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INTRODUCING FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT: HELPING INTERNATIONAL
STUDENTS ADAPT IN A LAW DEGREE PROGRAMME
Terézia Svedova, Comenius University in Bratislava

The teaching and learning challenge

This chapter evaluates the effectiveness of a two-step innovation of student assessment in
a course on legal history. The course used to follow the traditional approach to assessment
where the final exam accounted for 80% of the semester grade and the remaining 20% came
from ‘points for activity’. How those points could be earned was not clarified and since the course
could be passed without these points, students were little motivated to pay attention in class
and study during the semester. They then had a hard time studying everything in a rush before
the final exam, which carried the risk of failing the course. In order to remedy the situation, I re-
designed the assessment criteria and introduced formative assessment through weekly revision
tests. The more balanced and varied assessment process, together with the new incentives to
prepare continuously were intended to help students to pass the course and improve their over-
all learning experience.

Pedagogical methods

The innovation was informed by four pedagogical concepts. First, continuous assessment, which
Le Grange and Reddy (1998) define as a judgement about the learners’ performance made on an
on-going basis or as an on-going measurement of the learning process through a variety of as-
sessment tools. The purpose of continuous assessment, as opposed to the traditional—one-time,
often written—assessment, is to enable the evaluation of a wider range of educational outcomes
as well as to provide information about the learning process and the learner’s development. The
most significant benefit of continuous assessment is enhancing all aspects of the learning pro-
cess (intended learning outcomes, instructions, resources, teaching methods, assessment etc.) to
meet individual student needs (Le Grange and Reddy 1998).

Second, formative assessment, which has the potential to strengthen the effectiveness of con-
tinuous assessment, if carried out throughout the learning process and used to inform and in-
fluence learning (Le Grange and Reddy 1998). It allows the teacher to monitor student learning,
comprehension and progress during the semester, and thus, to adjust the teaching process, flex-
ibly react to the specific needs of students and give them feedback about their strengths and
weaknesses (Schildkamp et al. 2020; Evans et al. 2014; Ozan and Kincal 2018). Formative as-
sessment has been used to successfully resolve teaching challenges similar to those | faced. For
example, Gachallova (2018) relied on formative assessment by using online quizzes to improve
the learning and understanding of medical terminology. Inspired by such examples, I introduced
both continuous and formative assessment to the course.
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Third, student-centeredness puts the focus of the educational process on the students and their
learning experiences. The teacher becomes a facilitator of the learning process while students
are the ones responsible for their own learning (Dongl et al. 2019; Keiler 2018; Kaput 2018).
Therefore, in-class activities were added to replace frontal lecturing, and how students could get
credit for these was clarified. In addition, assignments requiring students to undertake their own
research and develop critical thinking—rather than just passively absorbing information present-
ed by the teacher—were also included.

Fourth and relatedly, constructive alignment assumes a teaching (learning) system where all as-
pects of teaching and assessment are in harmony and tuned to support high-level learning (Biggs
1996). This concept guided the reconstitution of the end-of-semester assessment criteria. The
newly added weekly revision tests were aligned with the content and activities of all the previous
course sessions, while the varied assessment methods were matched with the teaching methods
(Biggs 1996; Loughlin et al. 2021; Hailikari et al. 2022).

Varied assessment

The redesigned assessment criteria prioritised continuous assessment, and thus, continuous
(Table 1). Continuous assessment is spread throughout the semester and accounts for 70% of
the final grade. It is divided into three components: (1) weekly revision tests, (2) student pres-
entations on a selected topic that consists of conducting legal research, writing argumentation,
writing pleading, and oral presentation, and (3) in-class activity. The remaining 30% is for the
final exam: a case study and addressing questions discussed in class.

Table 1. The newly designed, varied assessment criteria for History of Private Law

Percentage of

Content
final assessment
Weekly revision tests 10
. Legal research, written argumentation, written

Continuous . . o .

pleading and oral presentation with visual aids on 40
assessment .

a selected topic

In-class activity 20
Final . .

Oral exam (case study and oral discussion) 30
assessment

Weekly revision tests
Since the course was held online, the weekly revision tests were also administered online using
Microsoft Forms, which allowed effectively providing feedback by uploading comments for each
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question. The tests were cumulative: Each test contained ten questions addressing the issues
from previous class sessions. The tests started out with multiple/choice questions only, but dur-
ing the semester the number of multiple-choice questions gradually decreased while the number
of open-ended questions increased (Table 2). As for the open-ended questions, there were some-
times shorter case-study questions requiring students to read and interpret a legal text, e.g., an
extract from materials covered in class.

Table 2. The ratio of closed and open-ended questions in the weekly revision tests

Week 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 N 12

Closedvsopen | 10:0 | 91 | 82 | 73 | 64 | 55 | 46 | 37 | 28 | 1.9

Since the tests were intended to promote continuous learning and provide formative assessment,
only pass/fail grades were provided. The tests counted toward the final grade and students had
to score at least 60% on them, which was expected to motivate students to continuously study
for the tests without overly stressing them. Students received one point for successfully passing
each test (1% of their final grade). | provided individual feedback for students after each test,
highlighting the strengths and areas for further improvement. Students could also ask questions
after the test, and | brought up questions that gave trouble to most of them.

Based on the above revision of course assessment, | expect that the weekly revision tests help stu-
dents divide the workload evenly throughout the semester (H.); the innovation helps students pre-
pare for the final exam (H,); and the innovation enhances the student learning experience (H,).

The course, the students, and the lecturer

In September 2019, | started my PhD studies at Comenius University in Bratislava, Faculty of Law.
During my first semester, | facilitated three sessions of the course History of Private Law and
have continued to co-teach the course ever since. The course is taught to first-year international
students studying in the English-language Master’s degree programme. It is a mandatory course
in as much as students must take one legal history class. The class meets once a week during the
thirteen-week semester. The composition of the class varies each year, and so far | have taught
students from the USA, Spain, China, Switzerland, Russia, Ukraine, Georgia and Slovakia.

The innovation was implemented in the History of Private Law course in the winter 2021 semester
and, because of the ongoing pandemic, the classes were held online. The intended learning out-
comes of the course were to define selected legal institutes, to compare legal institutes in several
legal systems, and to critically examine materials and legal sources to solve a legal problem. Due
to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, the course was only attended by three students-from Rus-
sia, Ukraine and Georgia-and facilitated by three teachers.

68



Internationalising teaching in higher education. Supporting peer learning I M PACT
Gabriela Pleschova and Agnes Simon (eds.) ISBN: 978-94-6366-537-7

Collected sources of data and methods

In order to evaluate the effectiveness of the innovation, four different types of data were collect-
ed throughout the semester (Table 3). The first data source is an anonymous student feedback
form designed specifically for this research. It consisted of ten questions asking about student
perceptions of their preparation during the semester, comparison with other courses and overall
opinion of the course. It was completed by all three students prior to the final exam.

Table 3. Data sources and assessment methods used to verify the hypotheses

Hypothesis Data Method of analysis

H Grades (control and treatment Comparative quantitative analysis
! groups) in matching design

H Test results

Longitudinal, individual-level analysis
H Feedback on tests

H+H,+H, Anonymous student feedback form

. ualitative analysis
H,+H, Classroom observations Q y

H,+H, Reflective teaching diary

Second, the two colleagues with whom | co-taught the course observed one classroom session
each and filled out an observation form with seven questions about issues like how they see
student preparedness, improvement in knowledge and skills, and student engagement in or re-
sistance to learning compared to when they taught them.

Third, | kept a reflective teacher’s diary which recorded my observations about the same issues as
the observers. Since these two sources are complimentary, | use them in parallel in the analysis.
Finally, I relied on data about student performance during the analysis. | used the students’
grades on the weekly revision tests and final grades to evaluate their learning. Furthermore, to
understand not only if the students did well on the final exam but also to evaluate their perfor-
mance in comparative perspective, | used a matching design. Although data from the previous
semesters were no longer available for this course, in the winter 2021 semester | taught the same
course to second-year MA students enrolled in the Slovak-language version of the programme.
That course had a similar design to that of the English-language History of Private Law course
prior to the innovations, with one exception: the assessment ratio was 90:10 (not 80:20) in
favour of the final exam. The exam was written and contained both practical as well as applica-
tion questions. The course was attended by seven students. For the comparison | used the final
grades as well as the grades received for each assessment type and item. In most cases | used
actual data rather than descriptive statistics due to the small number of students.
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Findings

Regarding H,, | found that students spread their studying out during the semester more evenly.
First, as Table 4 shows, students regularly showed up in class, not even using the three allowed
absences. Only student C missed classes with revision tests, and hence, received no credit for
those tests. Continuous attendance also meant continuous preparation and active participation
during the classes. | noted in my diary—and the observers noted the same thing during their
respective observations—that the students did seem to be prepared for each class: at the very
least they did prepare for the initial brainstorming activity that took place at the beginning of
each session.

Table 4. Test results of the treatment group in percentages. Grey areas mark unsuccessful at-
tempts.

Test number Total
points
1 2 | 3 | 4 | 5|6 | 7| 8| 91| earned
Student
A 65% | 70% | 35% | 65% | 35% | 40% | 65% | 50% | 40% | 50% 4
Student
B 85% | 75% | 80% | 85% | 65% | 85% | 80% | 60% | 80% | 85% 10
St“ge”t = 1 50% | - | 65% | 45% | 65% | 45% | 40% | 40% | 50% 2

Secondly, they reacted to questions and even took the initiative to ask questions. The willingness
to engage in discussion increased throughout the first few classes. When it comes to in-class ac-
tivities and students’ active participation, two students believed they were more attentive in class
when compared to other courses and that this helped them prepare for the final exam. Only the
third student noted she had a hard time actively participating in class since she had a part-time
job.

It is notable, however, how much their previous knowledge determined the level of their engage-
ment. Student B seemed to have the best knowledge base and was also the most engaged during
discussion. Student A's level of knowledge varied based on the topic and while she always tried
her best to engage, the quality of her contribution varied. Student C seemed to lack some basic
knowledge and struggled a lot with learning in English and needed the most assistance. Her ask-
ing for re-formulation or repetition of questions not only signalled her language issues but also
her willingness to engage.
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Prior knowledge and language skills likely also influenced the test results. On the one hand, it is
encouraging that the students reached at least 35% on the tests and that their performance did
not decrease over time as the tests shifted from multiple choice to the more complex open-ended
questions. Both my colleagues and | found that when referring to a certain concept discussed in
previous classes, the students were familiar with them and did not need repetitive explanation.
At the same time, as the semester went by, the students did not remember key information dis-
cussed earlier and it was clear they did not repeatedly revisit material from all of the previous
class sessions.

On the other hand, the three students combined failed to achieve 60%—and thus receive cred-
it—for more than one third of all their tests (see the cells highlighted in grey in Table 4). While
Student B never failed a test, student A passed the threshold for credit only four times and stu-
dent C only twice. In the feedback form, only one student—most likely student B—said that they
prepared on a weekly basis for the tests. The other two students emphasised that they paid more
attention during class rather than preparing for the test. This explains why they often performed
worst on those open-ended questions that required in-depth knowledge.

The feedback from student A showed clearly that she struggled when more detailed information
was necessary to answer the question and did best on multiple choice questions. The student
apparently paid attention during in-class activities, since for her the least troublesome were
topics covered in the week prior to the test. Also, when a certain knowledge gap was pointed out
in the feedback and the issue was raised once again in a different test, the student did answer
correctly next time even if the question occurred a few weeks later, with only one exception. As
for student C, she did not study the materials thoroughly since she usually failed the questions
requiring deeper knowledge (with a few exceptions when she achieved a higher percentage). At
the same time, she did take my recommendations seriously, for example when | advised her to
watch the recording of a course session that she missed the first time (test 2). She did so prior to
test 4 and achieved one of the highest scores.

In addition to in-class activity and weekly revision tests, students wrote a research paper in sev-
eral steps. This contributed to their continuous learning: their outstanding performance—they all
received 39 out of the 40 points available on this assignment—was only possible with repeated
in-depth engagement with the topic chosen for their paper (Table 5). All in all, students did study
continuously throughout the semester, however, their engagement with the topic was not always
as thorough as I wished.
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Table 5: Treatment group student performance on assessment tasks during the semester in scores

and percentages

Weekly In-class | Research Final Total | Letter
revision tests | activity paper exam points | grade
Maximum
. 10 20 40 30 100
points
4 19 39 28
Student A (400/0) (950/0) (97.50/0) (93.30/0) 90 A
10 20 39 29
StUdent B (1000/0) (1000/0) (9750/0) (9670/0) 98 A
2 17 39 28
Student C (200/0) (850/0) (9750/0) (9330/0) 86 B
Assessment Continuous assessment Final Final grade
types assessment

The innovation positively impacted student performance on the final exam (H,). All three stu-
dents did exceptionally well on the final exam achieving 93.3% or above (Table 5). More tellingly,
they did much better than their Slovak peers in the control group. None of the Slovak students
reached more than 90%, while five out of the seven students achieved less than 60% (Table
6). When comparing the average performance of the control and treatment groups on the final
exam, the treatment group shows significantly (p=0.001) better score (94.43) compared to the
control group (49.93) (see Table 7).

Although the in-class activity of most control group students was fairly high (70% or above),
four students did noticeably worse on the final exam than they did during the continuous as-
sessment, suggesting little connection between the two. When we look at the performance of
the international students, their in-class activity and research paper grades were high compared
to their final exam performance. Some disconnect exists between the treatment group’s weekly
revision test results and their final exam scores, but since the tests were primarily designed as
a formative assessment instrument and the students did react positively to feedback as I de-
scribed above, it is reasonable to conclude that the weekly revision tests had a positive impact
on their performance just as did the varied assessment criteria.
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Table 6: Control group student performance on assessment tasks during the semester in scores

and percentages

In-class activity Final exam Total points Letter grade
Maximum 10 90 100
Points
10 26
Student D (100%) (28.9%) 36 FX
5 45
Student E (50%) (50%) 50 FX
7 19
Student F (70%) (21.1%) 26 FX
8 75
Student G (80%) (62.5%) 83 B
4 49.5
Student H (50%) (55%) 53.5 FX
9 38
Student | (90%) (452%) 47 FX
10 81
Student J (100%) (90%) 91 A
Assessment Continuous Final .
Final grade
types assessment assessment

Student opinion supports this interpretation. All the students found the feedback provided after
each test very useful either for the next revision tests or for the final exam. Two students said
they felt better prepared for the final exam than in other courses due to the repetitive nature of
the revision tests. The third student thought the effort she made to prepare for the final exam
was comparable to those of other courses. In addition, the new assessment structure that put
more emphasis on active learning proved valuable as all three students said the in-class activities
helped them with their learning. Nonetheless, it is important to note that, based the available
data, we can establish that the innovation as a whole helped student performance on the final
exam, but it is not possible to discern the extent to which each element of the new assessment
scheme contributed to student preparations for the final exam.
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Table 7. Comparing the average performance of the treatment and control group students on the

final exam
Group N | Mean Standard deviation t-score p-value
Control 7 | 49.93 22.82
5.115 0.001
Treatment 3| 94.43 1.96

Finally, the student learning experience noticeably improved (H,). The students said that they
found the course enjoyable. One student pointed out she felt comfortable thanks to the teach-
ers’ approach, the other students enjoyed the various activities and tasks. My colleagues and
| observed that the students felt comfortable during classes and enjoyed the activities. None
of the students thought the weekly revision tests were too much of a burden. They appreciated
that the questions did not require lengthy answers and that the tests created an opportunity
to revise the materials and earn points toward the final grade. The students did not enjoy the
questions that referred to longer legal texts, the possibility of failing, and the fact that the test
was administered early in the morning due to time zone differences. Overall, the current course
design provided students with a positive learning experience.

Replicability in a different context

This innovation is suitable for any course (either humanities or branches of science) that lacks
continuous preparation and for which a certain knowledge base is required, such as introducto-
ry-level courses. Based on the possibilities open to the teacher, the innovation can be adopted in
full (both steps) or by just adding revision tests. Finally, the approach (testing on a weekly basis
including open-ended questions and individualised feedback every week) is most suitable for
courses with a small number of students where the teacher can provide individualised feedback.
Specifically, the continuous assessment aspect of the course—weekly online revision tests—
proved to be the key to improving student performance on the final exam. I will keep these in
the future iterations of the course and will administer the tests online even when normal face-to-
face teaching resumes because it makes providing feedback efficient. Since it was laborious to
provide individualised written feedback for every student each week, | suggest either decreasing
the frequency of the tests (e.g., twice a month) or decreasing the number of questions, e.g., to
only five or six.

Conclusions

To sum up, the new, varied assessment methods with the weekly revision tests aided students
in performing better both at the final exam and in the course in general and enhanced their
learning experience. The weekly revision tests helped students divide their workload more evenly
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throughout the semester: although I would have preferred them to prepare for the tests more
thoroughly, it seems that even a more modest level of continuous learning can help students
succeed. The changes, however, cannot be solely attributed to my innovation in assessment.
The course co-teachers changed other aspects of the course as well (see Hron’s chapter in this
volume), which makes it difficult to separate out the exact effect of each new feature. In the
future, it would be useful to investigate what level of continuous learning is ideal in order not to
overburden the students.
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Summary

This chapter evaluates the introduction of continuous assessment into an introductory legal his-
tory course through formative—a series of weekly continuous tests with personalised feedback—
and varied assessment while prioritising student-centred learning. The aim of the innovation was
to help students to increase their in-class activity, divide their workload more evenly throughout
the semester and, consequently, to prepare for the final exam. As a result of the innovation stu-
dents were active in the classroom, paced their learning more evenly and achieved much higher
grades on the final exam and in the course in general.
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