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ASSESSMENT METHODS APPROPRIATE FOR TEACHING 
HISTORY IN AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES 

Steven Farram 
Australia is currently moving towards a national regulatory system for standards of teaching and learning 
in higher education. As professional historians we should all be concerned about the standards applied to 
the teaching of our discipline in Australian universities. This paper focuses on the issue of assessment and 
the role it plays in learning. Various assessment methods are evaluated and suggestions made on which 
are most appropriate for the teaching of History in Australian universities. The paper concludes with some 
recommendations on how assessment practices could be improved. ' 

Introduction 
Australian professional historians work in many fields, 
but only a minority work in higher education. Neverthe
less, it is an area that should concern us all, as it was 
through higher education that we obtained our qualifi
cations, as will the professional historians to follow. 
Australia is currently establishing a national regulatory 
system for standards of teaching and learning in higher 
education. Historians need to consider what standards 
and values we believe are appropriate for the teaching 
of our discipline. It is in this context that this paper, 
on the issue of assessment and the role it plays in 
learning, is offered. 

Assessment is a major issue in higher education. 
It takes up vast amounts of time of both teachers 
and students and is a principal motivator of student 
activity. Pioneer assessment researcher Derek 
Rowntree cites one British study that found students 
spent the majority of their time outside the classroom 
completing assessment tasks. 1 Paul Ramsden 
concludes in his influential book Learning to Teach in 
Higher Education, that 'assessment always defines 
the actual curriculum', 2 meaning that no matter what 
teachers may wish students to learn, they always 
devote their greatest effort to gaining enough marks to 
pass the unit or course. Others, including David Baud, 
Paul Hyland, Graham Gibbs and Claire Simpson have 
come to similar conclusions. 3 This all suggests that 
if we want students to learn what we think is worth 
learning, we had better get our assessment strategies 
correct. 

There is an enormous amount of literature on 
assessment. The work of leading writers in this field 
from Britain and Australia is considered in this paper. 
However, little of these scholars' work touches 
on the use of assessment in History. Some British 

researchers have explored the use of assessment for 
teaching History in universities,4 but British regulatory 
and institutional practices are different from those in 
Australia and we need to look at assessment needs 
in an Australian context. Unfortunately, there has 
been little work done in this area. This paper aims to 
stimulate discussion about this important matter. 

In this pape( I give an overview of various 
researchers' ideas on how assessment can be used 
to support learning. I examine various assessment 
methods and evaluate their effectiveness for achieving 
the desired aims. Finally, I list what I propose are the 
most appropriate assessment methods for teaching 
History in Australian universities and make some 
recommendations on how assessment practices may 
be improved. 

What is assessment and why should we assess? 
Rowntree, in his article 'Designing an assessment 
system', reminds us that assessment is not just grades 
or marks, or the means by which we create them, 
such as examinations or essays. Rather, assessment 
is the appraisal of the nature and quality of a student's 
thinking and performance. Assessment also comes in 
two forms: formative, where one supplies students 
with feedback to help them develop or improve their 
learning; and summative, which is a summing up of 
one's judgement on a student's learning, normally 
expressed as a mark or grade. 5 

Rowntree identifies a number of reasons why 
assessment is used in higher education. These include 
engaging students in learning and enabling students to 
be given feedback in order to improve their learning. 
Obviously, the type of assessment being considered 
here is the formative variety, which Rowntree and other 
researchers rate highly. On the other hand, Rowntree 
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concedes that summat ive assessment also has its 
uses, especia lly in enabling others, such as administra

tors or employers, to appreciate the standard a student 

has ach ieved6 

Al ign ing assessment with learn ing outcomes 
Several researchers have identified the propensity 

of students to on ly pay attention to those parts of a 

course that they know w ill be assessed. Considering 

this, Ramsden conc ludes that if t eachers w ish 

students to emerge from their studies with a certain 

degree of know ledge and understanding about any 

subject. asses sments need to be linked to the des ired 

outcomes 7 Rowntree points ou t that to do this we 

must first think carefu lly about wha t it is we want 

our students to learn, and make this clear to them at 

each opportunit y8 Ramsden also stresses the need to 

provide clear information of the expected outcomes 

of a co urse or unit and to exp lain unambiguously the 
purpose of assessment. 9 We thus need to make sure 

that our assessment tools are aligned with the stated 

learning outcomes So before co nsidering what m ight 

be the appropriate assessments to use in Hi story in 

higher education, we have to cons id er w hat we believe 

are the desired learning ou tcomes. 

Learning outcomes 
While higher education History teachers in Australia 

have always had ideas about what they wanted 

students to gain from th eir studies, it is a relatively 

recent practice in most universities to explicitly sta te 

expected learning outcomes or objectives in course 

or unit information documents and the like . Universi

ties can stipulate certain criteria to be applied to these 

sta tements; for example, at my university we are 

advised that between four and six learning outcomes 

are optimal. What learning outcomes are actually 

sta ted, however, has been largely left to the discretion 

of unit and course coordinators. Since late 2010, 

History teachers in Australian universities have an 

addi ti ona l resource to use when considering learning 

outcomes: that is, the History Learning and Teaching 

Academic Standards Statement (HLTASSJ, prepared 

for the Australian Learning and Teaching Council 

(ALTC) in response to th e foreshadowed national 
regulatory system that wi ll establish quality standards 

for teaching and learning . The HLTASS was prepared 

by a team led by Professor lain Hay, representing 

emp loyers. academics and professional bodies, which 

presented preliminary findings to a number of public 

forums. Feedback from those meetings and written 
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submissions informed the final statement, which 

sought to describe 'the nature and extent of the 
discipline' and to distinguish the 'minimum level of 
achievement that could be expected of an Australian 
bachelor level graduate with a major in History'.10 

The HL TASS proclaims that the study of History 

equips students to: 

» ask relevant questions 
» analyse problems and evidence 
» consider different perspectives and values 

» make considered judgements on complex 
issues 

» formulate well developed arguments, and 
» communicate effectively. 11 

The HL TASS then lists eight 'Threshold learning 
outcomes for History' _12 These have been condensed 

to construct a generic set of five learning outcomes for 
a higher education unit in History, as appears below. 
The shortened list reflects my institution's stipula
tions, but others may wish to refer to all eight of the 
HTLASS learning outcomes, although some of these 
are quite similar in intent. 

Learning outcomes 

1. Demonstrate an understanding of at least 
one period or culture of the past 

2. Identify and interpret a wide range of primary 

and secondary materials 
3. Analyse historical evidence, scholarship and 

changing representations of the past 
4. Demonstrating effective communication 

skills, construct an evidence based argument 
or narrative 

5. Identify and reflect critically on the knowledge 
and skills developed in the study of History. 

The HL TASS gives no advice on what assessment 
activities should be used to measure if students have 

achieved these standards, but if we accept these 
outcomes as what we want our students to achieve, 
they give us a framework for establishing assessments 
that align with them. 

What are the appropriate assessments? 
Let us first consider examinations. Students are often 

perceived as intrinsically lazy, needing to be coerced into 
'learning' and prevented from cheating by assessments 

such as the final examination. Students must study 
for the examination or they will fail the unit. Ramsden 
asserts that this approach has nothing to do with 
learning, discourages the pursuit of understanding, and 
focuses all attention on the achievement of grades.13 

Rowntree argues that any course that requires 

students to produce something themselves, such as 
justifying a position or arguing a case (which definitely 
applies to History), can never be assessed adequately 
with multiple choice or true/false examinations, where 
the student merely chooses from a number of possible 

answers. 14 Ramsden cites studies that show that even 

in examinations where students must provide their 
own answers the questions are often framed in such 
a way that they can be answered through isolated 

factual recall without any real understanding of the 
concepts and processes that underpin the discipline 
being examined. 15 Meanwhile, Phil Race, another 

British 'assessment heavyweight', says examinations 
are often favoured because of their degree of certainty 
in determining that the work being assessed was truly 

created by the student who will receive the grade. Race 
argues. however, that examinations have a low level of 
validity, as they are conducted in artificial conditions, 

in an unreal race against the clock with no external 
resources available. Also, examinations are essentially 
an exercise in reproduction: they tend to encourage 

surface learning. Feedback is usually provided only in 
the form of a grade or mark, often well after the event. 
and thus plays little part in learning. 16 

Most researchers involved in the study of 
assessment methods condemn examinations. yet 
they remain a major tool of assessment. especially in 
British universities. In Australia, it may be that exami
nations are no longer used so commonly for History, 
but data are difficult to obtain. It is notable, however, 
that in the 2009 AL TC report Historical Thinking in 

Higher Education jHTHE), examinations are not even 
considered in the list of thirteen activities Australian 
students were asked to rank 'in terms of their contribu
tion to the development of historical thinking'Y That 
report informs much of my evaluation of assessment 
methods, below. 

Essays and other written assignments 
Many researchers talk favourably of essays and other 
written assignments. Gibbs and Simpson, for example, 
cite studies that show that essays result in greater 
retention of knowledge and higher quality learning 
than is achieved with examinations.18 Race also views 
essays more favourably than examinations, although 
he argues that they tend to involve assessment of 
essay writing skills rather than knowledge of subject 
matter. However, Race points out the superior value 
of essays where the desired learning outcomes 

include the ability to retrieve information, to analyse 

that material and then present coherent and logical 
arguments and conclusions.19 The learning outcomes 
and standards listed above explicitly mention these 
matters, as these are basic skills required of an 
historian. Effective communication is another skill 
listed that students should achieve from the study of 
History, and practice in writing essays is one way of 

honing this skill. 
Race notes that essays provide good opportuni

ties for making feedback available to students 20 Most 
researchers involved in the study of assessment stress 
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the importance of feedback for improving understand
ing and learning. Indeed, Rowntree refers to it as 'the 
lifeblood of learning'. 21 Hyland, however, cautions that 

Effective 
communication 
is another skill 

listed that students 
should achieve 
from the study 
of History, and 

practice in writing 
essays is one way 
of honing this skill. 

in many cases the 
feedback given does not 
play a formative role, 
even when this may 
have been the teacher's 
intention. This occurs 
because the feedback 
may signal the deficien
cies of the work being 
assessed, but give no 
guidance or practical 
advice to overcome those 
deficiencies.22 

Gibbs and Simpson, 
in the meantime, warn 

that feedback can be ignored if not provided in a 
timely and appropriate fashion. This is sometimes 
difficult to achieve, as it is common to have substantial 
assessment items, such as major essays, delivered at 
the end of semester. One way to rectify this situation 
is to add an assessment of a detailed essay plan, 
to be submitted earlier, allowing for provision of 
feedback. This could be ungraded and could also be a 
peer-assessment, a device which various researchers 
have noted allows students to internalise assessment 
criteria and increases their engagement in learning.23 

As Baud points out, such activities give students 
confidence to judge their own work with respect to 
appropriate standards. To determin-e that students 
truly understand these standards, Baud recommends 
students and staff establish a dialogue on the purpose 
of assessments and that consensus be sought on 
appropriate processes. 24 

Race mentions annotated bibliographies as another 
useful assessment that allows students to 'learn 
through doing' by finding sources, analysing them 
and writing short summaries of their content. 25 This 
is indeed a useful activity in the study of History. A 
related activity is the writing of precis: summaries or 
abstracts of readings. When I was an undergraduate 
History student, we were required to write precis 
of core readings each week and it was rare to find 
students who had not done the readings in tutorials. 
This greatly facilitated discussion. Core readings are 
set because teachers believe they are valuable material 
that all students should be familiar with. The precis is 
one method to ensure this occurs. 

There is consensus amongst researchers that 
written assignments combined with timely feedback 
are valuable means of assessment that support learning. 
Academics from Australian universities quoted in the 
HTHE report were in full agreement. Students, however, 
thought differently, ranking essays only mid-range in 

importance to their contribution to historical thinking. 
Feedback rated even lower. Academics complained 
that students arrived at university poorly prepared to 
write and the report recommended collaborative work 
between historians and secondary syllabus designers 
to remedy this situation. 26 Students' poor response 
to feedback, however, may have other causes and 
university teachers need to be diligent in ensuring 
that the feedback provided is indeed useful for helping 
students learn; an external student recently wrote to 
tell me that after four years at university I was one of 
the few lecturers that had actually provided her with 
feedback to help her improve.27 

Presentations 
Race comments positively on the use of presentations 
as assessment tools that contribute to learning, arguing 
that in preparing and delivering presentations students 
become engaged with the material to a higher degree 
than in many other types of assessment and can often 
answer questions on the topic long after the event, not 
least because anticipating questions is a normal part of 
preparation for presentations. Furthermore, presenta
tions provide good opportunities for feedback, not just 
from tutors, but also fellow students. 28 

Students and teachers surveyed for the HTHE 

report. however, were less convinced. Only half of 
the students thought presentations had any validity 
and even then they ranked them low on the scale. 
Academic opinion was also divided. Presentations 
were considered impractical for large classes. Some 
academics thought presentations killed discussion, 
but others saw them as providing students with 
valuable skills, even though they thought that students 
found the experience 'terrifying'. In contrast, some 
academics reported tutorial presentations being enthu
siastically embraced by students. 29 

Presentations are well aligned with the identified 
standards and learning outcomes. They call for analysis 
of evidence, construction of arguments and effective 
communication of ideas. The HTHE report also noted 
that verbal communication skills were highly valued 
by employers and essential for students who plan.ned 
to pursue a research career, verbal presentation of 
research findings remaining a conference staple. 3° For 
these reasons, I consider the student presentation to 
be a valid method of assessment in History that can 
make a valuable contribution to learning. 

Online !_earning 
Online learning is a growing phenomenon in Australian 
universities. My university has embraced it for several 
years and all units of History offered are available 
online, as well as in the traditional face-to-face mode 
on campus. Apart from the increased workloads carried 
by lecturers and tutors, online teaching of History 
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raises a number of issues. For example, if we accept 

presentations as a valid form of assessment, how 
will this be done for on line students? Skype, Wimba, 

Collaborate, Elluminate or some simi lar technology, 

or simply video, cou ld be used for external students. 

But it is difficult to simulate the li ve class experience; 

one cannot expect all students to be available for 

synchronous on line sess ions. Video-making requires 

skills that may be beyond some students and it is 

not an aim to assess such ski ll s. Furthermore, many 

teachers are def icient in the required sk ill s and the 

time needed for such activities. 

For these reasons my external students are not 

assessed for presentations, but instead are expected 

to participate in an online discussion board for each 

tut.orial. This is a flawed comprom ise as, although 

students can get quite engaged in on line discussions, 

they can also make their individual posts and not visit 

the site again. Interestingly, the HTHE report found that 
students gave visua l and new media the lowest ranking 

of al l options given for their contribution to historical 
thinking. Some academics reported that students had to 

be coerced to go online; however others reported that 

externa l students made great use of on line facilities 3 1 

The writers of the HTHE report were disturbed by 
students' ambivalence to visua l media, as this is the 

primary means by which the wider community engages 

with History. Moreover, employers have expressed 

interest in graduates having not on ly verbal and written 

communication skills, but also on line communication 

skills. The report recommended that academics be 

given better support for using visual and new media 
in their teaching and assessment activities 32 Such 

support wou ld also need to be extended to students 

but. where adequate facilities and training are ava ilable, 

university History teachers shou ld consider how they 

can improve the learning experience of their students 

using such technology. Th is relates especia lly to 
externa l students. 

Another difficulty with teaching History on line is 

Heather Riley, The flag-raising, 1985, oil on canvas, depicting the ceremony held in Darwin to mark the official transfer of the Northern 
Territory from South Australia to the commonwealth on 1 January 1911. This is one of the sources available to view on the Museum of 
AUStralian Democracy's 'DOCUmenting a Democracy' Website . COLLECTION OF MUSEUM AND ART GALLERY OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORY, GA 71~ 
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The report recommended that 
academics be given better 

support for using visual and 
new media in their teaching and 

assessment activities 

meeting learn ing outcomes co ncerning the identi fi ca

tion and analysis of primary materia l. For example. for 

many years my university ha s off ered courses in North 

Australian History . Before th e advent of online learn mg. 

all our students were based in Darwin . Assessment 

always inc lu ded the requirement to write a maJor essay 

based on primary sources. This was possible because 

our university's library possesses an admirab le spec ial 

col lection devoted to North Australia; the Northern 

Te rritory Library has a simi lar collection. There is also 

a branch of the National Archives of Austral ia (NAA) 
in Darwin, and our own Northern Terri tory Archives 

Service, as we ll as archives and libraries belonging to 

organisations such as the National Trust. With these 

resources undergraduate students produced some 

excellent material, much of w hich was subsequent ly 

pub li shed. Obviously, such outcomes are difficu lt 

to achieve if students are based in, say, Hobart or 
Longreach, or even overseas. What can be done? 

Two of my co ll eagues came up wit h ways that 

stud ents ca n engage w ith primary materials on line and 

produce assessab le results. Professor David Carment 

used the NAA's 'Uncommon Lives' websi te and the 

documents featured there re lating ·to the case of 

Dhakiyarr Wirrpanda. the first Indigenous Aust ralian to 

have a case heard in the High Court. Carment proposed 

that students read the documents ava ilable on the site. 

and other relevant mater ial s they could find, and use 

them to explain how Dhakiyarr's case came to attract 

national and internationa l attention 33 Professor Alan 

Powell used documents disp layed on the Museum of 

Australian Democracy's 'Documenting a Democracy' 
website, asking students to examine four specif ic 

documents and explain how they illuminated Northern 

Territory history and what important issues they do 

not reveal . This required wider reading for students to 

place the documents in context 34 

The two websites mentioned and a host of others 
that feature primary source mater ial s cou ld be used 

to support a range of courses. Historians wi ll always 

prefer to access physical documents where possib le, 

but by directing students to sites where documents 
are ava ilab le digita lly those w ho may not otherwise 

have the opportun ity to view primary source materials 

can neverth eless analyse th em and draw their own 
conc lusions- and these activit ies can be assessed. 

Conclusions and recommendations 
Using the materia l described above I make the 

preliminary conc lusion that the best assessment 

methods to be utilised in History in higher educat1on 
in Aust ral ia are: 

>> essays 

essay plans 

presentations, both in class and on li ne. if 
techno logy and ski ll s al low 

annotated bibliographies 
,, precis. 

Al l the above shou ld to be provided with timely and 

appropr iate feedback. The first three items could also 

include peer assessment and self-assessment. 

These methods, I argue, are best suited to gauge 

and help improve students' sk ill s in research, analysis, 

JU Sti fi cation, argument and commun icat ion: al l essential 
in the discipline of Hi story. I argue against examina

tions, but where it is considered th ey should be used 

they must demand an understanding of the concepts 

and processes of History and not mere factual recall. 

I recommend the use of websites that display 

primary source documents and other materia l to be 

Dhakiyarr (left) at Fannie Bay Gaol, Darwin. This image is 
available on the NAA's 'Uncommon Lives ' website . 

AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE OF ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER STUDIES, WILSON 
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used in the assessment of online students. I also note 

that the HTHE report recommended that universities 

collaborate with the Australian Historical Association 

(AHA) and the History Teachers' Association of 

Australia (HT AA) to develop repos itor ies of good 

examples of learn ing act ivities and assessment 

tasks, 35 but it appears that this ha s not occurred 36 

This idea should be revisited and such repositori es 

established. I also recommend that further stud ies be 

made about assessment practices for History currently 

used in Australian universities. 

I conclude by admitting that my suggestions may 

prove inadequate in the new regulatory environment. 

At the time of writing, standards for the teaching of 

• 

History were still to be determined. Although it had 

been assumed that the learning outcomes established 

in the HL TASS would form the basis of the standards, 

the new regulatory body TEOSA (Tertiary Education 

Quality Standa rd s Agency) has indicated it may begin 

anew. Whatever standards result, it is obvious they wi ll 

require specific assessments to demonstrate that the 

stated outcomes and standards have been achieved. 

However, TEOSA's vague statements have raised 

fears that it may consu lt bureaucrats and educationa l 

theorists rather than discipline pract itioners in estab

lishing those standards 37 It is to be hoped that this 

scenario is not realised and that hi storians cont1nue to 

shape the va lu es and standards of our discipline . 

• • 
••• 

Letters Patent annexing the Northern Territory to South Australia, 1863. This is another of the 
sources available on the Museum of Australian Democracy 's 'Documenting a Democracy ' 
websi te. STATE RECORDS OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA, GRG 224/131 
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