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1. Abstract:

The desire to improve the quality of student learning and respond to growing
student diversity in higher education, combined with increasing demands for
accountability of learning outcomes have led instructors to seek innovative
pedagogies and alternative forms of assessment, beyond that of the traditional
lecture and examination format (Angelo & Cross 1993; Frye 1999; Mowl, 1996;
Shavelson & Huang, 2003). A growing body of literature supports the use of a
wide range of learning-centred assessment methods. However, very few studies
have investigated the impact of these innovative assessment practices,
particularly with regard to student diversity. In this paper we examine potential
gender bias considerations in relation to learning-centred assessment methods.
Evidence from practical classroom experiences, as well as the higher education
literature suggests that instructors should address potential gender biases during
interactive assessment methods in order to enhance inclusivity in self- and peer-
assessment learning environments. Recommendations are suggested for
implementing innovative learning-centred assessment methods in the college
and university classroom. We conclude by highlighting the need for more SoTL
research around issues of assessment and student diversity, particularly with
respect to gender, age, ethnicity, cultural, sexual orientation and socio-economic
status.
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2. Introduction

It is currently a challenging time for student assessment* in higher education.
Increasing numbers and diversity of students have placed considerable pressures on
burgeoning faculty workloads. At the same time there has been a perceived need for
more accountability in higher education and, hence, learning and assessment must be
reconciled with accountability requirements (Frye 1999; Shavelson & Huang, 2003).
More than ever, students need to be equipped with lifelong learning skills when they
leave university (e.g., critical thinking, effective communication, ethical principles,
research skills, etc.). As a result of these factors, and the desire to improve the quality
of student learning, teachers have sought innovative methods of assessment beyond
that of the traditional lecture and final exam formats.

Traditional exam methods of assessment tend to provide only summative
feedback. Assumptions about learning are rooted in a "one-size fits all"* process of
knowledge transmission and information memory recall. This often leads to surface
learning and factual memorization, with little higher levels of learning, and fosters a
disregard for the value of further learning in higher education (Angelo & Cross, 1993). In
contrast, innovative assessment methods tend to emphasise formative feedback, which
aims to facilitate on-going learning, motivation and student leadership throughout the
teaching and learning process. According to Mowl et al. (1996; see also Boyd & Cowan,
1985; Brown & Dove, 1993), use of a wide range of learning-centred assessment
methods (involving, for example, self, peer, group, and instructor feedback) empowers
students to take more responsibility for their own learning.

In learning-centred environments, authentic assessment practices are integral to
the learning process. Learning is driven by the method of assessment in both traditional
and innovative environments (Race, 1995; Wergin, 1988). The use of a variety of
learning-centred assessment methods allows a wide range of skills to be developed and
the course content to become more tailored to individual learning aims. A deeper

! For the purpose of this paper, assessment refers to the data gathering process about student learning whereas
evaluation refers to judgements that are made (e.g., using explicit criteria) based on the quality of student learning.
Furthermore, the term formative assessment and/or evaluation refers to on-going data gathering and/or feedback on
student learning whereas summative assessment and/or evaluation refers to a final compilation of students work and
the judgement that is placed on the quality of that work (Chappuis & Chappuis, 2008).
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approach to learning is encouraged (Boyd & Cowan, 1985; Brown & Dove, 1993; Mowl
et al., 1996).

Key challenges facing any form of assessment practice centre around issues of
reliability and validity, particularly since people are inherently biased in their judgements
due to preconceptions about themselves and others. For example, research suggests
that students generally tend to give themselves a lower score compared to the tutor's
mark, and students with higher grades tend to underestimate their performance, whilst
poorer performing students tend to overestimate their performance (Bryan et al., 2005;
Edwards et al., 2003; Mowl, 1996). Individual personality traits can affect the estimation
of one's own intelligence (Myers & McCaulley, 1985; Furnham & Chamorro-Premuzic,
2004) and, therefore, play a critical role in student-led assessment. Of course, any form
of assessment might tend to favour some students over others, but it is necessary to
identify potential biases in order to seek pedagogical strategies to enhance inclusivity in
the university and college classroom. Investigation of gender, or other group, issues in
connection with the use of innovative learning-centred assessment methods currently
lacks adequate attention in the SoTL literature.

3. Gender differences and self-assessment practices

A substantial body of literature suggests that male students tend to overestimate
their performance, whilst female students tend to underestimate their performance,
despite female students actually being equal or outperforming male students (Bryan et
al., 2005; Lind et al., 2002; Rees, 2003; Rees & Shepherd, 2005). Across disciplines
and regardless of performance, women tend to have greater belief in their abilities in
humanitarian subjects and interpersonal skills, whereas men tend to have greater belief
in their abilities in science (Marsh 1990; Marsh & Yeaug, 1998).

Rees (2003) provides an interesting comparison of student versus tutor/mentor
grades in the context of personal and professional portfolios in a medical school.
Approximately equal numbers of students over and under assessed their portfolios
compared to their mentor's grade. However, 75% of the cases in which the mentor
assessed the portfolio more highly than the student, involved female students.
Conversely, the majority of students (72.7%) who assessed their portfolios more highly
than their mentor were male. Upon admission to medical school, Lumsden et al. (2005)
found no gender differences in students' cognitive abilities, although female applicants
tended to be more empathetic, with greater communitarian orientation, than male
applicants. As their training progressed, Lurie et al. (2007) found that, compared to
males, female medical students became more likely to give themselves lower ratings
related to professional work habits. However, over the same period, female students
became more likely than males to rate their own interpersonal skills highly. Similarly,
Whittle & Murdoch Eaton (2001) found that skills requiring information handling,
managing self-learning and understanding technical aspects were rated higher by male
students than their female counterparts. These differences also tend to persist after
graduation. For example, Clack and Head (1999) found that male medical graduates
rated themselves more highly than did female graduates in attributes related to
biomedical investigation, leadership and autonomy, whereas the females rated
themselves more highly in interpersonal attributes and teamwork.

3 Transformative Dialogues: Teaching & Learning Journal Volume 2, Issue 1



Gender Considerations and Learning-centred Assessment August 2008

In the field of counselling, Fitzpatrick (1999) found that female students were less
confident than males in rating their abilities and skills, and suggested that females
perceived that a higher level of competence must be demonstrated in order to reach a
particular standard of competence. This also applied to peer-assessment learning
environments whereby females tended to view peers as less competent than their male
counterparts rating the same peers. The University of Cambridge Faculty of History's
Gender Working Party (1994) suggested that female students have a strong personal
investment in "getting it right" and tend to make a cautious and detailed examination of
the subject matter, examining different points of view; whereas males more easily adopt
a particular point of view, dismiss others and take risks. This approach might also
explain higher levels of anxiety found in female students (Abouserie, 1994; Masson et
al., 2004; McKean & Misra, 2000; Pierceall & Keim, 2007).

In general then, the empirical evidence suggests that females in higher education
apply more stringent criteria to their self-assessments and are less confident in their
skills, except those relating to interpersonal attributes. Interestingly, in general cognitive
testing, males are consistently found to be more confident than females in the accuracy
of their responses although there tends to be a greater mis-calibration between
accuracy and confidence in male students (Pallier, 2003).

4, Gender considerations and learning-centred assessment practices

It is not clear why gender differences in perception occur during self-assessment,
despite generally equal and better student learning outcome performances by female
students (Masson et al., 2004, Richardson & Woodley, 2003). Research suggests that
females typically demonstrate lower levels of self-confidence than males with respect to
advanced academic achievement (Dix, 1987; Glance & O'Toole, 1988, King & Cooley,
1995). Various theories propose that gender differences are innate (Myers & McCaulley,
1985), or due to early socialization which may lessen over time as children's
upbringings place less emphasis on stereotypical gender roles and values. Aronson,
Steel and colleagues (Aronson et al., 1999; Steele, 1997, 1998) have demonstrated that
"stereotype threat" can influence student performance, such that extra pressure is felt
by members of stereotyped groups not to behave in ways that confirm the perceived
lack of ability in their group. This adversely affects assessment outcomes for females in
disciplines such as mathematics, science and technology (Spencer, Steele & Quinn,
1999). The negative effect cannot be mitigated simply by students trying to suppress
negative thoughts but can be overcome by using an alternative positive stereotype
message (McGlone & Aronson, 2007).

Gender bias assessment issues become amplified when one considers the natural
progression from self-assessment to peer-assessment as an integral part of learning-
centred assessment practices. Gender issues in peer-assessment thus pose additional
challenges (Boud, 1990; Brown & Knight, 1994; Topping, 1998). In addition to the
inherent gender bias with self-assessment methods already discussed, the quality of
peer relationships (e.g., issues of equality, respect and appropriate power relations)
tends to have a greater bearing on the psychological well-being of female college
students than male students (Frey et al., 2006). This difference could influence not only
the quality of the learning experience but also performance assessment. Studies also
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suggest that significant differences in subjective assessment of cognitive ability level
exist dependent on the sex of the person being rated. For example, males and females
consistently rate male family members as more intelligent than female family members
(Rammstedt & Rammsayer, 2000; Furnham & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2005; Furnham &
Valgeirsson, 2007). When this attitude is manifested within the higher education
classroom it can create the existence of a stereotypical notion that men will perform
better than women on intellectual tasks. Thus, peer-assessment practices might not
provide the ideal complementary learning strategy to rectify gender inequality found in
self-assessment practices unless proactive pedagogical steps are taken. However, the
risk of "gendered feedback" (Murphy & Elwood, 1998), whereby academic staff might
reward student work and offer feedback in line with their own gendered beliefs, exists in
both traditional and learning-centred assessment practices.

5. Recommended strategies to address gender bias in learning-centred
assessment practices

To empower all students to perform self- and peer-assessment more effectively
instructors should proactively facilitate inclusivity in the university and college
classroom. Essentially students should receive education to counteract biased belief
systems in relation to assessing self and fellow students. The following
recommendations to mitigate inequality in learning-centred assessment practices are
not exhaustive:

o,

% Metacognitive activities and reflection should form an early and integral part of
students’ courses to facilitate both transition into higher education and to develop
students' higher order learning skills (e.g. Kell, 2006). As part of these activities,
students need to receive awareness training to enable them to examine their own
gendered, racial, ageist or other biased belief systems and, thus, counteract any
biased feedback during peer-assessment. Priming students with positive
messages about their group identity provides an effective way of alleviating the
"stereotype threat" (McGlone & Aronson, 2007).

s Self-evaluation is difficult for students (Rees & Shepherd, 2005). They need

support and training, which should include an explanation of research evidence

on self-assessment. Given the importance of self-assessment to academic and
future professional careers, students should be given ample opportunity to
practise their self-assessment techniques and be trained to evaluate their
performance more objectively. This will help them develop a realistic perception
of their own performance and perhaps counteract group-related differences in
self-assessment. Similarly, objective and fair performance assessment is
required for peer-assessment in order that gender, race and age biases do not
affect results. Objective measures of performance should be created either by
the tutor or in collaboration with the class, so that students are encouraged to
focus on actual performance without stereotypical bias. Scoring rubrics (Angelo &

Cross, 1993; Brualdi, 1998; Moskal, 2000) provide one method of describing

performance standards in detail. In class practise performing peer- and self-

evaluation using rubrics provides feedback that may redress inequalities. Rubric
case studies could specifically address issues of stereotyping so that students
are encouraged to examine their own pre-conceptions.
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% Gender bias influences that can result from self and peer-assessments reinforce
the notion that tutor-led assessment should continue to form the key part of the
student's overall assessment. When students have underestimated their own
work, feedback from tutors can enhance self-confidence (Race, 2001).
Conversely, when students have overvalued their work, feedback from tutors can
be given in an explanatory manner that supports further learning. As an integral
component of learning-centred assessment practices, formative feedback is not
only an essential component to support learning but can also provide critical
feedback to enhance and regulate self-concept and self-confidence for both male
and female students, while also promoting a collegial sense of how to assess
oneself and peers.

6. Conclusion

The impact of innovative assessment techniques in relation to diversity issues has
received little attention in the SoTL literature. On the basis of the emerging evidence
and practical classroom experiences, it appears that gender (among a broad range of
other inclusion issues such as age, ethnicity, socio-economic class, sexual orientation,
etc) must be considered as a moderator of the accuracy of learning-centred
assessments in a wide range of disciplines (Blascovich et al., 2001; Crawford &
Stankov, 1996; Pallier, 2003; Sorensen & Robinson, 1992; Stevenson & Stigler, 1992;
Yates et al., 1997, 1998).

Across the range of skills required of students using these new techniques, gender
and other group or individual biases might be equalized because different components
of learning-centred assessment methods are likely to benefit different groups. For
example, although potentially disadvantaged in self- and peer-assessment, female
students may be advantaged compared to males in relation to the ability to be an
autonomous learner and readiness for self-directed learning (Kell, 2006), as well as
confidence in interpersonal communication (Clack & Head, 1999; Lurie, 2007,
Omigbodun & Omigbodun, 2003). Further empirical investigation of these issues,
across disciplines, is needed so that instructors can ensure they use a complementary
and inclusive range of assessment methods.

In summary, this paper provides a critical review of gender bias considerations
when employing learning-centred assessment practices in the university and college
classroom. Ideally, experiences in higher education provide a positive influence on self-
concept and the adaptation of perceptions of skill levels. Instructors have a vital role in
this process by ensuring equity when introducing methods of assessment, particularly
where those methods rely on judgements of, and confidence in, students' own abilities.
While learning-centred assessment practices become more widely implemented,
instructors should be aware of differences in attitudes, confidence and approaches.
Further empirical SOoTL research around issues of assessment and student diversity,
particularly with respect to gender, age, ethnicity, cultural, sexual orientation and socio-
economic status would yield a more inclusive higher education learning environment.
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