Generic Assessment Criteria

Generic criteria

These generic assessment criteria form the foundation for the assessment of all students in the UMS. They are necessarily couched at a general level since they have to be applicable to the broad range of academic disciplines offered by the Scheme. Subjects will develop more specific criteria within the broad approaches set by these generic criteria and modules will, in turn, provide more explicit information within the framework set by Scheme and Subject criteria. The objective is to ensure comparability of approach throughout the Scheme.

Guidance for students

The criteria are public. They are intended for students as well as staff, and are designed to enable students to understand the broad conceptions of learning within which the Scheme’s assessment processes operate and to be relevant to the detailed tasks which students are required to undertake. They are intended to begin to answer the fundamental questions ‘what must I do/what is expected of me to gain such and such a mark/degree class etc.’. Subject criteria will then provide additional information supplemented by material provided by the modules themselves.

The structure of the criteria

The criteria below are set out according to the conventional categories or sub-divisions of the honours degree in British higher education. These form a hierarchical system in which categories are, in some respects, linked to each other, each building on and developing from (and towards) attainments recognised in other categories. Although necessarily expressed as a series of discrete steps, in practice transitional attainment will often be evident in students’ work. Work could, for example, demonstrate attributes of both the lower and upper second class categories at the same time, and the eventual decision as to where to place it would depend on the tutor’s professional judgement. The complex nature of work at degree level cannot be reduced to a clear-cut series of mutually exclusive categories and assessment criteria cannot be interpreted as such. The category descriptions indicate the general characteristics of different types of work which lead to their assignment to particular categories.

Learner conception

Underpinning the various criteria outlined below are conceptions of the way in which students learn. Broadly speaking these may be characterised as proceeding from a conception in which, at one extreme, learning is something students perceive as being done to them rather than something which they do, to a process in which students take active responsibility for their own learning and operate autonomously. The opposite ends of this polarity represent a fundamental shift in the approach to and conception of learning: from a situation (which dominates in the lower categories of the honours classification) of learning as a passive, receptive process in which material is recapitulated without being transformed by the student, to a situation (which dominates in the other categories of honours classification) in which the student actively seeks to abstract and evaluate meaning, develops interpretation of the material and sets it in a broader context.

In more detail, students’ approaches to learning or conceptualisations of learning would be expected

at third class level to be passive, based on receiving material provided by others, or memorising material provided by others and the transmission of it; to demonstrate an underlying belief that there is a single outcome to the task set;

at lower second class level to be predominantly passive, prioritising the acquiring of material, skills or procedures which are needed, and the ordering of them into relevant categories;

at upper second class level to demonstrate an active attempt to abstract meaning and synthesize material in developing an interpretation of the task or evidence within an established framework. Students take responsibility for their learning;

at first class level to demonstrate the ability to develop appropriate independent interpretations and/or evaluations of the task or evidence, and appreciate the relationships between knowledge or analysis derived from a particular task and perspectives beyond the areas under immediate consideration. Learning has relevance and meaning for the student beyond its own discrete sphere.

The Generic Assessment Criteria

Each category is prefaced by a general introductory statement, followed by a discussion of the approaches to assessment characteristic of work at each level. Detailed criteria indicating the outcomes normally expected of work at that category follow. Assessment will take place in reference to the outcomes only - the approaches section is provided to assist students in working.

First class honours degree (Grades A-, A, A+)

The distinctiveness of first class work is in students’ ability to develop independent interpretation of the tasks set, and to set it in a broader context. This is based in comprehension of the task, the use of relevant sources, and in ability to analyse, explain and evaluate the evidence available.

Process: data are collected from a wide range of relevant sources and are ordered in a clear and coherent presentation. The focus of students’ response to the task, in which students take an active role, is in the assessment and interpretation of data, but this is informed by independent judgement indicating autonomous learning.

Outcomes: the work is relevant to the task, and provides a range of responses to it which recognise and command the curriculum requirements. The work demonstrates evidence of ability to synthesize evidence and to evaluate conflicting interpretations of it to reach a coherent, independent, resolution. Students successfully demonstrate relationships between knowledge or analysis derived from different contexts. The work demonstrates ability to communicate the material clearly.

Upper second class honours degree (Grades B-, B, B+)

At upper second class level, students will be able to demonstrate comprehension of the task and  to analyse, explain and evaluate the evidence available. The sources relevant to the task will be used, and will be located within a critical interpretation of it.

Process: data are collected from a wide range of relevant sources and are ordered in a clear and coherent presentation. The focus of students’ response to the task, in which students take an active role, is in the evaluation and interpretation of data. Transformation of knowledge takes place.

Outcomes: the work is relevant to the task, and provides a range of responses to it which recognise and command the curriculum requirements. The work demonstrates evidence of ability to synthesize evidence and to assess conflicting interpretations of it to reach an independent coherent resolution within an established framework.

Lower second class honours degree (Grades C-, C, C+)

At lower second class level, students will be able to demonstrate comprehension of the task and to analyse and explain at a descriptive level. A range of sources relevant to the task will be used, but will be presented uncritically.

Process: data are collected from a range of relevant sources. Students report or recapitulate the material in a structured and relevant manner, with some attempt to it.

Outcomes: the work demonstrates relevance to the task, and provides a range of responses to it. The responses recognise and command most of the curriculum requirements and provide analysis and explanation of them, but at a descriptive level. The descriptions will appear sequential and free-standing rather than reflective and related but will, in themselves, provide a clear and generally coherent account. The work demonstrates ability to communicate most of the material clearly.

Third class honours degree (Grades D-, D, D+)

Third class honours represents the basic level of attainment required of an honours degree graduate. Students demonstrate comprehension of the task but with a descriptive level of response, dependent upon some received opinion and sources.

Process: data collection is characterised by the gathering of some relevant material. Students report or recapitulate material rather than transforming it.

Outcomes: the response demonstrates basic relevance to the task, but provides only a limited range of responses to it. The responses are descriptive, and recognise and command selected aspects of the curriculum requirements. The work conveys some of the material clearly through appropriate formats.

Failing work

Work which fails to attain honours degree standard can do so at a variety of different levels. Such work normally demonstrates partial awareness and comprehension of the task, is entirely descriptive and dependent upon a restricted range of sources.

Fail: grade E (narrow fail)

Process: data collection is characterised by the gathering of only a restricted amount of relevant material. Students attempt to report or recapitulate material rather than transforming it and are not always successful in this.

Outcomes: the response demonstrates only partial relevance to the task, and provides a limited range of responses to it. The responses are predominately descriptive, and do not consistently succeed in recognising or commanding the curriculum requirements. The work is not communicated through an appropriate format.

Fail: grade F (clear fail)

Process: data collection is characterised by the gathering of little relevant material. Students attempt to report or recapitulate material rather than transforming it but are rarely successful in this.

Outcomes: the response demonstrates restricted relevance to the task, and provides few responses to it. The responses are descriptive, and rarely succeed in recognising or commanding the curriculum requirements. The work is not communicated through an appropriate format.

Fail: grade G

Process: there is little evidence of engagement with the task or of an attempt at data collection or presentation relevant to it.

Outcomes: the response is irrelevant and fails to recognise or command the curriculum requirements. The work is not communicated through an appropriate format.
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