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Abstract

This study investigated the use of participation marks (broadly understood) in assessment
by HEls in the UK. By means of two surveys — one for institutions in the East Midlands, one
for the rest of the UK — academic staff members were asked about the perceived and real
benefits and challenges in using such marks, and whether using these marks affected
student perceptions and choice. Results varied. While some surveys returned relatively
negative views, others were fulsome in their praise; others still were somewhere in the
middle, with a degree of curiosity on the use and value of participation marks. A focus group
was conducted to ascertain students’ views at an institution where participation marks have
long been used. The students’ perspectives were comparatively uniform in their positivity,
with the ‘pros’ outweighing the ‘cons’. Some general conclusions are drawn from the
evidence in the surveys and subsequent interviews.
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Introduction & Rationale

This study stemmed from concerns about student engagement in the classroom, from a
drive for more variety in assessment, and from wider interests in students’ holistic learning.
Put simply, the original rationale for this study was simple: meaningful and consistent
student engagement in seminars has long been a challenge widely recognized by educators
in History. Although instructors may often have a small handful of particularly active
students in any given seminar group, getting the whole class to participate and engage with

the material (primary sources, historiography, etc.) can be elusive. Students’ attendance in



seminars, often strictly compulsory in universities, can also be affected by low levels of
engagement. Because more engaged students tend to have better attendance records, this
study sought to investigate whether the use of participation marks would increase student
engagement and, in consequence, attendance, though attendance was not the primary

focus of the study.

Seminar participation marks can come in a variety of forms. In one instance, a general and
impressionistic mark for overall participation and engagement over the course of a module
can be assigned, while in another instance a more document-friendly approach may be
taken in the form of a portfolio of short written and/or reflective works by students over the
course of the module. This study sought to address a widespread issue, known by nearly all
instructors, by canvassing attitudes among both academic staff and students, and by
investigating how and to what extent UK HEIs have used participation marks to increase not
only student attendance but also their preparation, participation, and engagement both
inside and outside the classroom. We found a variety of opinion among academic staff,
some of whom were suspicious of using participation marks due to a perceived lack of
transparency and a potential for favouritism, while others were overwhelmingly positive in
their praise for participation marks. The focus group of students had a much narrower
spectrum of opinion because, to the last, every one of them understood the value of
participation marks and, moreover, thought that the mechanism employed at their
university to assess participation helped them gain confidence, manage their time, and grow

personally.

Literature Review

Scholarship specifically dedicated to investigating the use of participation marks is
comparatively rare within the UK, but a good deal of work has been conducted on related
themes and problems. For example, educationalist scholarship has investigated the reasons
behind, and effects of, student attendance. Oldfield et al. (2017), for example, found that
students’ reasons for non-attendance aligned with four themes: a student’s sense of

belonging within the university, their views regarding the teaching (both the material and



the tutor), their perceptions of being a consumer, and external pressures. An earlier study in
the context of Further Education, however, identified as many as fifteen different reasons,
the most important of which may actually be the students’ own degree of commitment to
education in general (Longhurst, 1999). The adverse effects of absenteeism on a student’s
performance are widely recognized among instructors of History, but the problem is hardly
limited to History or the Humanities. Economists in the USA and UK have conducted
guantitative studies documenting the problems (Romer, 1993; Arulampalam, Naylor, and
Smith, 2012). Similarly, a Canadian study analyzed attendance and performance among
students in Psychology, finding a positive correlation (Gunn, 1993). Staff at some HEIs have
instituted mandatory attendance policies, with the idea that compulsion will help to
increase student learning and engagement, but these policies and their effectiveness have
come under scrutiny by scholars in Education (Hancock, 1993; Moore, 2003; Newman-Ford
et al., 2008; Rendleman, 2017), Economics (Brauer, 1994; Browne and Hoag, 1995;
Marburger, 2006), and Business (Snyder, et al., 2014). Experiences and findings have varied
to some extent, with some educators in favour of compulsory attendance, while others have
a more laissez-faire attitude. A strong case against such policies was advanced nearly two
decades ago by Karen St. Clair in the USA, but more recently an article in Times Higher
Education has made a similar case, while acknowledging that many academics in the UK

nevertheless think attendance is important (St. Clair, 1999; Grove, 2016).

When students are rewarded for their seminar preparation and participation by way of
concrete marks that contribute to their overall module mark, however, attendance and
participation levels can improve significantly. The use of such marks in UK universities is at
present sporadic and anecdotal, but HEIs in the USA and elsewhere have assessed student
participation in a variety of ways for decades, and scholars have sought to understand the
impact (Lyons, 1989). Bean and Peterson (1998) offered several models for assessing
participation, but they also recognized potential problems with such assessment, and
offered strategies to overcome these problems. By 2010, a sufficient number of studies had
been conducted that a multidisciplinary literature review and synthesis was called for
(Rocca, 2010). More recently, scholars in the USA have continued to consider the evidence

and implications, and an empirical analysis, triangulating observations and surveys of both



staff and students, has updated the American discussion still further (Paff, 2015; Nunn,

2016).

The discussion in the UK has moved forward, as well. Webb (1980) identified the problem of
low student participation in a short study on students of Geography, and he offered
corrective measures, none of which implemented formal assessment as a means to increase
participation. A wide-ranging, full monograph on assessment, however, has significantly
broadened the conversation to include the analysis of traditional methods, changing
contexts and meanings, peer assessment, and beyond (Falchikov, 2005). Because the use of
participation marks as a formal tool of assessment is currently in its infancy among UK HEls,
there has not been a comparable amount of scholarship dedicated to the topic, though
Australian scholars have explored the issues (Armstrong and Boud, 1983). Nevertheless, UK-
based scholars have investigated some forms of assessment to increase student
participation (Knight, 1995), with specific attention paid to student-led seminars (Bentley,
2010; Daniel, 1991; see McMullen, 2014, for an American perspective) and group work
(Allen and Lloyd-Jones, 1998; Barker, McLean, and Roseman, 2000; Booth, 1996; Nicholson
and Ellis, 2000). A broader analysis of the reliability and transparency of assessing student
participation has also been conducted, but, to date, it seems to have received its due
attention (Evans, 2011). Along these lines, concerns about moderation of assessment, and
concomitant anxieties regarding a perceived lack of transparency for some forms of
assessment, have been discussed in UK and international scholarship (Bloxham, Hughes, and

Adie, 2016; Beutel, Adie, and Lloyd, 2017).

Methodology

This study was conducted initially by way of surveys emailed to departments, schools, and
faculties of History; or, where History was combined with other disciplines, to the parent
department/school/faculty. Where possible, directors of teaching and heads of department
were emailed directly. To be as inclusive as possible, and to get the broadest sense of
attitudes across the UK, every institution with History as a discipline was contacted. To

institutions outside the East Midlands (where the authors of this study work), a survey of



four questions was sent regarding perceived benefits of participation marks, opinions of
staff members, and student reactions (as perceived by instructors). To the nine institutions
within the East Midlands a more detailed survey of eight questions was sent, including more
detailed questions addressing problems of verifiable assessment and external moderation.
This more detailed survey for the East Midlands was not thought too onerous because
History staff at these HEIs knew of the current project due to its funding source: The East
Midlands Centre for History Teaching and Learning. In total, ninety-seven HEls were sent

these surveys; forty-one returned completed forms.

Alongside the surveys, the research for this study included an interview of an external
examiner for an institution using participation marks because of the repeated concerns
noted in the surveys regarding verifiability, consistency, and moderation. This external
examiner’s home institution is within the East Midlands, but they served as an examiner for
a Scottish HEI that has used participation marks in various capacities for several years. The
authors of this study felt it was important to get a sense of the external examiner’s thoughts

regarding issues thought to be problematic in some of the completed surveys.

Finally, a focus group of eight undergraduates in History was interviewed at an institution in
the East Midlands where such marks have long been employed with significant effect; some
of these students volunteered (and so were self-selecting) while others needed more
encouragement from staff to participate. The East Midlands HEI was selected for the focus
group because of proximity, funding, and the willingness of students to participate in the
study. The group of students was asked a series of nine questions ranging from the
introductory (‘In general, what do you think of seminar participation’s being used as part of
formal assessments at university?’) to the more directed (‘Do you prepare more for
seminars ... if you know that your contribution is being assessed?’). Over the course of
ninety minutes, the students spoke openly about their own, sometimes very personal
experiences, but they also touched on wider issues in education and their future careers.
Getting a sense of the students’ perceptions of their own educational experience (as
opposed to staff perceptions of what students think) was considered vital, as Booth and
various others have advised (Booth, 1993; Pepper and Pathak, 2008; Weaver and Qi, 2005).

As is the case among staff, among students a variety of opinion and some division exist on



whether seminars should be assessed in the UK (Smith and Newing, 2018); our findings from
the focus group suggest some variety of opinion but very little division among students on
the issue. By means of these three data sources, it was hoped that a reasonably rounded
picture would emerge, and suggestions for increasing student engagement (and, in

consequence, attendance) would result.

Staff Survey Responses

Of the forty-one HEls to return surveys, eighteen used participation marks in one variety or
another. Of the remaining twenty-three, four responses represented a ‘hard no’ in that no
indication came forth that such marks were even a topic of conversation, but the other
nineteen responses reflected a ‘soft no’ because it was clear that these institutions had
thought about and/or weighed the use of participation marks in previous years but had not
(yet) decided to implement them. A few of these ‘soft no’ nineteen requested to be
informed of the results of this study because of the appetite to address the problem of
student attendance and engagement. This finding indicates a possibly shy or uncertain
interest in the use of participation marks, but an interest nevertheless in trying new forms

of assessment to encourage student engagement.

Staff in History departments/schools/faculties where participation was not assessed, either
informally or formally (formatively or summatively), were sometimes candid in voicing their
concerns and opposition, and they offered comparatively little by way of perceived benefit.
The most frequent issues of contention were the following:

e By what criteria should participation be measured?

e How can fairness and consistency be ensured across staff and students?

e How can we avoid rewarding extroverts and shaming introverts?

e How can we deal with student appeals or extenuating circumstances?

e How transparent is the process, and what would the external examiner say?

e Is there a tendency for participation marks simply to be mark-inflating?

e How labour intensive is all the record keeping and logging?



e University policy prohibits such use.

On a more positive note, some staff voiced that using marks to assess student participation
could act as an incentive to increase student attendance, and improve skills valued by
employers (e.g. communication, confidence); interestingly, this same view was expressed
during the focus group of students. Many of these ‘soft no’ surveys indicated that their staff
assessed students’ seminar presentations, which offered discrete periods of assessment
according to generally accepted rubrics, though one survey noted that its university had
recently dropped the use of assessed presentations. In general, the lasting impression from
the ‘no’ surveys emphasizes variety of opinion, with some staff adamantly opposed, others
advocating strongly, and a final group curiously interested in knowing the practices at other

institutions.

The eighteen surveys indicating that staff did use participation marks in one form or another
were far more informative, for, as may be expected, these staff in History had previously
thought about the issues at stake and experienced the impact (positive and negative) of
using such marks. The perceived challenges behind using these marks in the ‘yes’ surveys
were similar to those noted by ‘soft no’ surveys (e.g. verifiability, fairness, administration,
mark inflation, student anxiety). The benefits, however, included the expected and

unexpected.

The perceived and observed benefits included the very basic fact that assessing
participation would offer an incentive for students not only to attend class but also to be
actively engaged in the discussions and learning processes. At one institution in particular,
assessment of seminar participation led to a massive reduction in the proportion of
students who never attended class at all (from 10% to less than 5%), demonstrating that this
mechanism offered an incentive even to those students least likely to attend class. At the
other end of the spectrum, that same institution also reported that, while less than 10% of
students had attended every class before implementing participation marks, after
implementation 30-40% attended every class. Also, students at these institutions had a
greater incentive to prepare regularly and thoroughly by reading the assigned materials or

preparing reflective notes. Slightly more unexpected, long-term benefits (for the students



themselves) noted in these surveys included an improvement in communication skills,
confidence among one’s peers, and the development of skills relevant to future
employability. Another key benefit, corroborated in educationalist literature, is that a
diverse and inclusive range of assessments is vital because of the various ways in which

students learn (Miller, Collings, and Kneale, 2015).

At the ‘yes’ institutions, staff had the opportunity to ‘opt in’ for using participation marks;
or, in other words, these departments/schools/faculties did not force all modules to deploy
this method of assessment across the curriculum. Also, it became clear that, while some
HEIs used such marks at all three or four years of the degree programme, others used
participation marks only for first-year modules immune to the pressures of verifiability due
to external examination; the associated issue that first-year marks ‘don’t count’ in many
students’ eyes is beyond the scope of the present article (Johnston, 2010). The ‘yes’ surveys
indicated that staff at these universities were generally supportive and happy with using
participation marks, though some surveys noted that some anxiety existed about rewarding
attendance, that participation marks were necessary but probably best a formative rather
than summative exercise, and that others outside History at their institutions were

sometimes suspicious of the practice, but at other times exceeding History in its use.

Staff perceptions of reactions from students at ‘yes’ institutions emphasize, overall, that
using participation marks has had the desired effect of increasing student engagement, and
that using such marks in some but not all modules has not significantly affected student
choice; i.e., students do not necessarily prefer modules with participation marks any more
or less than those modules without. Some students informed staff that, while they may
initially dislike being compelled to take an active part in their learning process, they have

come to realize its value. The views of students themselves are considered below.

An External’s View

The views of an external examiner for a ‘yes’ institution, which has been using participation

marks in various ways for many years, are illuminating and may assuage concerns among



some staff at ‘no’ institutions. The examiner served a four-year term and offered a candid

analysis.

At this particular ‘yes’ institution, seminar participation usually accounted for 3-4% of the
overall module mark (one module, an outlier, allocated 10%), while an assessed seminar
presentation was also included; across the department/school/faculty, staff had the
flexibility to choose whether to adopt participation marks because no blanket policy forced
a staff member’s hand either way. Nevertheless, the survey returned by this ‘yes’ institution
noted that participation marks were standard at all levels (i.e. few staff opted out), which
tendency helped to ‘maintain a culture in which students are expected to attend and
contribute to seminar’, and because such marks are ‘deemed to be important to encourage
attendance, preparation and contribution’. The external examiner was not able to discern a
difference in overall marks between modules assessing participation and those modules
that did not, which may help to allay concerns about the potential for mark inflation. The
examiner did, however, notice that in some cases a student with especially good seminar
participation marks may be nudged slightly upward if their other assessment marks were on
the cusp of a higher classification (e.g. if essay and exam marks were 69, a solid participation
mark could bump the overall module mark to 70). In the view of the examiner, such a bump
up was in fact a positive thing because it demonstrated that a student’s active engagement
in the classroom could pay off in concrete ways. The external also mentioned that they were
not aware of any resistance or complaints from students regarding participation marks,
though they did also mention that, for them to hear of such a case, it would have needed to
have been rather serious. Rather, if there were complaints, the external examiner suspected
that these were low-level individual grumblings; nothing untoward arose at any of the

(roughly 15) exam board meetings the examiner attended.

It may be inferred, therefore, that students generally trusted the assessment of their
instructors regarding their seminar participation. The examiner similarly trusted the staff at
this ‘yes’ institution because of the rigorous procedures and high standards set throughout
the assessments. Indeed, although the examiner admitted that they could see no verifiable
‘paper trail’ for participation assessments in the usual sense, they were in no way suspicious

of staff at the institution. Here mutual respect and trust was a key aspect among the



examiner and staff members; in short, the external examiner trusted in the professionalism
of their colleagues. (The issue of trust, academic freedom, and the perceived need for
transparency across academic assessments are important but outside the scope of the
present article, but see Hoecht, 2006; Sadler, 2011.) On one issue, though, the examiner did
seem to confirm a concern among those wary of using participation marks: work load.
Although the examiner noted that a paper trail for assessing student participation did not
exist in the traditional way, assessment of seminar presentations and other written
assignments did add to the amount of paperwork with which staff needed to grapple.
Added workload and paperwork, it may be observed, would come with any new or different

form of assessment.

Students’ Views

A focus group of eight History students at a ‘yes’ institution in the East Midlands met for
ninety minutes to discuss their views and experiences regarding participation marks. The
students, some of whom were joint honours students, some in year 2 and some in year 3,
spoke in a surprisingly open manner in front of the authors of this study. Over the course of
the discussion, the students were asked a range of questions, which included general topics
(e.g. What do you think of seminar participation [...]?) as well as more focused issues (e.g.
Are you more or less likely to choose modules which use this kind of assessment?).
Students’ reactions — both written and oral — varied to a very limited extent; rather,

significantly more unanimity emerged from the students than expected.

Seminar participation marks at this East Midlands university were calculated based on a
‘Seminar Engagement Form’ (known also as ‘logs’), on which students would record their
notes and reflections on their own presentation before their seminar group (once in a
semester’s time), their summative reflections on their own engagement in seminars across
the semester, and their preparatory readings for, and contributions to, seminars on a
weekly basis. Students found this final component to be the most time-consuming but also
the most beneficial. These completed forms’ particular and general elements enabled staff,

at the end of the semester, to see how students viewed their own seminar preparation and
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participation, how students could see their own development, and how honest students
were with themselves when reflecting on their experiences; the logs also provided a paper
trail for the external examiner to review. The students noted that, apart from their usual
seminar preparation and reading time, these forms probably took about fourteen hours to
complete over the course of a twelve-week semester. Initially daunted by the length and
comprehensive nature of the form, nearly all of the students liked the log because it forced
them to stay on top of their reading each week, therefore adding disciplined structure to
their schedules, and because it kept a record of what they had read and said in class, which
in turn was helpful when preparing for other forms of assessment (especially essays). For
one student in particular, the form also served as a source of pride, for as they said, ‘you can
give yourself recognition for what you have done’. Also, because the log was a written
document over the course of the semester, if a student missed a seminar due to illness, for
example, they could still record what they had read in preparation and how their reflections
on that week’s topic integrated with previous weeks and topics; as one student put it, ‘I find
the forms really good for when | can’t attend [due to hospital appointments ... because my
instructor] can still see I've put the effort in’. The form, according to these students, allowed
for more (and more helpful) feedback than normal essays or other methods of assessment
could provide; and, again according to the students, when it came time to complete student
evaluations of the modules, the form helped them think critically about the weekly
development and overall structure of the module as a whole. In sum, as one student put it

pithily, ‘it’s a form that is well worth writing on.’

The students in this focus group noted uniformly that, although they had been apprehensive
during their first year to speak in seminars — for fear of being labelled ‘stupid’ by their peers,
their views changed as their confidence built over the course of that first year, and as it
further developed in the second year. The blunt honesty was refreshing to hear: ‘In my first
year | dreaded [talking in class] because | never spoke in class before that in any of my other
classes, like in secondary school or anything, as | didn’t have the self-confidence, but
throughout my time [at this university], I've definitely grown in confidence, and in turn it’s
impacted my essays [...] because before my arguments reflected my lack of confidence [...]
and now my arguments are more confident.” Also, the students’ attitudes were not limited

to their academic development. When asked for their general reactions, one student noted

11



that the assessment of their seminar participation ‘opens up so many doors’ on a personal
level, another mentioned that it ‘helps you to grow as a person’, while a third mused that
‘what once was a weakness for me [their confidence to speak in class] can now become a

strength’.

More particularly, the students admitted that first- and second-year modules incorporating
the assessment of seminar participation via logs did force them to speak more in seminars
than they otherwise would, but by third year these students needed no such enforcement
mechanism because their preparation and contribution was seen as, in itself, beneficial in
both the short and longer terms. Getting ‘recognition’ for their efforts, as the students put
it, was the icing on the cake, as it were; here the students were quite clear in their
distinction between the form as recognition of their own initiative/efforts and the form as
an incentive or spur to force them into doing something they did not want to do. One
student put things into perspective by thinking across their three years at university, stating

that the log ‘becomes less of a compulsion and becomes enjoyable’ after the first year.

The fact that some but not all modules incorporated this form of assessment did not seem
to bother these students, or to affect their choices. Some students in the focus group noted
that they prepared for, and contributed to, seminars as completely as possible whether
their participation was assessed formally or not; in fact, some students at this university had
been known to use the log form for their own personal study in modules that do not require
its submission for assessment. Other students, however, acknowledged that their
preparation and participation dropped for seminars not incorporating such assessment;
these students also admitted that some modules that did not use participation assessment
had less engaged seminars with fewer students prepared well. The joint honours students in
the focus group noted that their seminars outside History did not include participation
marks, which resulted in less lively discussions; in fact, one former joint honours student
had switched to single honours History based on their enjoyment of the seminar setting and
level of engagement. Thus, the students’ impression of engaged/non-engaged seminars

mirrored what many instructors have long found frustrating.
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A fairly strong point made by the students in the focus group was that this form of
assessment did not significantly affect their choice in modules. A few students reported that
they may be more likely to choose a module if it incorporated seminar participation marks
(i.e. it was a perceived benefit that would make the module more engaging), but the subject
matter of the module remained the top criterion. Several of the students enjoyed the
variety of assessment across different modules, for as one put it, ‘it’s nice to switch things
up a bit.” Some students in the focus group knew of other students (not interviewed) who
actively avoided modules with participation marks, though there seemed to be little overall
correlation between class sizes for those modules which did or did not use this form of

assessment.

Beyond the ‘Seminar Engagement Form’ as a formal assessment in its own right, the
students saw how it affected their overall performance in the module and at university. One
student, for example, noted how their first-year average of 40% jumped to 60% in the
second year, and for this significant rise they credited this form of assessment and their own
recognition of the importance of thorough preparation. The overall level of satisfaction with
History as a course of study was also noted by one student who remarked, with significant
honesty in tone, ‘I’'m one of those people who don’t open up very often, and this seminar
participation form has allowed me [...] to go in a direction | want to go in. [...] It ties the
degree together, not just the module. [...] And it’s made me a better person, and it’s taught
me that | shouldn’t doubt myself because | can do it. [...] | feel comfortable in my degree.’
Another student pointed in a more career-orientated direction, noting that it is not enough
to be good at writing essays, and is worth quoting at length:
| think [the use of the seminar participation log is] really good because it’s not
enough just to write a really good essay, and that’s all that’s a student can be. [...]
You have to be more than someone who can just write really well, you have to be
able to speak, you have to be able to communicate with your peers, you have to be
able to have discussions and debates and different things like that. So it means you
come out of uni with a larger set of skills than what you came in with, whereas if you
just had to write essays you’d leave with probably a similar amount of skills that you
began with. [...] All you’ve learnt is how to write an essay, but in fact now, we’ve

grown as people, not just as academics.
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This student’s recognition of skills development is significant and aligns broadly with, and so
some extent vindicates, skills-based modules in History from the first to final-year (Booth,

2001).

The third-year students in the focus group were particularly enthusiastic about how their
personal growth and confidence in front of their peers could help them when presenting to
outside bodies and after university, a key point reinforcing Twells’ (2015) findings on
students as co-producers in public history and community engagement. One observed that
other universities do not seem to have such variety in assessments, and so their experience
in front of, and in collaboration with, their peers could be a real selling point when on the
job market. More generally, and closer to home, another student stated that, due to their
engagement in seminars, their communication skills had improved so dramatically that their

relationships within their family had improved.

When asked about potential or real disadvantages of this form of assessment, the students
in this focus group were similarly honest and emphasized that the benefits outweighed the
costs. They noted that some less honest classmates had the potential to record their
seminar preparation and participation inaccurately by claiming to have read material they
had not actually read. They also noted the potential for a student to receive a low mark
based upon their completed written form at the end of the semester despite their frequent
spoken contributions in the classroom. Finally, the importance of the form —and seminar
participation more generally — was not entirely clear to them during the first year because it
was not allocated particularly real value, and because it had not been explained as
fulsomely as it was in the second year. Thus, a perceived disadvantage among students was
that greater significance was not attached to this form of assessment earlier in their
university careers, when it could have instilled greater time management and a sense of
active engagement in their learning process. That is, these students wanted more, not /ess,

by way of seminar participation assessment.

Discussion & Directions for Future Research
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The primary concerns of staff at ‘no’ institutions, as indicated in the surveys returned for
this study, involved the criteria by which participation can or should be measured, the
transparency of the marking process, the potential to reward extroverts while punishing
introverts, the complications caused by appeals or extenuating circumstances, and the
increased workload caused by (yet more) paperwork. The reactions and perceptions of staff
at ‘yes’ institutions, as indicated by their surveys, suggest firmly that the use of participation
marks as a formal tool of assessment brought benefits of greater student attendance and
participation in seminars; and, while they did sometimes acknowledge the potential
problems raised above, these benefits outweighed the costs. This characterization of the
cost-benefit analysis was mirrored by the views of the external examiner interviewed for
this study, who emphasized his trust in the professionalism of his colleagues at a different
university, especially based upon the rigour they displayed in other forms of assessment.
Evident from the surveys was also that Russell Group institutions were generally more
negative or resistant to using seminar participation marks, whereas Post-1992 HEls were
more ready to embrace this form of assessment or at least interested in its potential
positives; unsurprisingly, the focus group of undergraduate students attended one of these
newer HEls. The hesitancy among some academic staff to try new methods of assessment
may be the product of personal tastes and a lack of willingness to try alternatives from the
norm (essay, exam), but it may also be the result of centralizing forces within UK higher
education, such that discipline-level autonomy and curriculum design is at risk despite

research that argues for greater, not less, autonomy outside the centre (Matthews, 2016).

The most illuminating findings, however, come directly from the students who participated
in the focus group. These students agreed with the log as the written record of the
assessment because it provided clarity of purpose and encouraged weekly discipline in their
studies; as a written record, the form also provided transparency for marking purposes both
internal and external. Also, the students noted that students who may sometimes remain
quiet in the classroom — especially during the second year — could easily demonstrate their
preparation and intellectual engagement with the material on the written form; in the
privacy of their own study, such students could rest assured that they would not be
punished for not speaking in class as much as more extroverted classmates. The authors of

this study were careful not to ask the focus group about whether they thought students
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would be inclined to complain about, or appeal, their marks for seminar participation, but in
sometimes frank, sometimes unconscious ways the students in the focus group admitted
that they could not really complain too loudly about a mark because the logs were fairly
self-evident. Moreover, the students suggested that they trusted their instructors’ sense of
judgement, and the students found comfort in the fact that, if they missed a seminar or two
due to illness, they could fill in their log’s weekly reflections to demonstrate their continued
engagement despite their absence. The concern of staff regarding increased paperwork
was, to some extent, confirmed by the students in the focus group, who noted that the
‘Seminar Engagement Form’ can be a little daunting at first, and sometimes tedious during
the semester. Overall, though, these students found that the complete nature of the
document at the end of the semester offered a good overall view of the module, as well as a
detailed account of each week’s readings and discussions. Interestingly, informal discussion
with two members of staff at the focus group institution confirmed that, although the use of
seminar participation marks did increase the time required to assess, the overall effect of

incorporating such marks was significantly more positive than negative.

This study, broad in initial appeal for staff perceptions, yet more limited in its incorporation
of students’ views, suggests that the very real and justified concerns of many staff regarding
the use of seminar participation marks seem to be largely allayed by other staff with
experience in using and assessing such marks either internally or externally. Similarly, the
focus group of students confirmed perceptions of staff regarding the advantages both inside
and outside the classroom. The key to transparent and accepted use of seminar
participation marks, for both staff and students, is in the use of a clear written form or log.
The staff in History at the university who hosted the focus group seem to have found a way
forward in fostering active and engaged students and citizens, while maintaining a flexible
policy that does not force all modules, all staff, or all students to adopt such a form of
assessment. Such may be the significance of this study in pointing a way forward. Future
research may take up the issue of trust among academics when perfect transparency is not
possible, and why levels of trust in colleagues’ professionalism may be questioned more at
one university than at another. Additional research could consider a broader international
context to offer comparisons across national boundaries to see if governmental policy

affects (positively or negatively) higher education in the UK more so than it does in other
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countries, and whether making the first year of university ‘count’ towards the overall

degree classification is, after all, not such a bad idea.
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