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Abstract
In this paper I offer a perspective on student involvement in assessment informed by
critical theory and underpinned by a commitment to greater social justice within and
through higher education. It builds on earlier work on assessment for social justice to
argue that student involvement in assessment must be considered more broadly
than simply students doing particular tasks. Instead, we must think of the student as
a whole person, socially situated, and the ways in which engagement with
assessment tasks nurtures both individual and social wellbeing. There are three
streams to the argument proposed. Firstly, that scholarship on assessment should
do more to problematise the nature of knowledge and that understanding the
complexities of knowledge in higher education has links to both the experiences of
our student as a whole person and social justice. Secondly, that the purposes of
assessment should be orientated to the critical theory notion of a social good, in
which individual and social wellbeing are dialectically inter-related. Finally, in thinking
of the student’s involvement in assessment we must go beyond the conflation of the
real world with the world of work which features in much of the literature on authentic
assessment. Instead, I propose the importance of understanding the economic realm
as a broad and heterogeneous sphere and one that cannot be disarticulated from the
social realm. To illustrate these points I draw on data from the “Understanding
Knowledge, Curriculum and Student Agency Project” which explores student
perceptions of a wide range of learning and assessment experiences.
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Introduction
In this paper I offer a perspective on student involvement in assessment informed by
critical theory and underpinned by a commitment to greater social justice within and
through higher education. I suggest a radical expansion of both our understanding of
student involvement in assessment and in the related concept of authentic
assessment. Grounded in the notion of assessment for social justice (McArthur
2016, McArthur 2018) this article explores the inextricable link between the nature of
assessment and students’ fulfilment as independent members of society. This
argument reflects one of the defining features of critical theory, which is the
dialectical inter-relationship between individual and social wellbeing. Thus when we
ask the question ‘what role can and should students have in assessment?’, the
answer goes well beyond involvement in discrete tasks. Rather, our focus shifts to
the ways in which assessment does, or does not, enable individual student fulfilment
and a sense of self.

I therefore want to extend the notion of student involvement to think in terms of the
whole student: to think philosophically about the relationship between assessment
and students’ self-realisation. To say that students are involved in assessment thus
means more than that they do a bit of assessment. Indeed, perhaps instead we can
turn this around and consider the extent to which assessment is involved in our
students: the extent to which it contributes, or not, to their wellbeing, personal and
intellectual growth and their development as constructive members of society. In
fact, I argue that there is a fundamental link between assessment and social justice –
and our students are at the heart of this. This link is based on a simple premise: if
assessment shapes how and what students learn, as the literature suggests, and if
we are committed to social justice within and through higher education, then surely
assessment is key to the achievement of that social justice.

The idea of students being actively involved in assessment tasks, rather than simply
passive recipients, is well-established in the literature on peer and self-assessment
(eg. Boud, Cohen et al. 1999, Falchikov and Goldfinch 2000, Orsmond, Merry et al.
2000, Liu and Carless 2006). Indeed peer and self-assessment are clearly the most
6

common forms of student involvement in the assessment process (Falchikov and
Goldfinch 2000). Student involvement is also central to much of the literature on
assessment literacy, highlighting how students must be actively supported to be
informed actors in the assessment processes they encounter (Douglas Smith,
Worsfold et al. 2013, Carless and Boud 2018). Furthermore, the general issue of
student involvement is compatible with the broader and evolving literature on
student-staff partnerships (Bovill, Bulley et al. 2011, Bovill, Cook-Sather et al. 2011,
Bovill 2013). Indeed, Bovill’s work in this area explicitly links back into assessment
tasks in her study, with Deeley, of student-staff partnerships and the development of
assessment literacy (Deeley and Bovill 2017).

Student involvement in assessment can be seen across countries and across
disciplines including science, technology, engineering and maths (STEM), arts and
humanities and education and social sciences (Falchikov and Goldfinch 2000). In
addition, such student involvement has ranged from pre-courses stages, through the
degree levels and into ongoing professional practice (Falchikov and Goldfinch 2000).

The rationale for these forms of student involvement in assessment are strong and
rest on three main reasons. Firstly, that student involvement improves their learning.
Secondly, that it improves assessment performance. Finally, that it nurtures skills,
knowledge and dispositions important for life beyond university. This provides our
link to authentic assessment as it too is focused on undertaking assessment tasks
with future relevance, sometimes described as real world tasks (Ashford-Rowe,
Herrington et al. 2014, James and Casidy 2018, Villarroel, Bloxham et al. 2018). My
point of departure here, however, is based on a critique of much of this literature and
in particular an assumption that prevails which casts ‘real world’ as synonymous with
the world of work. I do not want to deny the importance of work to students’
individual and social wellbeing, however, it is wrong to have an understanding of
higher education either based on a narrow sense of the economic sphere or an
understanding of the economic disarticulated from the social (McArthur 2011,
McArthur 2016).
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Applying the critical theory of Axel Honneth (1996, 2003, 2004) and his notion of
mutual recognition I explore the relationship between assessment practices and
students’ capacities to develop as members of society recognised for the traits and
abilities they have to contribute to the broader social good. I therefore position
assessment, in terms of both its procedures and practices, as a powerful force in
shaping individual students’ identity and sense of self-worth. We must involve the
whole student in our thinking about assessment because assessment is about who
they are and who they go on to be in our society.

This position builds on my earlier work on assessment for social justice (McArthur
2016, McArthur 2018). Here I have argued that we must rethink assessment both
philosophically and practically to harness its enormous potential in realising greater
social justice within and through higher education. But the monograph, Assessment
for Social Justice, was always intended to start a conversation, not be the last word
in one. I therefore turn in this paper to explicitly address the question of student
involvement in assessment from an assessment for social justice perspective, which
is itself informed by critical theory. I illustrate key points with data from the
“Understanding Knowledge, Curriculum and Student Agency Project” which explores
student perceptions of a wide range of learning and assessment experiences.

I argue that the most important way in which to understand student involvement in
assessment is to appreciate and foster the role that assessment plays in developing
students as both individuals and active and fulfilled citizens. Thus we shift our focus
from the tasks that students are involved in and instead have as a primary concern
the person the student becomes through engagement with assessment. And, in line
with critical theory, that person is understood firmly within a social context.

There are, therefore, three elements to my argument for thinking of student
involvement in assessment as being about the whole person and their potential to
live a socially fulfilling life. The first is to argue we need to think more about the
nature of knowledge when we discuss assessment, and this position harks back to
my earlier work on the nature of knowledge and social justice in higher education
(McArthur 2013). The second aspect draws on my work on assessment for social
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justice (McArthur 2016, McArthur 2018) and the extent to which assessment tasks
enable students to further their own individual wellbeing by making a positive social
contribution through the skills and attributes they develop. This reflects the dialectical
relationship between individual and society at the heart of critical theory. Finally, the
concept of society itself is examined to ensure that we do not fall into neoliberal
tendencies to equate the world of work with society, but rather see the former as an
aspect of the latter.

Knowledge, Assessment and Social Justice
In an earlier work I explore the relationship between knowledge in higher education
and social justice, inspired by the work of early critical theorist Theodor Adorno (see
McArthur 2013). I argue that there are four qualities associated with the nature of
knowledge which are essential if we are committed to greater social justice within
and through higher education. Firstly, this knowledge must be not easy to know. By
this I mean that higher education is, in part, defined by the complex, contested and
dynamic forms of knowledge which we research, teach, learn and assess. Secondly,
students (and researchers) must be active participants in the processes of engaging
with knowledge. Here we pick up the theme of this article, of involving the whole
student. As Brown and Duguid (2000) so powerfully establish, knowledge, unlike
information, is embodied and therefore we must understand that it changes with the
knower and also changes the knower. This means that there is risk and uncertainty
at the heart of engagement with complex knowledge. And assessment should reflect
this. Thirdly, I call for places where we can escape the mainstream and the status
quo: to be beyond what Adorno refers to as ‘the passive acceptance of what is
merely the case’ (Adorno 2001). A socially-just university cannot simply reproduce
canon as though static fact. And yet, what are the possibilities for moving towards
social justice from within a system that is unjust? This is a central conundrum in
Adorno’s critical theory. Here, I argue, higher education has an important role to
play. Finally, I suggest that our understanding of knowledge should itself be based
on a particular understanding of theory and practice. Here the influence of Adorno is
particularly strong as it was a central preoccupation of his, particularly in the years
9

before his death, to rally against the separation of theory and practice and to argue
instead for their dialectical interconnection.

This work on higher education, knowledge and social justice is in many ways a
prequel to my current work on assessment for social justice. But the relationship
between the two is actually a dynamic one, and thinking about students’ involvement
in assessment causes me to reassess some aspects of my previous work on
knowledge in higher education. I stand by these four features as fundamental to
thinking about social justice in higher education, however, I also acknowledge that so
far I have treated knowledge within higher education as though there are no
differences between the knowledge which we engage with as researchers, the
knowledge we teach through the curriculum and the knowledge students engage
with when they undertake assessment tasks. This needs remedying. Here I draw on
Bernstein’s (2000) concept of the ‘pedagogic device’ to bring greater complexity to
my analysis, and to reinforce the point that in thinking about assessment we need to
think about the student as a whole person.

Bernstein is important if we are considering social justice and knowledge because of
the way in which he sees knowledge in terms of sites of struggle between different
versions of legitimacy and different players (researchers, teachers and students).
Central to Bernstein’s analysis is the idea that it is mistaken to assume that the
knowledge we engage with when we research, when we teach the curriculum and
when students engage in assessment practices is the same. Rather there are
processes of interpretation, legitimatisation and transformation through each of these
stages. Shay (2008) describes the pedagogic device as ‘a “relay” constituted by a
series of rules which determine how knowledge is produced, recontextualised and
evaluated’ (601). There are three rules: firstly, distributive rules determine which
knowledge is regarded as important; secondly, recontextualising rules are
responsible for the transformation of knowledge into the curriculum; finally,
evaluative rules, being the sum of all rules, tell us what counts as legitimate
engagement with knowledge or ‘texts’. As Shay explains, Bernstein uses the term
texts in a very specific way which has important repercussions. By texts he means
anything that is evaluated so this can include not just a piece of written text, but ‘use
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of the body, manner of speaking, even dress’ (Shay 2008). This, Shay argues,
means that: ‘the specialisation of certain kinds of knowledge is at the same time the
specialisation of certain kinds of knowers. Evaluative criteria not only legitimate texts,
they legitimate knower identities’ (601). This is why we must think of assessment in
terms of our student as a whole person.
Ashwin has interpreted Bernstein’s pedagogic device to delineate three different
forms of knowledge: knowledge-as-research, knowledge-as-curriculum and
knowledge-as-student-understanding (Abbas, Ashwin and McLean 2012, Ashwin
2014). Because of that process of transformation the knowledge changes in each
context – and legitimately so. And yet, of course, they are not unrelated: there are
some characteristics of the discipline evident in each of the forms of knowledge.
From Shay’s perspective, the implication of this is the possibility of a theoretically
rigorous approach to ensuring valid and reliable assessment criteria. This is done by
reflecting on the extent to which the evaluative rules are consistent with their
epistemic roots in the site of knowledge production and its further recontextualization
into curriculum and pedagogy. Thus the evaluative rules (assessment criteria) which
shape knowledge-as-student-understanding retain some family resemblance to
knowledge-as-research or knowledge-as-curriculum. If they do not then arguably the
assessment is problematic and has not achieved its goals. Though my point of
departure from Shay rests in her ‘quest for a theory which grants knowledge a status
independent of knowers’ (600). To be clear, Shay does acknowledge that
knowledge is socially mediated, but from a critical realist perspective also seeks to
establish its objective character. My critical theory perspective is different, seeing
knowledge as neither absolute nor relativist, but as embodied and constructed
through human experience.

As sites of struggle these three forms of knowledge are thus the outcome of power,
class and control. To achieve the four qualities of knowledge for social justice I have
previously outlined, we need to appreciate what happens at these sites of struggle,
and this gives further emphasis to the point that we cannot assume knowledge is
benign or easily known.
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What is at the heart of social justice and knowledge, is that students are not passive
recipients of static canon. They are participants in these sites of struggle. But, the
question that worries me, is to what extent students are aware of this? To move
towards greater social justice, students must understand these processes of
transformation between knowledge-as-research, knowledge-as-curriculum and
knowledge-as-student-understanding.

Thus while I acknowledge the legitimacy of research and practice that seeks to
improve students’ assessment literacy, I again suggest that this does not go far
enough in terms of how students should be involved in assessment. Moreover, there
is a danger of a fairly technocratic approach to understanding rubrics, marking
criteria or assessment processes in contrast to an explicit engagement with the
complexities of disciplinary knowledge. This danger was highlighted some years ago
by Norton (2004) and reinforced by Shay (2008) in her analysis of the relevance of
Bernstein’s pedagogic device to assessment. Moreover, if we think of knowledge
through the lens of the pedagogic device then this massively problematises how and
why we engage with practices such as drawing up assessment criteria or marking
rubrics. We should neither attempt to assess knowledge-as-student-understanding
as if it is knowledge-as-research (ie make no concessions between the knowledge
we engage with as researchers and what we expect our students to do) nor allow the
two to be unrecognisable from one another (in Shay’s terms, this is the way to
account for the elusive concept of standards in assessment processes).

Shay is rare as a higher education scholar who has worked across both the
problematisation of knowledge and our understandings of assessment. Too much
assessment literature assumes that knowledge is just ‘there’ and the challenge is
how to get students to learn it. Despite the de rigueur acknowledgement of
constructivist theories of learning in much assessment literature, the unproblematic
treatment of knowledge actually has echoes of what Freire (1996) critiqued as
‘bankable’ approaches to education: where students are empty vessels into which
this thing called knowledge is simply poured. What Shay (2008) has demonstrated is
that even in social constructivist approaches to teaching, learning and assessment
the nature of knowledge is often insufficiently problematised.
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As Ashwin (2014) explains:

knowledge-as-research, knowledge-as-curriculum and knowledge-asstudent-understanding offers a powerful way of gaining a sense of the
transformative power of higher education because it brings into focus the
ways in which higher education transforms students’ understanding and
identities. This involves developing a deeper sense of how students’
engagement with knowledge and curriculum can transform their relations
with themselves and the world (124).

When a student engages with an assessment task, they are engaging with
knowledge. In turn, that engagement is a transformative process and, in many
different ways, can shape that student’s identity and their relation to society. This is
why the significance of assessment practices in higher education goes well beyond
the well-intentioned aims of the assessment for learning movement. The problem
with much of this literature is that knowledge is unproblematised and student
involvement focuses on discrete tasks and not the student as a whole, social person,
who is in turn shaped by engaging with that complex and contested knowledge.

Social Good – Individual and Social Wellbeing
Central to the critical theory perspective which informs this article is the dialectical
inter-relationship between individual and social wellbeing. Indeed, while critical
theory has changed over time from the first generation work of Horkheimer, Adorno
and Marcuse through to Habermas’s second generation and now the third
generation work of Axel Honneth, an enduring feature of all these theorists is this
relationship between self and society (Honneth 2004). Honneth terms this ‘cooperative self-actualisation’. Thus if our aim is to ensure each individual achieves
their potential to live a flourishing life (an aim common to progressive theories of
social justice including both critical theory and the capabilities approach) then this
can only be achieved through social belonging. This is very different to the concept
of the individual at the heart of most liberal theories.
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Horkheimer made this link between individual and social clear when he became
director of the Institute for Social Research (Frankfurt School) in 1931. Thus he said
in his famous speech upon taking up his Directorship:

Its [Institute for Social Research] ultimate aim is the philosophical
interpretation of the vicissitudes of human fate – the fate of humans
not as mere individuals, however, but as members of a community
(Horkheimer 1993).

He goes on to say:

The destiny of the particular is fulfilled in the fate of the universal; the
essence or substantive form of the individual manifests itself not in its
personal acts, but in the life of the whole to which it belongs
(Horkheimer 1993).
In Honneth’s work the connection between individual and social wellbeing is
apparent in the three inter-connected realms of mutual recognition which underlie his
plural theory of social justice. Thus, Honneth states that we know what is just by:

that which allows the individual member of our society to realize his or her
own life’s objectives, in cooperation with others, and with the greatest
possible autonomy (Honneth 2010).

I have used Honneth as a theoretical foundation for my work on assessment for
social justice because he provides such a useful and operationalizable conception of
social justice. He does so by detailing three, inter-related realms of mutual
recognition: love, respect and esteem (Honneth 2004). Each of these in their
different ways reflects this interplay between social and self. Love recognition is
about primary relationships, and is the foundation for our recognition as individuals of
worth. Thus it is about the relationship between a particular father and his son or a
woman and her sister. In my own work on assessment for social justice I have
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extended Honneth’s concept beyond family relations as such but retained that
emphasis on particularity. Thus, I argue, that it is essential to just pedagogical
relationships, including assessment practices, that we are committed to values such
as trust and honesty not with teachers or students in some general sense, but in an
embodied sense related person to person (McArthur 2018).

Respect recognition has a universal quality and refers to the rights that we all have
as citizens. But more than this, it is about knowing one has such rights,
understanding them and actively using them. In so doing one functions as a fullyfledged member of the community. In an assessment context, I have used this to
consider the importance of students having genuine responsibility for their own
assessment practices and achievements. This means that they must be fully literate
in not just marking criteria and so on, but in the rules and regulations that govern
their assessment lives. They also need to appreciate decisions about assessment,
and what counts as legitimate knowledge, as socially situated and subject to debate
and contestation.

Finally, in the concept of esteem recognition we have a particularly strong resonance
with knowledge engagement and assessment practices. Esteem recognition relates
to the possession of traits and abilities with which to make a positive contribution to
the social whole. Thus Honneth links it to a notion of solidarity. It has an individual
quality, in that it refers to the different traits and abilities that individuals have: we
cannot say meaningfully that everyone is equally good at everything. In addition, this
is about mutual recognition, so it is about having these traits and abilities,
recognising this in oneself and having it recognised by others.
In a large on-going study called “Understanding Knowledge, Curriculum and Student
Agency Project” colleagues and I have looked at the ways in which students selfidentify a sense of achievement through their assessment work. This is important
because, in light of Honneth’s notion of esteem recognition, students should be given
opportunities to develop skills and attributes, through the engagement with
knowledge, that can be recognised as socially-useful and which they recognise as
such in themselves. While analysis of this comparative and longitudinal project
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involving Chemistry and Chemical Engineering students in the UK, South Africa and
USA is on-going, a preliminary framework for understanding how students
conceptualise their own achievement has emerged (for a fuller explanation see
McArthur 2020). In this framework there is a spectrum of how students understand
their achievement in terms of the broader society: in the phrase coined as part of
assessment for social justice (McArthur 2018) how responsive is their perception of
the assessment practice to the wider social world. At one end there is achievement
represented simply in terms of the mark received. Thus, achievement is getting an A
or 60% or being on track for a first-class degree, as though any of these are ends in
themselves. There is no link to either engagement with knowledge, a broader sense
of personal achievement or wider society. But this account, based on the UK first
year data so far, is unusual. The vast majority of students associated achievement in
some way with knowledge acquired, but there is a spectrum here. First, is simply
achievement in the sense of having gained a piece of knowledge – eg the properties
of a particular molecule. Gaining this knowledge is, for these students, a positive
thing and hence an achievement. Next comes the practical application of the
knowledge learned; something highly valued in both these disciplines. Thus they
have learned about a molecule and can apply that knowledge to do something else
they value. Then some students projected this further, and placed value in learning
knowledge which they could practically apply, and which would be considered useful
later to apply in industry or society (though generally these students talked in terms
of industry). So here we have the practical application of knowledge learned in the
social sphere. The final point of the spectrum seems to me to be the practical
application of knowledge learned in the social sphere and for the social good – and
this is what brings us closest to Honneth’s esteem recognition. Thus this, I argue,
should be our goal if we want to enable the full development of our student as a
social being through engagement with assessment practices. No students in the UK
data analysed so far explicitly identified with this last category, though there are
indications in the South African data that some students there did so. For example,
students speaking about their commitment to learning Chemistry because they may
go on to use that knowledge in the pharmaceutical industry and contribute to
something socially-useful such as a new drug for malaria. These students clearly
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position their anticipated achievement in terms of the social value of their work, and
not simply economic return.

In contrast, a student who sees their achievement solely in terms of a disembodied
mark or grade point average denies themselves the full sense of achievement from
engagement with socially useful knowledge. But more than this, the critical theory
interconnection between individual and social wellbeing suggests that true individual
fulfilment comes through this social application and engagement. It is not simply that
the individual act helps society (as may be an interpretation of liberal theory) but
rather that through doing something socially useful the student is able to achieve
their own fulfilment and potential as an independent human being. This
interconnection between independence and others might seem contradictory but is in
fact essential to this dialectical understanding of individual and social wellbeing. So if
our interest in assessment is our student as a whole person, this must be where we
aim. Which is not to say that there cannot be small, discrete tasks along the way.
Particularly in the physical sciences the building blocks of knowledge can be
important. But there is a distinction between what Hardarson (2017) describes as
open and closed aims. Those assessments which encourage the learning of the
building blocks of disciplinary knowledge – such as the properties of a particular
molecule – involve closed aims: you learn the properties and that is the end of the
task. But our eventual aim must be open aims for these are the realm of the complex
knowledge that is at the heart of higher education – and its social justice mission.
The type of assessments I have referred to – involving socially useful knowledge for
the social good – will involve open aims. There will be no one right answer. For
example, one cohort of our Chemical Engineering students from the project
previously mentioned, undertook a transport project to come up with an
environmentally-friendly way for students to travel between their university campus
and the local town. There was no right answer for them: instead, they had to use
judgement and explain the rationale for decisions made and the recommendations
that ensued. In a broader sense too this is an open aim because on one level we
never complete the task of environmentally-friendly transport. It is instead an
ongoing challenge.
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Thus the second strand in my argument for thinking of assessment in terms of the
student as a whole person, rests on the importance of them being able to achieve
individual wellbeing through their contribution to social wellbeing. For students at
university this may take shape as a future aspiration, as in the case of the South
African students wanting to apply their knowledge in the pharmaceutical industry and
contribute to an improved drug for malaria. It is not incumbent that they have to be
doing this as undergraduate students as that would be unreasonable. But our
assessment design should encourage their view to reach to that future horizon and
to see the positive contribution they could go on to make within society.

Society and the world of work
There is a long-standing debate as to whether the purposes of higher education rest
on a liberal idea of learning as an end in itself or a more economic view that higher
education should contribute to students’ employability and the health and wealth of
the economic sector in general. This debate is based on a false dichotomy and is
ultimately unhelpful for understanding both our student as a whole person and how
they should be assessed.

From a critical theory perspective higher education should definitely have an explicit
economic role, for the economic realm is so central to determining the possibilities
for individual and social fulfilment. The problem in many current debates and policy
approaches is the way the economic role is often discussed, as I have previously
argued (McArthur 2011), which rests on a narrow interpretation of the economic
sphere. Thus there are two issues. Firstly, we should not confuse the economic
sphere simply with the rich and powerful – government, large business or employers.
The poor and marginalised are every bit as much part of the economic realm and
their stories also need to be taken into account. Secondly, we should not
disarticulate the economic from the social realm by claiming that issues surrounding
employment, work, career and wealth are value-neutral or obviously good in
themselves. These are all value-laden and immensely problematic aspects of human
life. As such, it makes no sense to promote student employability through higher
18

education in any ways that are isolated from social factors and issues of social
justice.

The relationship between higher education and the world of work is important. As
Winch (2002) has argued so well, work is an important aspect of human wellbeing.
That this is the case only proves to underline the normative aspect of work and its
social situation. This leads me back to considering assessment and how to involve
our student as a whole person. What I am arguing in this section is that
understanding our student as a social person involves both an economic and a
social identity and it is damaging to disarticulate one from the other. One increasingly
popular approach to assessment, which does seem to recognise the student as a
person, is the use of authentic assessment. This is an important movement in
assessment practice, but one about which I would like to offer a critique.
Authentic assessment is most commonly described as assessment based in ‘real
world’ tasks. On the surface, this fits very well with the idea of responsive
assessments discussed in the previous section. However, I am concerned that the
literature on authentic assessment is inadvertently perpetuating a narrow view of the
economic sphere, disarticulated from society. Reviewing a range of literature (eg.
Eddy and Lawrence 2013, Raymond, Homer et al. 2013, Ashford-Rowe, Herrington
et al. 2014, James and Casidy 2018, Villarroel, Bloxham et al. 2018) that claimed to
be about authentic assessment in higher education I found that much of this was
actually focused on the world of work, not the ‘real world’ as a whole or in fact
conflated the two and assumed real world tasks were simply work-based tasks . For
example, ‘authentic assessment aims to integrate what happens in the classroom
with employment’ (Villarroel, Bloxham et al. 2018). Similarly, James and Casidy
(2018) consider employer expectations of higher education and associate authentic
assessment with a conflated understanding of the real world as the world of work.
This is hugely problematic for the two reasons already outlined: the economic sphere
should not be reduced to simply what employers want and the economic sphere
cannot be disarticulated from the social.
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If we return to thinking of our student as a whole person, her personal fulfilment does
not come in being a passive and compliant worker. By this I do not mean to
demonise all employers as only wanting passive and compliant workers. However,
there is a dangerous discourse in higher education, and in government policy, that
suggests that higher education should do more to provide what employers want. This
is tricky territory. Of course higher education is about contributing to the professional
workforce which is vital for many social roles and institutions, as well we economic
health. But this is not the same as repositioning higher education as some sort of de
facto employment agency responsible for slotting the right student into the right
employment vacancy. I return to the first main section of this article and the
importance of engagement with complex knowledge to the purposes of higher
education. And to the embodied nature of this knowledge, which changes the knower
and is changed by the knower. Previously I’ve explained this in terms of the
metaphor of a palimpsest (McArthur 2012, McArthur 2013) which refers to a
manuscript in which older writing has been written over, but remains in trace. I have
used this to argue that students should be able to leave their trace, make their mark,
on disciplinary knowledge if they are to be genuinely, seriously engaged with it. In a
similar vein, I would like to extend the idea to who our students are when they go out
into the world of work. A genuine criticality suggests that the former student brings
something of their own to the workplace, and it may not be what the employer
necessarily anticipated. But the genuine engagement with complex knowledge that, I
have argued, defines what happens within higher education should also define what
happens when our graduates leave and begin work.
Too much of the discussion about students’ preparation for work is one-sided and
views students, and by implication universities, as the problem. In other words,
employers are not getting the employees they want and universities should respond
to this: students should let themselves be fashioned into what the employers want.
And this is one of the arguments put forward for authentic assessment. However,
from a critical theory perspective, employment should be a relationship of equals;
working should be an expression, in part, of our individual self-worth. Here we would
have genuine authenticity, because it would be about the authenticity of the student
as a person, not simply a particular task. The problems facing society, and our
20

economic spheres, will require creative and flexible minds able to engage with
complex problems and offer genuine solutions. But to achieve this in reality, rather
than as a feel-good slogan or mission statement, requires a rethinking of the
economic role of the graduate worker and a genuine respect for what they bring to
their role. Assessment should encourage both the confidence to do this and the
necessary judgement to see their own contributions in the context of others.

Ashford-Rowe, Herrington and Brown (2014) broaden the understanding of authentic
assessment to not just be about real world tasks – but to involve genuine intellectual
challenge. In addition they argue it should involve the production of an actual
performance or product – though how the latter is defined is, I suggest, subject to
debate. Echoing other conceptualisations of authentic assessment as work-related,
these authors also state that authentic assessment should involve the transfer of
knowledge: in other words, the ability to apply and use it another context. This notion
of genuine intellectual challenge is an important addition to our understanding of
authentic assessment and relates back to the first theme regarding the nature of
knowledge in higher education and in our assessment practices.

What is still missing, however, is a socially-situated understanding of these real
world tasks in the sense of an acknowledgement of the problematic nature of
society, riven as it is with power imbalances, inequality and injustice. I have only
found one article on authentic assessment which explicitly makes this link – a
thoughtful account of practice from two historians in Australia (see Forsyth and
Evans 2019). Forsyth and Evans take a more expansive sense of real world tasks to
address the problems of more inclusive epistemologies and pedagogies within the
context of post-colonialism. In Australia the once neglected value of indigenous
histories provides a marked example of narrow and exclusionary epistemologies.
Closely associated with this is the move towards more participatory, and hence
inclusive, approaches to history.
Thus Forsyth and Evan’s aim is to ‘to transform, not just replicate, the discipline’
(749) – which leads them to critically reconsider what is meant by authenticity – and
particularly whose authenticity is it? They assert that traditional approaches to
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teaching can mask conservative and homogeneous disciplinary traits – even though
there is a rich stream of history which now deals with decolonisation and the global
south. These social justice issues may be more easily seen in a discipline such as
history, but they permeate every discipline within the university in equal measure. I
am reminded of the response some chemistry and chemical engineering academics
made when we introduced the project outlined earlier, explaining it in terms of these
disciplines being what Biglan (1973) famously classified as ‘non-life’ disciplines.
They were appalled at the idea that their disciplines were considered unrelated to
human activity and argued instead for their centrality to human affairs. Surely this
should be the case in every discipline within the university; that its members see this
fundamental link between what they do and the social sphere? And important as the
world of work is to this, it does not define it on its own, nor should it define us or our
students.

Conclusion
Student involvement in assessment means so much more than them undertaking
discrete tasks. If we truly believe in the power of the idea behind assessment for
learning and the importance of assessment for students’ future lives, then we must
think of the relationship between assessment and our students as whole people,
socially situated. We must also recognise that the social world, which incorporates
the economic, is not benign but rather is the creation of multiple forces and interests.
It is hugely problematic to assert that assessment should prepare students for the
‘real world’ and yet to work with an understanding of that world which is partial,
homogenised and sanitised. The real world is complex not just because the
problems students will encounter in work are complex, but because it is made up of
many competing social forces, not all of which are kind or fair.

Thus the common argument, for example, that students should engage in group
work assessment tasks because they are likely to have to work in teams when they
leave university only reflects part of reality. Students’ connections to others goes well
beyond the teams in an employment setting and stretches to all corners of the social
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world. If higher education is to fulfil its social justice mission, it must help develop
students as knowledgeable, compassionate and active members of this social whole
– and assessment plays an important part in this process.

Returning to the example of group work, the danger with the way in which some
assessment initiatives are introduced in higher education lies in paying lip service to
student agency while actually contributing to a culture of conformity. Indeed, McGarr
and Clifford (2013) note that the ways in which peer and self-assessment have been
promoted often involve forced participation that is counter-intuitive to the narrative of
greater student agency. Students undertake these roles because they are told they
have to. “Do it. It will do you good.” Thus, returning to the student as a whole person,
and their relationship to assessment, this means thinking beyond simply which
assessment techniques to use, and considering instead the whole student
experience of them, and how this relates to future lives.

Assessment is notoriously immune to radical change. For many this is because
assessment matters so much. It is too important to fiddle with or think differently
about. But if we never think differently, then nothing will ever change. A commitment
to critical pedagogy and social justice education begins with a recognition that we
need change: that the world as it is currently organised is unjust (McLean 2006). In
this context, the need to radically think differently about assessment is not only
essential but urgent.
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