Section 4 Assessment

Introduction

Most universities will now have specific policies relating to the
assessment of students with disabilities, so the following advice should
be read in conjunction with local examination regulations and policies.

Common adjustments to assessment tend to fall into one of three
categories:

e Extra time or minor variations to standard assessment tasks
o Use of helpers or assistive technology, particularly in examinations
e Setting alternative assessment tasks

Before considering each of these, it is important to remember that
variations in assessment are not designed to create any advantage for the
disabled student. Instead they are intended to ‘level the playing field’ by
offering a way for the student to demonstrate their subject knowledge,
skills and understanding without being disabled by the assessment
format itself, especially when this may have been chosen for convenience
rather than academic reasons. For instance, students are often asked to
present research orally to a seminar group. If the main aim is to develop
their research skills and enable them to share their ideas with a specified
audience, then a deaf student might reasonably be permitted to present
their work instead through an interpreter, or a written report or even
mini-exhibition.

Course teams therefore need to be very clear about what is really being
assessed before considering what special arrangements or alternative
formats may be best. Equally it is vital that any adjustments maintain
rigorous and consistent standards and avoid undue strain on staff or
students. It is worth remembering that while individual adjustments to
standard examination procedures may be fairly straightforward when
only one or two students are involved, the system can quickly become
over-stretched if you have several candidates needing (for instance)
separate rooms and extra invigilators to enable them to work with
computers or scribes.

The Australian experience is instructive here. Legislation similar to
SENDA was introduced there several years ago and once course teams
started to review their overall pattern of assessment and develop more
inclusive approaches, the number of requests for special arrangements
dropped by 70%. In general, courses that deploy a variety of assessment
tasks for all students, rather than depending solely on examinations, will
find that students with disabilities are less likely to need special
arrangements and that staff are more confident about adapting
procedures to individual circumstances.

Advance planning

It is vital for course tutors and
students to know as soon as
possible about any recommended
adjustments. An early meeting
between the student and
academic and disability support
staff should be followed by a
written agreement so that
everyone knows what to expect,
and any technical support or
separate room and invigilation
procedures can be arranged. If a
student uses specialist equipment
or a personal assistant, they will
also need to practise using this
support effectively under
examination conditions.
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Assessment Adjustments

4.3.1 Variations to assessment tasks

Extra time and/or supervised rest periods in examinations may be
advised for students who:

¢ have a disability (eg dyslexia) that means they need longer to read the
exam paper and produce and check their answers

¢ have a physical disability that affects writing or ability to work for
long periods of time

e need to dictate their answers (for example if they are blind/visually
impaired or physically disabled) and have these read back to them

e are using an assistant during a practical assessment and need time to
explain procedures to the assistant (see also guidelines on helpers)

¢ have a medical condition that means they need breaks to take
medicine or use the toilet

An allowance of 10-15 minutes per hour of examination is fairly common
under most of these circumstances, but each case needs to be assessed
individually. The Australian National University Guide (see Further
Resources pp26-27) has a section on time-related changes that discusses
research into test performance and a review of commonly used time
allocations for different situations. It also has guidelines for the use and
supervision of rest breaks, and a review of security issues for students
taking the exam at a different time or day.

Students allowed extra time may be distracted when the others leave the
examination room, so a short break at this point may be reasonable.

In slide tests, successive sets of images are usually shown for a fixed
time, and allowing extra time to individual students may not be practical.
It may be better to permit the student to write short bullet point answers
instead, or else provide separate opportunities for them to demonstrate
knowledge or critical and analytic skills.

Changes to the timing of assessment may be advised for students with
conditions that affect their performance at certain times of the day.

Splitting an exam into two sessions may be recommended to avoid the
student having to sustain their concentration for more than three hours.

Take-away exam papers are used in some courses, and any extension to
the deadline will need to be carefully negotiated to allow the student
sufficient extra time, while enabling the completed paper to be returned
at an appropriate day and time. Such examinations are usually designed
to draw on the student’s own resources rather than involving new library
research, so it may not be necessary to extend the time greatly.

Coursework deadlines may also be extended for a range of disability
related reasons, although care is needed to avoid building a backlog of
outstanding work. Such a situation will not help the student, but a
general willingness to be flexible about deadlines when necessary is often
enough to reduce anxiety and avoid problems.

Group projects Extended deadlines may cause particular difficulties
with group projects. It is usually more appropriate to help the group to
allocate individual tasks between themselves so that each member can
work to their particular strengths. For instance, a student who cannot
rapidly access and process substantial text-based research might
compensate by taking on more of the project organisation or oral
presentation.



Minor variations to examination papers These may need to be in a
different format e.g. Braille or large print, on audio-tape, or printed on
pale-coloured paper. The latter is often recommended for dyslexia, but is
easier to adopt for all students, unless there are any with minor visual
impairments who need the greater contrast of black on white.

Modification of wording Course teams are sometimes advised to modify
or clarify the wording of questions to minimise confusion for some
disabled students - for instance, where BSL is the first language. Most
such improvements in clarity would be welcomed by all students!

Alternative assessment tasks

Using alternative assignments, rather than minor variations or assistance
with a standard task, can arouse controversy. Academic staff may have
concerns over whether the alternative task will assess the same
knowledge or abilities, whether staff unfamiliar with a new format can
apply standard criteria consistently and fairly, or just worries about
practical issues such as staffing or resource constraints. Courses that
already include a diverse range of assessment tasks will find it easier to
make such substitutions with confidence and apply them with rigour.
However, it is important for everyone involved to be clear about what it
is that is being assessed and the underlying reasons for any changes.

If you already use explicit statements of learning outcomes, these can
help you decide what alternative assessment tasks would offer
appropriate ways to measure these. However, it may be necessary to be
flexible over more generic or transferable skills, such as communication
or group work. Course teams and schools need to base such judgments
on their own course demands and national standards such as subject
benchmark statements. The situation may evolve over the next few years,
as such guidelines are reviewed in the light of the new legislation.

If an alternative task is an acceptable way for a student with a disability
to demonstrate they have met the required learning outcomes for a
particular module, should the same option be available to all students?
Even if it is impractical to carry this out, consideration of the possibility
will sometimes help to clarify whether an alternative is truly suitable. It is
important for everyone’s sake to avoid inadvertent lowering of
standards for any student. Sarah Earle and Keith Sharp have discussed
some of the implications of this in ‘Disability and Assessment in the UK:
should we compensate disabled students?” Teaching in Higher Education ,
Volume 5, Number 4 (October 1, 2000), pp 541-545.

More generally, using a variety of assessment tasks for all students
throughout the course will encourage a range of transferable skills and
allow strengths in some areas to compensate for any difficulties
elsewhere. A diverse approach can also help staff to develop expertise in
different kinds of assessment, ensuring that standards are maintained
and that students with a disability are neither advantaged or
disadvantaged if adjustments do need to be made. There is an extensive
literature on assessment which may help you to think about alternatives
to your usual practices. James Atherton also offers a handy guide to the
advantages and disadvantages of various formats in his generally useful
Learning and Teaching website at de Montfort University <http:/
www.dmu.ac.uk/%7Ejamesa/teaching/assess_form.htm> .

No format is inherently more or less suitable for students with
disabilities than any other. Something that may be recommended as a
substitute in one context may itself be problematic for another student.
The sections on different categories of disability will give some idea of
the issues students are likely to encounter, while the overleaf gives some
more general suggestions.

Use of helpers or
assistive
technology

As a general rule, any
arrangements that are part of day-
to-day study practices should
normally be permitted in
examinations and other
assessments (with technical
support available as appropriate
in case of any problems with
equipment).

The main reason for using
specialist equipment in
examinations is to enable the
candidate to access the questions
and/or communicate their
answers. Examples of assistive
technology might include:

e use of a keyboard where
handwriting is difficult or
painful

e use of a computer with a
speech synthesizer or a
Braille keyboard

e use of a computer with a
voice- recognition software or
a tape recorder to dictate
answers

e use of a computer with a
spellchecker for specific
learning difficulty e.g. dyslexia

Permitted helpers would

normally include:

e asign language interpreter for
a student who is d/Deaf or
hard of hearing, to convey any
oral instructions at the start of
an examination or to allow the
student to clarify information
on the examination paper.

e areader for a student who
cannot access printed
questions

e a scribe for a student whose
ability to write or type is
impaired

e a personal assistant for a
student who needs assistance
with manual tasks e.g. turning
pages, or personal care tasks
e.g. during rest breaks

Your institution is likely to have
regulations for invigilation and
security when technical
equipment or human helpers are
used in examinations. If not, there
is a useful set of guidelines at:
http://www.anu.edu.au/
disabilities/altass.html
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Guide to alternative assessment formats

Standard assessment

Possible alternatives

Written examination
(standard 3-hour unseen)

Extra time, flexible timing or specialist assistance can usually resolve
difficulties with text-based communication or other problems related to
physical or mental conditions.

If not, additional coursework tasks could be used to replace some
examinations — though if the rationale for using examinations is to test recall of
knowledge or ability to work effectively under time constraints, then this should
also apply to disabled students — perhaps by one of the following:

e Long essay format replaced by short answer or multiple choice questions
possibly followed by a viva (with assistance if necessary, e.g. BSL
interpreter for Deaf student)

e Oral Examination. Thorough planning is vital to ensure students and
examiners are clear about procedures and have had a chance to practice.
Oral examinations should be taped for moderation and QA processes.

Oral examination

Usually designed to follow up candidates’ work on practical tasks, or to probe
dissertation research and conclusions. Specialist helpers or interpreters may
be used or an alternative written report required.

Slide tests

A standard slide test under normal time constraints may be possible. with
permission to submit answers in the form of brief notes. If not, alternatives will
depend on the main purposes of the test and the reasons for the adjustment.

Visual identification and critical comparison and analysis can usually be
assessed using the same slides (or good quality print or electronic
reproductions) shown for longer periods in a separately invigilated room.

Written essays

Unless the ability to write fluently and at length is a crucial learning outcome in
every case, some lengthy or discursive essays might be replaced by short
reports, reviews, learning journals, or practical or visual display projects.

The Thinking Writing website at Queen Mary University of London includes
lots of ideas to vary the kinds of writing tasks you set for all students.
http://www.thinkingwriting.gmul.ac.uk/

Extended research project/
dissertation

As above, although the substantial nature of the research required and
sustained communication of ideas needs to be matched by the alternative
format, which might include:

e exhibition

e CD-ROM

* website

e video or audio-tape productions

Any of these would usually be designed to address a specific (real or

imagined) audience and might also be backed by written documentation and/
or viva.
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Standard assessment

Possible alternatives

Seminar presentations

The student can be asked to prepare the presentation for delivery by another
person, or to the tutor alone rather than the group, or to video.

For d/Deaf students, an oral presentation could be replaced by a signed
presentation (live or on video) translated by BSL interpreter.

More visual forms of presentation, such as a conference-style poster or other
written format — equivalent in length and informality to the standard task.

Study visits, practical projects,
laboratory work (in conservation
courses)

If it is the practical or physical nature of the work that is problematic, then
standard adjustments such as use of helpers or assistive technology are the
most common solution. (See advice in relevant sections of Part 2.) Where this
is not possible, computer or other simulations may be used, or compensatory
weighting given to other assessment tasks.

Written reports of labs and practicals or to follow up field trips or placements
may be replaced by oral or other forms of communication as above.

Work-placement

Written placement reports — as for essays

Exhibitions and displays

It is quite common for art and design history courses to include some
assessments based around the production of an exhibition or other display
project to develop curatorial skills or enable students to display their research
to a broader public.

Students with some physical disabilities affecting stamina or strength may
need extra time or help in handling materials or putting together the show.
Where this is not possible, alternatives might include the production of a virtual
exhibition using appropriate software, or the design of a miniature maquette,
for instance an ‘exhibition in a shoe-box’. (This kind of project is also useful for
all students where there are large groups and/or limited display space.)

Computer-based assignments

Whatever adaptations students use to access computers in their day-to-day
studies (e.g. adapted keyboard or mouse, screen readers, voice-recognition
software) can usually be brought into play for assessment tasks.
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Section 5 Further Resources

General

We hope to add an online version of the current publication to the AAH
website (see back cover) . Meanwhile, you can access a range of external
resources for all topics covered here, through the University of Brighton
site at http://staffcentral.brighton.ac.uk/clt/disability. See also the
relevant LTSN Subject Centres:

Art, Design & Communication http://www.bton.ac.uk/adc-ltsn/
History, Classics & Archaeology http;//www.hca.ltsn.ac.uk/
Generic Centre httpy//www.ltsn.ac.uk/genericcentre/

SENDA Compliance in Higher Education - An audit and guidance tool
for accessible practice produced by the South West Academic Network
for Disability Support (SWANDS) This 126-page pack containing advice
and checklists for staff to use in planning for compliance may be
available through your own institution or can be downloaded in pdf
format (540KB) from
http;//www.plym.ac.uk/pages/view.asp?page=3243#

Teachability: Creating an Accessible Curriculum for Students with
Disabilities University of Strathclyde publication from a project funded
by the Scottish Higher Education Funding Council - can be downloaded
from http://www.ispn.gcal.ac.uk/teachability/

Making Reasonable Adjustments with Disabled Students in Higher
Education University of Nottingham 2002 (includes an art history case
study by Gaby Neher ‘Supporting Dyslexic Students on the Web’)

TechDis Accessible Curricula - Good Practice for All available in hard
copy or can be downloaded from
http://www.techdis.ac.uk/resource.html

TechDis Accessibility Database An on-line resource of information for
UK Higher and Further Education about products available to assist
those with disabilities http:y//www.niad.sussex.ac.uk/

National Disability Team ‘works on behalf of HEFCE to support and
disseminate projects to enhance disability provision in HE'. Details of
projects at http;//www.natdisteam.ac.uk/team.html

SKILL National Bureau for Students with Disabilities
http://www .skill.org.uk/

Assessment

Many of the materials on teaching students with disabilities include a
section on assessment, although some just suggest alternatives without
offering practical guidance for staff or discussing the implications in any
detail. The following offer more comprehensive advice:

Australian National University Alternative Assessment for Students
with Disabilities httpy//www.anu.edu.au/disabilities/altass.html

Australian National University Managing Oral Examinations for
Students with Disabilities
http://www.anu.edu.au/disabilities/moeswd.html

LTSN Generic Centre A Briefing on Assessing Disabled Students
http://www.ltsn.ac.uk



DEMOS Online module on assessment arrangements for disabled
students http://jarmin.com/demos/course/assessment/

SKILL booklet Examination arrangements for students with disabilities
(written for students, but of equal use to help staff to understand some of
the issues) Available as downloadable Word document from SKILL
website httpy/www.skill.org.uk/info/infosheets.asp

Museum and gallery visits

Learning Support for Disabled Students Undertaking Fieldwork and
Related Activities A series of guides available from the Geography
Discipline Network http;/www.chelt.ac.uk/gdn/disabil/index.htm

Resource, the Council for Museums Archives & Libraries, has a number
of publications at http;//www.resource.gov.uk/action/learnacc/3
including a Disability Action Plan: Achieving equality of opportunity
for disabled people in museums, archives and libraries

MAGDA The Museums and Galleries Disability Association
http;//www.magda.org.uk/ The website includes details of an online
DDA seminar and the RNIB Talking Images project

Among many current initiatives by museums and galleries around the
country, Tate Modern has undertaken several projects to improve access
to partially sighted visitors, including i-Map ‘a web-based resource for
visually impaired people using selected works by Matisse and Picasso...
Aimed at all partially sighted and blind people with a general interest in
art as well as art teachers and their visually impaired pupils, i-Map
incorporates text, image enhancement and deconstruction, animation and
raised images.” http;//www.tate.org.uk/imap/ could also offer teaching
staff a number of ideas for making their courses more accessible.

MAGIC http://magicdeaf.org.uk/welcome/ Fourteen museums and
galleries in London who provide events and facilities for deaf and hard
of hearing visitors. MAGIC’s members are the British Museum,
Courtauld Institute, London Transport Museum, Museum of London,
National Gallery, National Portrait Gallery, National Maritime Museum,
Photographers” Gallery, Royal Academy of Arts, Serpentine Gallery,
Somerset House, Tate Britain, Tate Modern, Victoria & Albert Museum
and the Whitechapel Art Gallery.

See also: The Good Gallery Guide http;//www.goodgalleryguide.com/
‘a growing website highlighting art galleries that are addressing the
issues of equal access to the arts’. Includes first-person reviews by
disabled visitors.
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