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Acknowledgement of country 

I acknowledge the Wurundjeri as the Traditional 
Owners and Custodians of the land where 
University of Melbourne’s Parkville Campus is 
located and recognise their continuing connection 
to land, waters and culture. We pay our respects 
to their Elders past, present and emerging.
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A multiple-choice question
If you had to identify the most important intention for assessment, what would you chose? 

I most want assessment that…
A. Provides a formal record of a student’s achievement
B. Allows for meaningful engagement with the curriculum 
C. Offers opportunity for feedback from the instructor 
D. Serves all these functions in some proportion 

A bit of ‘meta’ thinking: Consider how we just interacted around this
-Technology application 
-Formative value 



Understanding engagement 
• Its importance is so accepted, we take its necessity as received wisdom (Trowler & Trowler, 2010)

• Treated as a proxy for quality in QA/QE processes (Kuh, 2009)

• The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) 

• The Australasian Survey of Student Engagement (AUSSE),
• Higher order thinking, general learning outcomes, career readiness, grade, departure intention and 

satisfaction

• By contrast, the means by which universities account for engagement are often facile:
• In-person: attendance
• Online: document access 

• Some of the most heavily cited student engagement research is 7+ years old. The research has diversified 
within engagement. 

This presentation aligns with and extends that trend: (premise) Understanding and promoting meaningful 
engagement requires that we connect engagement to a) actionable parts of the curriculum b) high-value 
outcomes & c) student priorities. 4



Why focus on assessment & feedback? 
Assessment 

More than any other part of the curriculum, students see assessment as indicating what we value most. 
(Boud, 2016) 

Assessment carries the highest stakes for everyone (Deneen & Boud, 2014)

Feedback

A principal route to (everyone) understanding quality (Carless, 2020; Sadler, 2015)

A way of communicating what we expect in future performance (i.e. feedforward) and sustainable 
competencies (Boud & Soler, 2016) 
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High-value assessment: Some common 
characteristics

• Conveys clear focus and relevance to everyone involved (including the students)

• Appropriate to the relevant student characteristics and is fair (to everyone)

• Allows students to express achievement of valuable learning outcomes (as threshold, not 
a ceiling)

• Fit for purpose: optimal design for sound intentions 

• Provides information that… 
– Is meaningful, dependable and relevant for determining student achievement 

(summative purposes)
– Allows students to develop the quality of their work (formative purposes)
– Allows staff to evaluate objectives, outcomes, the methods, and the materials of 

instruction (evaluation purposes)

When students understand and believe all this, engagement is far more likely to occur (Hoo & Deneen 2020)



Soliciting meaningful responses & engagement: 
SOLO Taxonomy

Connecting to the curriculum 

• Disciplinary Objectives: alignment with and through 
your subject outcomes/objectives

• Cognitive Objectives: What kind of complexity and 
depth are you hoping to elicit?

Connecting to engagement 

• What might surface vs deep engagement look like? 

• How could this affect the ways we foster, 
demonstrate and discuss engagement? 
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Surface vs. deep learning
-Prosser & Trigwell, 1999

Seminal reference: Biggs, J. B., & Collis, K. F. (2014). Evaluating the 
quality of learning: The SOLO taxonomy (Structure of the Observed 
Learning Outcome). Academic Press.

So, it’s not just about ‘how much’ engagement; we must 
frame the quality of the engagement.



Evaluating & planning  common assessment task designs

Task design For example Typically used for Pro Con Engagement
potential

Selected 
response

An MCQ Test Demonstration of breadth* Ease of scoring, broad content 
coverage 

Difficulty in developing HQ 
and higher order items; hard 
to establish secure conditions

Low*

Short supply 
response

A quiz with fill in 
the blank & 1-2 
sentence answer 
items

Demonstration of breadth; rapid 
diagnostic checks of student 
learning

Relatively easy scoring without 
presenting the answer as part 
of the item

Increased possibility of 
unexpected but admissible 
responses 

Low

Extended 
supply 
response

A five-paragraph 
essay assignment; 
a simple-
intermediate 
experimental 
write-up

Demonstrating complex 
engagement with a topic or a 
synthesis of topics

Allows for more creative 
interpretation & ownership; 
easier to use for expressing 
complex responses

Hard(er) to score Mid

Extended 
project

Problem-based 
learning activity, 
ePortfolio, open 
scope/complex 
experimental 
write up

Demonstrating complex 
engagement with a topic or a 
synthesis of topics and with greater 
expectation of student ownership 
and innovation

Allows for the most advanced 
engagement w/skills and 
knowledge. Potentially the 
greatest ownership & 
partnership potential. 

Time-consuming, highest 
potential variation in quality 
interpretation 

High
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Adapted from From Deneen & Deneen, 2008; Gronlund 2007

Any task can have formative and/or summative value Everything is a trade-off It is about planning and balancing assessment

Higher order thinking, general learning outcomes, career readiness, grade, departure intention and satisfaction



Online settings, ready or not
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What makes for 'good’ online assessment?
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Keeping what translates well from in-place; changing what doesn’t

Soliciting meaningful responses that align with the learning objectives and 
broader competencies

Preparing ourselves and our students 
for productive engagement 

…that is worthwhile
…with the chosen format
…with integrity



Framing engagement with technology
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Critically applying SAMR towards engagement

• What will students be doing? What is the nature of 
the assessment task? 

• What are the conditions in which it needs to be 
completed?

• How will it be graded? What are the feedback 
options?

• What do you want to learn about students? (e.g. 
data and analytics)

-TY to Nathan Grieve for critical question development

Image credit: Sylvia Duckworth, via @DavidGuerinFor a more comprehensive look @SAMR: 
https://sites.google.com/a/msad60.org/technology-is-learning/samr-model

The use of technology for teaching, learning, assessment and 
feedback in HE is often poorly framed, uncritical and atheoretical. 

-Munshi & Deneen, 2018

https://sites.google.com/a/msad60.org/technology-is-learning/samr-model
https://sites.google.com/a/msad60.org/technology-is-learning/samr-model


(re)Design considerations for online summative  
assessment (exam launch)

We may want to… In place, closed book Online, open book Online, closed book
Control the time spend on in/on the assessment Yes Yes Yes

Directly observe students' interaction with the 
assessment

Yes No No

Control the testing environment, materials & 
students’ interaction with each other

Yes No No*

Engage productively with students on academic 
integrity

Yes Yes Maybe

Evaluate students' recall of accessible facts Yes No Yes, but...

Rely on students' familiarity with the format Maybe No No

Serve the needs of students who require 
accommodations

Yes Yes Yes

Set cognitively demanding tasks and anticipate 
valid responses

Yes, but… Yes! Yes, but...

12

*Remote proctoring services will attempt to convince you otherwise. There is little empirical evidence to support the efficacy of these services. There is growing evidence of ‘trade-offs’ 



Online assessment, engagement & the SOLO 
Taxonomy
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Taken together, we can shape online assessment into something transformative that solicits deep responses and 
engagement.



Three ways of defining feedback
Holistic: “All dialogue to support learning in both formal and informal situations” (Askew & Lodge, 2000, p. 1)

Procedural: Three critical components centering around students’ comprehension (Sadler, 2008). Feedback 
must create understanding of: 

1. Desired standard of performance (“feed up”)
2. Current level of performance (“feed back”)
3. How to cross the gap between 1 & 2 (“feed forward”)

Dialogic: Feedback is an inherently dynamic interaction between people constructed through mediating 
language, relationships and understandings. (Carless, 2019; Deneen & Carless, 2017)

Taken together, we can see how feedback is an opportunity for increased engagement: Engaged feedback is 
an expansive, dialogic procedure that engages students in the practice of quality



Engaged feedback
Partnership & planning
• You provide accurate, timely and meaningful feedback, relevant to criteria and standards
• Students take up the feedback and integrate it into their learning and performance
• The subject and program provide further opportunities for students to use feedback to close the gap 

between their performance and the relevant criteria/standards 

Three suggestions

1. Support students’ willingness and ability to partner with you

2. …but don’t become accountable for their part.  (Deneen & Prosser, 2020)

3. Focus the feedback from this assessment on what should be done in future performances (outcomes 
and criteria)
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Putting it all together
Engaged feedback & 
summative assessment  in 
a large class 

A case study at The University of Hong 
Kong





Three take-aways from the HK case study 
1. Rick’s approach results in engagement that matters (Carless, 2017; Deneen, Brown & Carless, 2018)

2. You don’t always have to radically change an assessment’s design to change its formative (learning) value
3. In feedback, sometimes less is more

• Consider the benefits 
to you. 

• Our students are 
pragmatists because of 
the myriad demands 
on their time. 
Shouldn’t we be 
pragmatic, too? 

• We can practice good 
feedback (and 
engagement) without 
becoming 
overcommitted! 



Extending the conversation

19Pick or create an opportunity to have a framework-informed, critical  dialogues with colleagues at program level.
Consider how this paves the way for evidence of deep engagement.
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TEQSA Expert Advice Hub https://www.teqsa.gov.au/experts-advice-hub

https://www.teqsa.gov.au/experts-advice-hub

