authentic, and engaged participation of stu-
dents in assessment that merge assessment and learning. In a study investigat-
ing undergraduate business student perceptions and preferences of the most 
effective method of assessment to provide immersive, meaningful feedback 
on writing assignments, students were asked to rank different types of forma-
tive feedback (Crews & Wilkinson, 2012). Results indicated student prefer-
ence for a process which incorporates immersive feedback consisting of visual, 
auditory, and handwritten presentations. The use of formative assessment can 
assist in monitoring student development and student self-regulation in the 
learning process. This idea aligns with motivation and deeper levels of learn-
ing research, as well as with student preferences for assessment approaches 
found in a variety of studies (Boud, 1990; Flores et al., 2015; Gulikers et al., 
2008; Segers et al., 2006; Struyven et al., 2005; Zeidner, 1990).

Like aforementioned studies, Trotter (2006) analyzed student percep-
tions of continuous summative assessment and its effect on student moti-
vation and their approaches to learning within a business taxation course at 
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a UK university. The course’s assessment format was redesigned to include 
tutorial submissions throughout the term. Student responses were positive; 
they thought (and liked) that the continuous tutorials kept them on top of 
the work, that their submissions were included in their overall grade, and 
that their files assisted with revisions for their final exam. While it required 
more work than most of their courses, overall, students welcomed the addi-
tional work and reported that it motivated them to study and reflect on 
their learning. Ninety-four percent of respondents even reported the tuto-
rial files enhanced their subject comprehension. Trotter (2006) found that 
students’ perceptions of continuous summative assessment with tutorial files 
were exceedingly positive. In another course-based examination, Berry and 
Sharp (1999) looked at a UK university’s student-centered math course to 
learn student perceptions on style and assessment measures. Because the stu-
dents had to give the lessons in class, with the instructor chiming in for help 
and questions, and with in-class discussions, the assessments were formative, 
building on each other week after week. Perceptions varied. Some students 
liked the activities, while others thought it was too time consuming. Others 
did not enjoy presenting in front of the class, and some students were not 
happy with the weekly workload because they thought projects should only 
be summative. While student views were mixed, the authors found that the 
level of written and oral math skills improved compared to previous cohorts. 
Perhaps those who did not enjoy the format were apprehensive to different 
teaching and learning styles within a single learning experience and/or did 
not fully understand the reason for implementing the alternative approach, or 
the role of formative assessment and reflecting on their learning within their 
course experience.

To determine if any discrepancies exist between perceived learning 
processes and intended learning outcomes using inquiry-based learning, 
Spronken-Smith, Walker, Batchelor, O’Steen, and Angelo (2012) analyzed 
fifteen case studies from four institutions in New Zealand. Through a sur-
vey, they found 91% of the students felt “encouraged to take responsibil-
ity for their learning” (p. 62) within inquiry courses. Students also highly 
rated analyzing, applying, and understanding with this teaching strategy, and 
students felt their inquiry processes and learning outcomes were improved 
with discovery-oriented and open inquiry-based learning methods. Thus, the 
approach taken to embed assessment approaches as part of and aligned with 
pedagogical approaches may bridge the divide between simply changing an 
assessment process and expecting deeper learning on the part of students 
when engaging in reflection and feedback processes.
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Similar to e-portfolios, Holmes (2015) investigated student views on 
weekly e-assessments in a Physical Geography course at a UK institution, as 
well as whether the e-assessments had any impact on students’ perceptions of 
their engagement with the course in comparison to other courses using more 
traditional assessment methods. The 2012–2013 course used continuous, 
weekly online tests during the students’ own time, worth 1% of the assign-
ment grade (versus using one conventional in-class test worth 20%, as the pre-
vious year had done). Using a student-created questionnaire to find out about 
student attitudes toward learning and assessment, Holmes (2015) learned 
that 58% of students from 2011–2012 thought the continuous assessment 
would help them improve their learning, while 94% of the 2012–2013 cohort 
believed that their learning would improve. Students reported that continu-
ous assessment makes them re-read their notes, spend more time learning, 
and builds on prior knowledge. The study also found that the low-stakes 
weekly e-assessment improved student engagement with the course regarding 
attendance, independent study, and utilizing the online system resources. All 
2012–2013 students gave positive feedback for the weekly tests.

Merging an adaptive approach to course instruction, classroom develop-
ment, and pedagogy approaches with assessment, Dancer and Kamvounias 
(2005) examined student perceptions relating to class participation and for-
mative feedback in an introductory law course for non-law majors. Students 
received credit for class participation, but previously were only given their 
final grade. In the revised experiences, students were given mid-semester 
formative feedback on their participation, so they could see how they were 
doing while there was still time to improve, if necessary. Students also created 
the criteria for evaluating class participation. Students rated themselves, and 
teaching assistants evaluated their progress midway through the semester, and 
again at the end. The teaching assistant responses showed that males were 
participating more in class than their female peers and were graded higher, 
but cumulative course grades did not show that discrepancy. In sum, while it 
is imperative for students to know what they are being assessed and graded 
on, and receive timely feedback in a manner to adapt their learning mid-
stream, overall perceptions on assessment remained unchanged.

Peer Assessment
Peer assessment is one assessment approach designed and intended to involve 
and engage students. Ideally, peer assessment assists students in reflecting on 
their own work, not solely their peers’. There are a wide variety of concepts 
of peer assessment, where students may be involved in assessing themselves 
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or judging their own work, their peers, or collaborating in assessment 
(Falchikov, 2005). Not simply the act of grading, this process involves devel-
oping evaluative judgment to self-assess a student’s own work and the work of 
their peers (Boud, Ajjawi, Dawson, & Tai, 2018). Self- and peer assessments 
are designed to enable students to focus on learning, by requiring students 
to examine and understand their own learning, involving them in decisions 
about their learning, and prioritizing their focus for their learning on what 
matters to them (Bourke, 2018). Peer assessment requires additional sup-
ports for students to understand that there is not a ‘right way’ to assess their 
learning, and to debunk messaging they have received from their educational 
experiences that they have to wait to be told through assessment how much 
they have learned (Bourke, 2018). While there has been a wide variety of 
research on the effectiveness of peer assessment, it remains widely underuti-
lized in practice (Taras, 2015).

It appears that peer assessment is most beneficial when students are taught 
how to engage in assessment of their own learning and the approach is imple-
mented within an educationally supportive environment (Falchikov, 2005; 
Ljungman & Silen, 2008; Taras, 2015). For instance, using the technology 
tool peerScholar with 60,000 students, psychology introductory courses in 
Canada assigned students to peer assess three other student assignments, such 
that three students graded one student’s paper and each student received a 
grade and feedback from three different peers. When those same papers were 
graded by trained faculty raters, minimal difference was found in assigned 
scores by faculty from the peer student assessors, proving that when taught 
how to assess and given practice opportunities to do so, students can accu-
rately rate and grade themselves (Joordens, 2018). Joorden’s (2018) work is 
in alignment with McDonald and Boud (2003) who found that in research 
on trusting students as assessors, the majority of studies indicate that student 
grades agree with that of faculty and staff.

If students are not prepared to participate in peer assessment, or do not 
see their role as assessing their peers as opposed to the role of the teacher 
to conduct the assessment and determine results, cognitive dissonance can 
result. Getting at the assumption of the student role in the learning pro-
cess, Casey et al. (2011) organized student focus groups in an undergrad-
uate nursing program in Ireland to see how engagement was enhanced by 
peer assessment. Most students reported enjoying the learning experience 
and having an overall positive attitude about the process, even stating they 
“felt more empowered and involved in the learning process and felt more 
respected by academic staff” (p. 516). The assignment allowed students to 
navigate through and create the process themselves, giving them autonomy. 
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The students were motivated to learn and the peer assessment gave them an 
opportunity to see things from the instructors’ perspective. Students did not, 
however, want to fail their peers’ work, even if it was warranted.

Teich, Demko, and Lang (2014) studied juniors at Case Western Reserve 
University School of Dental Medicine to see how they perceived the value 
of peer assessment in their treatment planning course. Half of the class 
responded that, while they felt well prepared for the task, the peer-grading 
assignment was not “beneficial for the learning environment” (p. 12). The 
authors determined that the instructors should have emphasized the value of 
peer assessment more and aligned the assignment more closely with critical 
thinking development.

…[E]‌ducators need to move away from being teachers of students and the 
source of all knowledge, to facilitators of learning, utilizing more peer-based, 
collaborative learning approaches. One such collaborative approach is the learn-
ing activity of peer assessment … (p. 514).

Ljungman and Silen (2008) also looked at assessments involving students 
as peer assessors, but in a medical biology master’s program in Sweden. Sixth-
semester students evaluated fifth-semester students with data collected over 
three years, from six instances, with the younger students, the examiners, and 
the faculty being interviewed. The younger students reported confidence in 
their peers’ evaluations and admiration for their knowledge; the examiners 
described recognizing their abilities, increased knowledge, and motivation 
throughout the process, as well as being able to see these from faculty per-
spectives. Faculty noted that the student examiners were well prepared and 
that it was a complementary process. Each participant across all years men-
tioned having a positive experience.

Yet, there are student concerns with peer assessment approaches, such as 
concerns over consistent design and implementation of self-assessment from 
instructor to instructor (Schuessler, 2010). In addition, if required without 
learning support, students were less interested in participating and viewed the 
peer assessment process not as a part of learning but a check box for meet-
ing required participation points (Schuessler, 2010). Further, in a study of 
student attitudes and perceptions of three cohorts of Australian humanities 
and social science undergraduate students toward peer assessment in focus 
group discussions, concerns on power dynamics were raised (Chloe, 2012). 
Students reported that the notion of peer assessment as a formative exercise 
alleviated power concerns, but were highly critical of it as a summative prac-
tice, citing that a focus on whether student grades align with instructor grades 
is problematic because it implies that faculty grading is infallible, which itself 



30� Natasha A. Jankowski & Emily Teitelbaum

is a questionable proposition (Chloe, 2012). As argued in the paper, in peer 
assessment, “the implied logic is often one of an equation in which the teach-
er’s power is diminished while the students’ is increased” thus something is 
lost or given up in the process (Chloe, 2012, p. 723).

A Note on Implementation

It seems overall, that the ways in which different approaches to assessment are 
implemented impact how students engage in the learning process, their per-
ceptions of the value of the approach to assessment, and whether it is related 
to learning or compliance. The European Higher Education Area (EHEA)—
developed through the Bologna Process, which puts student learning at its 
forefront—attempted to shift the implementation of the learning process in 
higher education from a teacher-centered approach to a student-centered one 
through continuous assessment and student involvement. Using EHEA as a 
backdrop, Cano (2011) redesigned her Spanish university course to include 
weekly assessments, feedback, and inclusion of students in the learning pro-
cess (as well as aligning more closely with EHEA guidelines), while giving 
students the option to choose a new methodology. Cano (2011) found that 
72% of the students who chose the new methodology and did the weekly 
assessments passed the course; only 15% who chose the old methodology of 
the ‘assessment regime’ passed (p. 448). Student motivation increased with 
the new methodology, as they now had to adapt their study habits to a learn-
ing-focused process. Final grades improved by half a point (on a 0–10 grading 
scale). While successful for enhancing student motivation and grades, the new 
methodology increased the teacher’s workload by 2–4 hours per week.

However, weekly assessments were not thought of so highly with Kelly, 
Baxter, and Anderson’s (2010) findings. Within a Scottish university psy-
chology course, students were required to collaborate on group work for 
weekly tasks; however, these students felt the online assignments were stress-
ful. Student performance compared to the previous year without the online 
assessments was relatively stable. Students indicated that the new approach, 
however, “encouraged more reading, learning, interest and student input in 
the discipline than traditional teaching methods” (p. 543). This difference 
between the two studies speaks to the need to consider how one implements 
changes in student involvement in assessment as well as student perceptions 
of assessment. A dramatic shift in the role of a student as an active learner and 
contributor to the course alongside regular formative assessment designed 
to enhance their learning can be difficult for students to process or acclimate 
to in a one-time experience. Most attempts to respond to the inclusion of 
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students in assessment have occurred within individual courses with faculty 
who are interested in trying a different pedagogical approach. For instance, 
to provide better insight on assessment and student learning within a general 
education arts course at a U.S. university, it was redesigned (Mello, 2007). 
Added elements from the redesign include: grading rubrics for students, a 
service-learning component, and projects as midterms that were then revised 
as the final exam. Findings indicated that the changes benefited students 
through documented deeper understanding and better skills, but the author 
suggests using both traditional and alternative assessment methods to increase 
student motivation.

To determine the effectiveness of implementation of different approaches 
to assessment informed by student perceptions, Segers et al. (2006) observed 
a redesigned business course using a problem-based format and compared 
it with the previous course that used an assessment-based learning format. 
Initially, students worked in small groups with assessment-based learning 
and delivered presentations. Their assessments consisted mostly of what they 
termed “knowledge reproduction.” In the problem-based redesign, students 
devised their own learning outcomes, which served as the base point of their 
self-study. Assessments shifted to knowledge reproduction with practical 
application questions. One would think that assessments harnessing knowl-
edge reproduction would produce surface-level processing, but surprisingly, 
students in the assessment-based learning course had deeper levels of learning 
than the students in the redesigned problem-based format. Perceptions of 
the assessments, however, did not differ. As seen with other studies, students 
in both formats who perceived the assessments to be “deep assessment” used 
deep-learning methods, and those who perceived the assessments to be sur-
face-level used surface-level methods of learning and studying.

Rarely is it that assessment changes are made to involve students at the 
level of policy, program, or institution. Rarer still is it for regular or ongoing 
examination of students’ perceptions of the assessment process as it is imple-
mented within courses and programs. For the benefits of student involvement 
and participation in assessment to be fully realized, regular, ongoing, and sys-
tematic involvement of students throughout the university experience should 
occur. Little payoff in a single course is likely to be seen when implementa-
tion is examined. The importance of changes made to an assessment process 
being undertaken in a systematic manner in order to fully experience the 
developmental learning payoffs and change student perceptions of assessment 
has been often cited as a reason to undertake the use of student portfolios 
or e-portfolios at scale across a program or an entire institution (Eynon & 
Gambino, 2017, 2018).
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Portfolio Assessment. Portfolio assessments gained momentum in the late 
1980s as an alternative to assess student learning (Spicuzza, 1996), and their 
use has more than tripled between 2003–2010 across higher education sec-
tors (Eynon, Gambino, & Török, 2014) with 32% of institutions reporting 
use of portfolios at an institution-wide level (Jankowski, Timmer, Kinzie, & 
Kuh, 2018). Reportedly, 53% of U.S. college students are using e-portfolios 
in some facet (Eynon et al., 2014). They enable students to organize, reflect, 
and appreciate their work, as well as see the progress they have made in their 
courses and/or program. Spicuzza (1996) found that college seniors in a 
social work program “… felt very confident that the portfolio has been bene-
ficial in promoting their personal and professional growth. These feelings are 
reflected in the consistent references to increased self-confidence and greater 
awareness of their accomplishments” (p. 5). With portfolios, students get to 
choose what they want to be assessed and evaluated on, giving them control 
over their work. This type of assessment allows students to self-reflect on how 
they have met the program’s learning outcomes, a primary goal of assessment.

Welsh (2012) looked into student perceptions of the PebblePad e-port-
folio systems in a first-year educational studies course at a Scottish university. 
The instructors wanted to include formative self- and peer assessments into 
the curriculum, and chose the e-portfolio system. The PebblePad software 
allows students not only to see their submissions, but also those in their peer 
groups. Instructional staff took time initially to ensure students understood 
the value of formative assessment. Using course evaluations and question-
naires, Welsh found that,

[s]‌tudent perceptions of the core tasks and their experiences of self, peer, and 
tutor feedback were largely positive and underpinned by a commitment by staff 
to ensuring that students understood that the role of formative assessment was 
to improve learning. (p. 75)

The e-portfolio system enabled students, teaching assistants, and instructors 
to work together in a way that would have been much more difficult and 
time consuming had they not used the system. The focused assessment effort 
of an e-portfolio on student learning and reflection allowed students to be 
active partners in the learning process. To do this, wide-scale consideration 
of meaningful implementation was required across the course and how to 
embed it moving forward throughout the program.

Incorporating students in the creation of an institutional e-portfolio, four 
writing majors at Ithaca College in New York piloted an e-portfolio, sharing 
their feedback and reflections (and coauthoring the paper) (Silva, Delaney, 
Cochran, Jackson, & Olivares, 2015). The students described an emotional 
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connection while choosing which work to select for the e-portfolio, as well as 
being frustrated with the instructor determined student learning outcomes, 
saying they “constrain the kinds of artifacts that are valued in the ePortfolio” 
(p. 164). Opening the process to students to not only determine assessments 
and demonstration of learning to include, but the learning outcomes they 
perceive they have met or attained may alleviate this concern but requires 
instructor flexibility. Thus, in implementation, determining the extent to 
which students are involved, what their perceptions mean to the decisions 
made in class, and instructor comfort level with co-design are vital to mean-
ingful impact on learning.

Future Directions on Perceptions: Students Partnering in 
Assessment

Few articles reviewed in this literature review revealed what is being done 
at an institutional-level regarding students and assessment; however, faculty 
must start to “shift toward more engaged and collaborative approaches … 
re-conceptualizing students as partners in rather than recipients of education” 
(Cook-Sather, 2013, p. 39). Mentioning the importance of completely inte-
grating students with the institution’s assessment process, Wise and Barham 
(2012) stated,

…[I]‌n the creation of your assessment instruments, sample a subset of the tar-
get student population to be assessed to establish if the instruments measure 
what you hope they do (face validity) and that the instructions on completing 
the assessment and actual questions/tasks are clear, specific, and understandable. 
Also include students in the interpretation of assessment findings and the devel-
opment of recommendations for its use. By including student feedback in all 
phases of the assessment process, you are more likely to find students are engaged 
because they know their voices matter. (p. 28)

Several universities and programs are, in fact, engaging students as part-
ners in assessment and learning. In public Austrian universities, students are 
not only included in quality assurance processes at all levels—information, 
preparation, study visits, and post-processing—but seen as equals (Wulz & 
Treml, 2015). At Bryn Mawr College in Pennsylvania, student consultants 
attend a class (not one in which they are enrolled) and meet with instructors 
to give feedback—not on content matter, but regarding course delivery. This 
has led to “better teaching, more effective learning and graduates who are 
better prepared for the workplace” (Havergal, 2015, p. 2). Both students and 
faculty shared positive feedback, including
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Gaining new insights produced at and by the interactions of their experiences 
and angles of vision; developing greater self-awareness and deeper understanding 
of others’ experiences and perspectives …; and embracing more engaged and 
collaborative approaches to teaching and learning. (Cook-Sather, 2013, p. 36)

The psychology department at a small college in the US used undergrad-
uate research assistants (RAs) to assist with their program assessment. Both 
the department and students benefitted; RAs worked with faculty members to 
create an online survey, collect data, and presented and shared findings with 
the department and administration. Further, the University of Lincoln and 
the University of Southampton, both in the UK, have processes involving stu-
dents in their institutional curricula decision-making, as does Elon University 
in North Carolina (Havergal, 2015). When included, students gain confi-
dence and become more involved in other areas, including in other classes. 
They know what is expected of them and they strive to meet these expecta-
tions (Havergal, 2015). In a study exploring the assessment experiences of 
undergraduates studying across disciplines in the UK through a participatory 
research design which involved students as researchers in the data collection 
and interpretation, O’Donovan (2019) examined academically successful final 
year students on strategies used to negotiate assessment across disciplinary 
departments. Based on the premise that assessment is a key driver of student 
learning, and that the nature and form of assessment help define student 
behaviors, along with the distinction that within different disciplines there 
are epistemic assumptions at play within the assessment of learning which it is 
assumed students know, O’Donovan (2019) asserts that assessment processes 
and practices are socially situated. Successful students viewed the divergent 
disciplinary approaches to assessment they encountered as legitimate but felt 
challenged and disadvantaged by their diversity. Students reported “not only 
feel(ing) academically homeless but invisible, expressing that their experience 
as studying across departments as not generally recognized or known to the 
institution” (O’Donovan, 2019, p.  1584), because what was sought from 
assessors “differed from module to module and needed to be discovered 
afresh for each assessment” (p. 1584). They resented the resultant challenge 
and lack of clarity on assessment expectations, standards, and the attributes 
of a good assignment that this presented—points that would not have been 
known if they were not participating in and sharing perceptions of assessment.

Final Thoughts

From this review of select literature on student perceptions of assessment and 
the impact of those perceptions on the teaching, learning, and assessment 
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process, it appears that student perceptions of different types of assessments 
are linked to how they study, learn, and engage with education as well as 
their self-efficacy in a process of learning process. Thus, not examining stu-
dent perceptions of learning can be detrimental to overall engagement with 
the educational experience. Further, students prefer alternative and authentic 
assessments to those they perceive of as ‘traditional’. However, the imple-
mentation of alternative and authentic assessment hinges less on what is done 
and more on how it is implemented as part of a larger shift in focus on the 
role and purpose of assessment as linked with teaching and learning.

The need to engage student perceptions in the understanding of assess-
ment can make them allies in the assessment process while improving their 
learning. However, it is difficult to determine how much weight to put on 
student perceptions of altered assessment processes from experience in one 
course. The majority of research studies examined efforts in one course, but 
an Assessment Update (Banta, 1989) article mentions that most college stu-
dents could not even identify their institution’s learning outcomes. Yet, as 
Sambell et al. (1997) argue,

Even if their stereotyped ideas about exams are inappropriate (and many lecturers 
would argue that students have very inaccurate perceptions of exams and what 
they measure), it is extremely difficult to dislodge these ideas … the normal 
approach appears to them to legitimize poor learning. The strict separation, in 
the student’s mind, of assessment and learning helps to fuel this belief, because 
assessment is seen predominantly as a summative tool, and measurement is some-
thing which happens after learning, predominantly, if not exclusively for the pur-
poses of certification. (p. 366)

Alternative assessment approaches lead to deeper engagement with the mate-
rial (Fei, Lu, & Shi, 2007) and as assessment practice moves from admin-
istration-centered, to faculty-centered, into student-centered assessment 
(Kroll, Neuhaus, & Gordon, 2016), it can become an ally in the teaching 
and learning process for faculty and students alike. Cerbin (2013) argues that 
even within one course studies, it is not enough to examine if a change in 
teaching or assessment increases learning, but whether or not we now know 
more about how students learn and how to help them learn. Cerbin (2013) 
argues, “the learning question for the scholarship of teaching and learning 
might be—what, how, and why do students learn or not learn what we teach 
them?” (p. 5). Instead of assessment being viewed as a “necessary evil” or 
“unfair” that is “divorced from the learning they felt they had achieved whilst 
studying the subject being tested” (Sambell et al., 1997, p. 359), assessment 
is a means by which we can share disciplinary knowledge with our students 
as an active part of our knowledge community (O’Donovan, Price, & Rust, 
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2008). Research on assessment suggests that examinations have traditionally 
dominated student assessment approaches and the vast majority of current 
undergraduate courses continue to assess student learning with end-of-course 
examinations (Fei et al., 2007). Instead, we could work to make explicit our 
curricular design, not as busy work, but as a means to amplify learning (Crews 
& Wilkinson, 2012), but only if we truly begin to see how our students see 
assessment.

It is not simply enough to switch assessment approaches or implement 
the changes well. We must also consider assignment design, pedagogy, 
scaffolding, curricular support, and issues of equity. Rarely in the student 
perception literature were differences within student populations exam-
ined, rarer still were students asked their perceptions on if different types 
of knowledge or demonstrations of learning were privileged or accepted 
by faculty in ways that were culturally limiting to our student popula-
tions. Further, most issues raised were of measurement, not questioning 
the value of the structure of assessment, or the accountability regimes and 
paradigms within which it operates. It is not enough to provide, challenge, 
and invite students to take responsibility; they also have to be able to use 
their autonomy and understand what the opportunities mean in relation 
to choices and decisions they make on their own. If the students did not 
feel that they understood the demands or felt that there was a hidden 
curriculum, they started to look for ‘the right thing’ to study instead of 
reflecting on what they really believe they needed to learn (cf. cue seek-
ing) (Ljungman, & Silen, 2008, p. 291). Truly involving students means 
that assessment becomes transparent to all students and that assessment is 
done for and about learning. Instructors and institutions must take their 
students’ opinions into account. They need to examine when students are 
using deeper levels of learning and what is motivating students to do so. 
When students do not feel a connection between the assessment and what 
they have learned, or feel the assessment only requires memorization, we 
are failing our students and their potential because this connection impacts 
their learning. Because as Silva et al. (2015) state “When we take the time 
to include students fully in the conversation, we all benefit” (p. 165).
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