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Many years of interest in both discussion skills and assessment in my own English Department has eventually led me to a research project that combines the two: a consideration of the assessment of discussion.  Its intention is to gain a deeper understanding of the nature of the discursive interaction that takes place when discussion is assessed, but along the way it hopes to shed light on broader issues relating to teaching and learning.  In particular it explores whether the intentions, expectations and experiences of the participants (staff, student, government officials, externals and so forth) are aligned or are at odds with each other.  It then considers what effect this has on the student learning and assessment experience and places under closer scrutiny commonplace assumptions about the nature of classroom interaction. 
 The paper will begin by setting the context of the research, both in terms of national practice and theoretical understanding, and will briefly describe the methodology adopted.  Finally, a discussion of the preliminary findings will be linked to the conference’s focus on the student learning experience.

The research takes the form of a case study which is located in a pre-1992 university’s Department of History.  The programme has high entry requirements and a predominance of nineteen year old entrants.  All students in the department are explicitly taught, in a year-long, introductory module at level one, the skills needed for leading and contributing to a range of history seminar activities.  These skills include presentation, debate, small group and whole class discussion, research and reporting skills.  At levels two and three some of the optional modules are taught predominantly through student-led assessed seminars.  Students on these modules work in groups to lead weekly two hour seminars, each giving a presentation and organizing an activity for the group.  The tutor sits quietly, observing and marking.  There are various other tasks associated with the assessment, an agenda, a report, a self-evaluation and peer evaluation.  Together these are used to arrive at a mark for each student.  
This learning stream is well thought through.  All staff are involved in the teaching of the first year introductory module.  There are clearly structured module booklets, study and assessment guides.  Students get a chance to develop their skills across three levels and there is demonstrable progression.  Staff and students are happy because they can opt to use or avoid assessed seminars according to preference.  Such a positive state of affairs masks years of development work, persistent persuasion and lobbying of external examiners and liaison with sceptical academic staff.  Now though, the programme has received repeated praise for its approach (a National Teaching Fellowship for the founder of the programme, support from relevant funding streams (FDTL, CETL) and commendation by QAA).    
This study seeks neither to endorse nor criticize these teaching and assessment methods, but, in the spirit of ethnographic research, to better understand its nature and, simultaneously, to gain a deeper understanding of oral interaction, constructive alignment (Biggs 1999), learning and assessment.  
Studies of established and well-developed practice are relatively rare in a world that constantly searches for and researches innovation and this case was chosen partly because it has been developed over a long period of time (eighteen years).  It also appears, perhaps because of these years of development, to be an example of ‘constructively aligned’ teaching and assessment (Biggs 1999).  Such teaching ensures that the learning outcomes are matched to a suitable teaching and assessment methodology to produce a joined-up learning process for the students.  This case offers the opportunity to explore in some depth whether achieving this kind of ‘constructively aligned’ teaching yields the kind of synergistic learning that John Biggs believed possible.  

The case is also interesting because there has been little research undertaken on the assessment of discussion which is central to the assessed seminars.  There are a range of sources describing the benefits of using discussion in teaching (such as Bridges 1979, Brookfield and Preskill 1999).  Some studies attempt to classify and describe different types of discursive interaction (such as Burbules 1993), while others focus on the assessment of presentations (such as Joughin 2003), but there is very little on assessing discussion.  


Given this focus on discussion, assessment and constructive alignment, an ethnographic study which embraced a phenomenological approach seemed the most appropriate.  This allowed the study of the intersection of ‘structure and agency’ which is something Blake Poland and Ann Pederson suggest is the way to begin to understand the complexity of ‘diverse yet patterned responses’ (1998: 307), that occur in the regulated, but inescapably social, classroom environment.  This can be thought of as a ‘subtle realist’ approach which combines ‘a commitment to social constructionism with the pursuit of truth as a regulative ideal’ (Hammersley cited in Murphy and Dingwall 2001: 346) and which allows multiple non-competing versions of reality to be articulated.   

The case study approach was selected because, according to Merriam, it has ‘proven particularly useful for studying educational innovations, for evaluating programs, and for informing policy’ (1998: 41), which are relevant in this case.   In terms of discipline orientation, this study makes sustained use of the discipline of socio-linguistics and in terms of intent it is descriptive/analytical, because the focus is not so much on evaluating the strengths, or otherwise, of this example of assessment, but on better understanding the complex relationship between the various discourses that interact in situations such as this in order to inform judgements on a number of teaching and learning issues (Merriam 1998: 34-40).  This makes the study ‘instrumental’, rather than ‘intrinsic’ or ‘collective’ (Stake 2005: 445).  The case is looked at ‘in depth, its contexts scrutinized and its ordinary activities detailed, but all because this helps us pursue the external interest’ (Stake 2005: 445).  This means that a single, rather than multiple cases, is an appropriate sample size as long as it is ‘information-rich’ (Patton 1990; cited in Merriam 1998: 61), which, in this case, it is.   

Using a single case raises questions about the generalizations that are possible.  The study is exploring several issues and may be relevant to those thinking about assessment, constructive alignment, discussion, or the teaching of history.  Different individuals will, therefore, make their own connections between the study and their own experiences.  When they do this, ‘user or reader generalizability’ will be achieved (Wilson 1979; Walker 1980; cited in Merriam 1998: 208 & 211).  These will not be conclusions asserted by myself, but ideas which have ‘transferability’ not in terms of universal issues, but in the form of ‘concrete universals’ (Erickson 1986; cited in Merriam 1998: 210).  

Within the case, I have decided on ‘maximum variation sampling’, which, as Patton suggests, can allow ‘core experiences and central, shared aspects or impacts of a program’ (Patton, 1990: 172; cited in Hoeplf 1997) to manifest themselves even across a heterogeneous and small sample.  The strategy has been, therefore, to capture a broad and balanced sample of observed seminars, related documentation and interviews with staff and students.  

Given the study’s focus on discursive interaction, language cannot be viewed as a transparent bearer of meaning.  Different data collection methods are used to try and capture as many of the different discursive perspectives as possible.  These are analysed using code and retrieval techniques for the identification of explicit content (such as group organizational structures) and using discourse analysis to identify less explicit meaning and to explore discursive interaction.  
Discourse analysis (DA) can take several different forms and in this case, a form of DA which is based on Bakhtinian dialogics has been chosen because it addresses the interaction of competing discourses which is precisely the focus of the study.  It identifies how one discourse influences another within the dialogic exchange looking closely at the utterance’s relationship with its ‘neighbouring’ utterances.  It enables the reader to identify the different and inevitably competing perspectives of the participants/documentary sources.  It also helps reveal the different discourses which a single participant/document manipulates as s/he constitutes her/his social position.  It acknowledges that at any given moment the words uttered are the expression of the synthesis between these competing voices and allows an exploration of the relative influence of the different ideologies that are in circulation within that interaction.
The first stage of the data collection was to get a general sense of the overt ways in which the teaching and assessment were aligned through observation, document analysis and initial interview.  This was done predominantly through a surface analysis of explicit statements both formal (within interviews and documents) and informal (in conversation with participants).  In this short paper it is only possible to give a flavour of the kinds of comments made and how this broad conclusion was reached.  
One small example might be the way in which document scrutiny and interviews with the staff both confirmed that the assessed seminars are aligned with mainstream contemporary governmental agency advice.  One tutor states, ‘I was sort of quite well focussed on what the literature was saying’ (Tutor 1).  Another tutor referred to the department’s ‘guru’ (Tutor 2) on teaching and learning, who is now seconded as an HEA Subject Advisor.  When benchmark statements and other HEA and QAA guidance are looked at, they too indicate that the assessed seminars are very much in line with contemporary ideas of good practice.   
Another example that the case is indeed an example of constructively aligned practice can be found in comments relating to the level of induction, support and the higher levels of challenge in the later years.  Students and tutors were in broad agreement that the first year programme provided a good base for later learning and assessment and that each year progressively developed and challenged them, 
‘[The first year is] a good step up actually, you do go up gradually and then throughout your three years whether they’re assessed or not you’re still required to like speak in class’ (Y3 Student).  
The practice is also aligned in its close correlation between learning and assessment, so called formative assessment.  Several students echoed this comment, ‘People really use them for learning’ (Y2 Student).  They were recognized as being a different, often better, learning experience than other forms of assessment available to the students, ‘I mean, how much quality can you get out of the last hour in a three hour exam?’ (Y2 Student).  
Similarly, the skills that they learned were recognized as being useful and transferable into employment.  This is another form of alignment, this time with activities after the course, 
‘Students leave here with very good presentation skills and it’s going to help you in your future employment, it’ll help you with your interviews, it’ll be something that is going to stand you in good stead not matter what you do that’s something they want to hear.’ (Tutor 2)  
Overall, therefore, there was a wide range of apparent evidence that the case was indeed an example of effective constructively aligned teaching, learning and assessment.
The next stage of the research involved probing more deeply into the nature of the oral interactions that lay at the heart of the practice.  To further this process the project began by categorizing the different types of oral interaction that were taking place.   Nicholas Burbules provided a helpful vocabulary for this purpose (1993: 112).  The first type of interaction is the more open-ended and democratic type of discussion which Burbules calls ‘dialogue as conversation’ and in which the exchange is ‘inclusive-divergent’.   Many seminal and contemporary educationalists advocate such an approach (Bernstein 1983; Bohm and Peat 1987; Bridges 1979; Brookfield and Preskill 1999; Dewey 1916 and 1938; Freire 1972; Gadamer 1979; Habermas 1984).
 The second type of interaction is problem solving, which Burbules calls ‘dialogue as inquiry’ and which is ‘inclusive-convergent’ in form.  Thirdly, is Burbules’ ‘dialogue as debate’ which can be described as ‘critical-divergent’.  Finally, there is the ‘critical-convergent’ ‘dialogue as instruction’ which draws on a Socratic tradition, where the wise teacher educates the eager student through a process of dialogue (Palmer 2001: 5-14).  

Observations of the History seminars revealed that, at least on the surface, the full range of Burbules’ types of dialogue were being used, often within one seminar.  Open-ended, democratic conversations, that were ‘inclusive-divergent’ in structure occurred in whole class discussion, whether student-led (in the case of assessed seminars) or, in some other cases, tutor-led.  This type of dialogue tended to have a leader who welcomed all comments and accepted almost all views as valid and interesting, correcting only factual errors.  This was particularly common in first year modules where the number of positive reinforcement statements such as ‘Yes’, ‘Exactly’, ‘Good point’, ‘Thank you for raising that’ was relatively high.  Leaders would also paraphrase the point made by the class member nuancing it so that its relevance and distinctiveness was made clear.  Small group discussions at all levels sometimes adopted this structure depending on how the task had been set up.  Sometimes there was no feed-back to the whole-class and this tended to support divergent discussion.  Sometimes the feedback required only a reporting of the issues that were covered and this format also encouraged students to participate in a divergent rather than a convergent discussion.       
There was also widespread use of ‘inclusive-convergent’ discussion or ‘dialogue as inquiry’.  This manifested itself in whole-class tutor-led discussion and occasionally in student-led discussions.  Predominantly, though, whole-class student-led discussions tended to adopt the ‘inclusive-divergent’ pattern possibly because this avoided the student having to set her/himself up as the authority able to guide people to a suitable consensus.  Within small-groups some of the tasks were established in a way which ensured convergent discussion took place since they had to feedback their judgement about a source, or their conclusion about a topic.  

‘Dialogue as debate’ or ‘critical-divergent’ discussion occurred in the formal debates, whether whole-class two-way debate or balloon debates.  There was also a polemic dialogue occurring in staged discussion/disagreement between two people in role such as in a Richard and Judy style chat show format.   Occasionally, two members of the group in a whole-class discussion would engage in this kind of genuine free debate (i.e. not in role and not because they had been asked to argue a particular point of view).  This occurred predominantly at level three where students had both clear individual views and evidence to back up their arguments.  On these occasions there was a sense that such debate was a sign of their maturity as historical thinkers and the group listened intently during such exchanges.

 ‘Critical-convergent’ or ‘dialogue as instruction’ did occur in level one modules, especially when the group was quieter or more hesitant.  It also occurred in staged ‘in-role’ discussions.  In these scenarios, the leader would question and guide the ‘subordinate’ through a process of self-realisation, enabling him/her to reach a wise conclusion.  In some senses this is similar to Vygotsky’s views on the ‘zone of proximal development’ and the way that learning can be ‘scaffolded’ (1978).  This is when the leader provides a structure that allows the student to learn new things without telling them the answers.  In this context it generally takes the form of skilled questioning to tease out developed answers.  
Seminars in the history department do use the full range of dialogue structures.  This indicates that a range of discussion skills are being used and, perhaps more significantly, students are expected to change their epistemological assumptions with each activity, because each form of dialogue is predicated upon a different theory of knowledge and approach to education.  Students and staff do not seem unduly bothered by such complexities, though some students have expressed some of the common uncertainties about what the tutor is looking when they award a mark for a piece of assessed work.  However it does raise questions about whether or not the activity is as aligned as it first appears and Biggs argues that aligning such matters is a key to successful learning.
Identifying the complexities of the formal characteristics of a seminar discussion only tells part of the story, because every utterance is shot through with ideologies, or as Blake and Pederson note, ‘agency’ as well as ‘structure’ (1998: 307).  Identifying ‘agency’ by examining the data for ideologies and the speaker/writer’s discursive position will reveal whether or not these are supporting or interfering with the learning and assessment process.  To achieve this a cross-section of seminars are being analysed using discourse analysis based on Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism.     

The interviews had revealed that the participants moved from a self-conscious awareness of the basic structures and logic of the teaching, learning and assessment process they were involved in to an altogether hazier and more intuitive response to the complexities and subtleties of the varied situations they encountered.  When asked about the power dynamics in the group, they frequently fell back on general statements such as, ‘There’s always whatever group you get, there’s always that, you know there are people that don’t speak, there are people that do speak, the more confident, the more dynamic' (Y3 student).  Discourse analysis can identify the constituent parts of that group dynamic.  
Any given oral exchange will, according to Bakhtin, be ‘heteroglot from top to bottom: it represents the co-existence of socio-ideological contradictions between the present and past […] between tendencies, schools, circles and so forth’ (2001: 1213).  Different data streams (field notes, interviews, course documentation or reports written about the seminars by external assessors) are all in the process of being analysed in order to identify this heteroglossia of socio-ideological discourses.  The process attempts to identify the relative power relations amongst the participants, such as tutors, moderators and students.  It allows broad social identities to be identified, such as those relating to gender, class, age or ability.  It can identify what happens when different discourses collide and can help disentangle the potential gap between different people’s accounts of the learning events.

One small example reveals the kind of insight such analysis can offer.  The seminar from which the extract is taken is from a level three special paper conducted almost entirely through student-led unassessed seminars.  The data has been collected in the form of detailed field notes.  The 40 credit module was in its second semester and this week it was the turn of one male and one female student to lead it.  The male student began with a presentation, rapidly delivered and read largely verbatim.  This was typical of the majority of presentations throughout the programme, with only a few being delivered in the manner that tutors said in interview that they hoped for (half-read, half-improvised, delivered with expression, clarity and confidence).  There was no handout and the group took some notes and listened with reasonable attention, as did the tutor, all of which are typical of most presentations whether assessed or unassessed.  Dialogue was triggered by a question from the leader and discussion began immediately.  

After a few minutes of relatively brisk dialogue between a couple of students in the group and the student leader, the following exchange took place (recorded in field notes):

Tutor interjected with a question distinguishing between blame for the military and personal failure to deepen the discussion. ‘You made a very good point but…’ how … why … was it this or that?

Male Leader (ML) ‘We’ll come on to that’ (he clearly steered the discussion on without allowing the tutor’s question to be answered). ‘I’ll do a quick summary.’  

ML gave a summary of the history, tutor nodded and took a note at one point.

Female 1 (F1) ‘Could I interrupt?  There’s one point I don’t understand …’ and then she asked a question addressed to the tutor.  

Tutor asked if the seminar leaders knew.  Female Leader (FL) didn’t.  ML had a go at answering.  Tutor corrected British to English.  

This section is part of an inclusive-divergent, whole-class, student-led discussion and it reveals the relative power of the two authority figures in the room – the tutor with the academic superiority and the student who has the leadership role at the time.  The leader (in this section the male student) has a clear view of what he wants to ask the group and is apparently not willing to be deflected by the tutor.  He ignores the tutor’s direction, almost brushing it aside, ‘We’ll come on to that’.  This apparently reveals the confident assumption by the student that he is autonomous and that his planned structure will be better than following the path indicated by the tutor, but such a bold move needs negotiating given the tutor’s authority and his public interjection, which is a veiled criticism of the direction the discussion has taken.   So, he counters the tutor’s discursive parry by saying that they will come to the tutor’s questions later, although in fact they do not, and he gives a summary of the relevant moment in history, which offers the tutor, who nods and makes a note, some satisfaction.  The student leader has successfully saved face and kept some control over the discussion while giving the tutor enough to reduce him once again to passive silence.     

This intervention by the tutor has, however, slightly upset the power balance because one of the female group members now feels the flow of the discussion has broken enabling her to ask a question of the tutor (not the student leader) in order to move the topic onto something she is interested in.  Here she reveals that the tutor’s authority is paramount.  Her polite, ‘Could I ask a question?’ is a conversational strategy for taking the floor from the male student leader and seizing control of the topic.  The tutor tries to deflect this deferral to his authority by referring it back to the student leaders.  The importance of not dominating a student-led seminar and the ease with which a simple intervention by a tutor can deflect a discussion is something that tutors several times referred to when interviewed.  The male student is currently in the leadership role and perhaps needs to exert his authority on the situation, so he tries to answer.  Unfortunately, the answer needs correcting by the tutor who once again becomes the source of authority.  In this encounter, therefore, we have witnessed a discursive clash apparently related to academic authority.  There has been a shift in authority from student to tutor which proved difficult to reverse despite the student’s skillful use of strategies to keep the floor and the tutor’s attempt to return control to the student.  
This short interaction is an example of what happens when the tutor releases control.  The student does not necessarily cover the topic the tutor judges to be the most pertinent, nor explore the subject in the way that might have been desired.  The effect may be that the learning outcomes will not be covered in the way anticipated and the assessment not aligned to the topics actually covered in the student-led seminars.  In such a scenario aligned teaching, learning and assessment begins to look questionable, but such a position is actually an over simplification, if the extract is juxtaposed to the comments made by students in their interviews.  
Here the paper returns explicitly to the conference’s focus on the student learning experience.  In their interviews, several students argue that effective learning comes not so much from the content, in this case what the student leader wanted to say and the tutor’s slightly different interjections.  Instead, they argued it comes from the students’ commitment to the seminar through advance preparation and active participation, what the student cited above called ‘dynamic’ behaviour.  This enables us to read both the student leader and the female group member’s actions slightly differently.  It becomes less a matter of the students seeking or rejecting the tutor’s views and jostling for authority, and more a matter of witnessing two students trying to improve the quality of their learning by actively participating in the dialogue by whatever means is at their disposal.  By asking a question or taking a lead the passive student can become active.  They can then feel their preparation has been justified, thus encouraging them to prepare again next time.  It also helps them develop the nascent ideas that have germinated in their mind during their research and preparation.  This turns the resistance of the student to the tutor’s intervention and the eagerness of the group member to butt in and ask a question into a positive rather than potentially negative learning experience, because the verbal agon brings its own rewards. 
The overall and systematic commitment of the department to interactive, student-led learning and its incremental development across all three levels appears to have generated a culture where students wishing to learn interactively have the opportunity and the skills to do so in many modules.  This close reading of a particular encounter does not so much undermine the concept of constructive alignment, nor make the process of assessing discussions any more or less problematic, but places the opportunity to take part in oral interaction at the heart of the learning experience.  Other matters which might ostensibly be seen as more significant within a paradigm that favoured constructive alignment, such as whether or not the dialogue is convergent or divergent, student or tutor led, assessed or unassessed, focusing on knowledge or skills, appear to be more peripheral, at least in this extract.  
It is too soon to say what more extensive analysis will reveal, but as other sections are analysed they will no doubt highlight other discursive influences until, cumulatively, there is a better understanding of classroom interaction, oral assessment and the lived reality of constructive alignment.
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