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If little care is taken when establishing clear assessment requirements, there is
the potential for spoon-feeding. However, in this conceptual article we argue
that transparency in assessment is essential to providing equality of opportunity
and promoting students’ self-regulatory capacity. We begin by showing how a
research-informed inclusive pedagogy, the EAT Framework, can be used to improve
assessment practices to ensure that the purposes, processes, and requirements
of assessment are clear and explicit to students. The EAT Framework foregrounds
how students’ and teachers’ conceptions of learning (i.e., whether one has a
transactional or transformative conception of learning within a specific context) impact
assessment practices. In this article, we highlight the importance of being explicit in
promoting access to learning, and in referencing the EAT Framework, the importance
of developing transformative rather than transactional approaches to being explicit.
Firstly, we discuss how transparency in the assessment process could lead to “criteria
compliance” (Torrance, 2007, p. 282) and learner instrumentalism if a transactional
approach to transparency, involving high external regulation, is used. Importantly,
we highlight how explicit assessment criteria can hinder learner autonomy if paired
with an overreliance on criteria-focused ‘coaching’ from teachers. We then address
how ‘being explicit with assessment’ does not constitute spoon-feeding when used
to promote understanding of assessment practices, and the application of deeper
approaches to learning as an integral component of an inclusive learning environment.
We then provide evidence on how explicit assessment criteria allow students to selfassess as part of self-regulation, noting that explicit criteria may be more effective
when drawing on a transformative approach to transparency, which acknowledges
the importance of transparent and mutual student-teacher communications about
assessment requirements. We conclude by providing recommendations to teachers
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and students about how explicit assessment criteria can be used to improve students’
learning. Through an emphasis on transparency of process, clarity of roles, and
explication of what constitutes quality within a specific discipline, underpinned by a
transformative approach, students and teachers should be better equipped to selfmanage their own learning and teaching.
Keywords: assessment, feedback, criteria, higher education, inclusive curriculum, self-regulation, spoon-feeding,
transparency

NOTIONS OF “EXPLICIT” WITHIN HIGHER
EDUCATION ASSESSMENT PRACTICES

INTRODUCTION
A fundamental goal of higher education has to be to support
learners to manage their own learning for themselves both in
the present, and in the future as part of sustainable learning
practices (Boud, 2000; Boud and Soler, 2016); all aspects of
the assessment process should support this (Evans, 2016). In
order to increase the effectiveness of assessment in higher
education, it has been proposed that assessment should be
a learning opportunity that directs students’ focus toward
what should be learned and engages them in the learning
process (Boud and Associates, 2010). Explicit introduction,
induction, and appropriate on-going support for the contextual
requirements and purposes of learning activities within
higher education are therefore important in supporting
students’ self-regulatory development (Waring and Evans,
2015). However, while students can (arguably) escape from
the effects of poor teaching practice, they cannot escape
the effects of poorly designed assessment (Boud, 1995a).
Assessment practices need to keep pace with twenty-first century
learning requirements, and at the same time, be cognizant
of the differing contexts, expectations, and needs of our
increasingly diverse student body (Balloo, 2017; Balloo et al.,
2017).
If little care is taken when establishing clear assessment
requirements, there is the potential for “spoon-feeding,” yet the
move toward transparency in assessment in higher education
has largely been positively received (Carless, 2015), since explicit
requirements are likely to facilitate fairness in marking practices
by enhancing markers’ abilities to be consistent in making
accurate judgments of student work (Broadbent et al., 2018)
and communicating reasons for a particular judgment (Sadler,
2005). Explicit assessment criteria can support students to
consider what they are aiming for and how this can be achieved
from the perspective of a marker (Nicol and MacFarlaneDick, 2006), so their learning outcomes move beyond a
purely cognitive product, to the development of metacognition
(Frederiksen and Collins, 1989; Shephard, 2000; Swaffield, 2011)
and assessment literacy (Price et al., 2012). In this article,
we present a conceptual analysis of the value of explicit
assessment criteria; we highlight the potential risk of spoonfeeding in promoting “criteria compliance” (Torrance, 2007, p.
282), and then we present approaches demonstrating that a
careful use of transparency through explicit assessment criteria
is crucial to promoting equality of opportunity and students’
self-regulation.
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In exploring notions of “explicit” within higher education
assessment practices, it is important to consider how students’
and teachers’ different conceptions of learning (Entwistle and
Peterson, 2004) impact on how we enact notions of “explicit” in
practice. Notions of being explicit have been covered extensively
in the literature, and making assessment processes transparent
has a strong history with significant work being undertaken
by the Assessment Reform Group (Broadfoot et al., 1999),
and notably by Black and Wiliam (1998) in their seminal
work on assessment for learning. Hattie’s “visible learning
approach” (Hattie, 2012; Hattie and Yates, 2014) also emphasizes
the importance of assessment being explicit. The key issue,
however, remains on how being explicit is interpreted and this
is where conceptions of learning are central in drawing on our
epistemological and ontological assumptions about learning, and
our own responsibility in the assessment learning process.
The term “explicit” is a loaded term in relation to how clear
information is, and to whom, from an inclusive and critical
pedagogy perspective (Waring and Evans, 2015). What is explicit
in one context may not be in another; the same student may
struggle to grasp meanings from one module to another, timing
(in relation to the accumulation of experience and expertise)
impacts understandings, and cultural differences implicit in
environments and through individual differences impact student
and teacher1 understandings of the learning and teaching
context. In addressing student access to learning, a number of
key themes emerge from the literature to include the nature and
role of scaffolding to support learner understandings, and how
this is extended to discussions concerning the accessibility of
information, and pedagogical lessons that can be learned from
this.
Transparency, clarity, and explicit instruction in assessment
have critical roles to play in addressing the long standing
and assiduous differentials in student learning outcomes across
various student groups. In particular, we argue that assessments
that are loosely constructed and lack clarity have the potential
to disproportionately disadvantage certain groups of students,
and notably, those who have often been referred to as
“non-traditional,” including those who are first generation
1 For the sake of brevity and consistency, the term ‘teacher’ has been used
throughout this article to refer to all types of teaching staff in higher education
(i.e., educators, academics, lecturers, tutors, professors, etc.).
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ownership, and adaptation of ideas to support understanding
and application of learning (Säljö, 1979; Marton et al., 1993).
Table 1, drawing on the core dimensions underpinning the EAT
Framework, highlights the importance of student engagement in
all decisions around assessment practices as part of developing
agency, ownership, and importantly, “knower-ship” of the
requirements of the discipline (Evans, 2018).
In the EAT Framework, the importance of being explicit in
relation to higher education academic assessment practices is
made within the context of promoting student self-regulation
and independence in learning (e.g., consideration of the
requirements of tasks and how they are assessed; the roles
of all those involved in the assessment process, approaches
used and tools available; and in addressing self-management of
assessment through open dialogue about what is problematic
and uncomfortable in learning). In this context, the moderators
(individual and environmental) impacting student access to
learning are paramount. What is seen as explicit to some,
will not be to others, given learners’ and teachers’ similar and
different frames of reference, experiences, and prior knowledge
to mention just a few of the variables concerned in this complex
equation. Table 1 illustrates how conceptions of learning impact
dimensions of the assessment process using the EAT Framework,
but also noting the importance of the interaction of context
and the demands of the task where in certain circumstances,
a transactional approach may be the most appropriate. This
suggests the need for a flexible approach which acknowledges
the need to “[abandon] the rigid explicit instruction versus
minimal guidance dichotomy and [replace] it with a more flexible
approach” (Kalyuga and Singh, 2016, p. 833) taking into account
the requirements of the task, while being attuned to the needs of
students (at the group and individual level). We will now discuss
transactional approaches to being transparent with assessment
practices, highlighting situations in which these approaches could
risk spoon-feeding students.

in higher education, mature learners, students from Black
and Minority Ethnic (BME)2 backgrounds, and those from
lower socio-economic personal histories (Newbold et al., 2010).
Differential attainment based on socio-economic background
and various demographic characteristics is a long standing
concern in higher education internationally (HEFCE, 2015;
Cahalan et al., 2017; ECU, 2017). Existing research has told
us that many students from “non-traditional” backgrounds
feel relatively unprepared for the university experience and
lack the sense of entitlement held by their white, middle
class counterparts (Thomas and Quinn, 2007; Reay et al.,
2010). These students are often less conversant with academic
language, cultures and traditions, and they lack the confidence
to question and challenge normative assessment practices
(Southall et al., 2016; Witkowsky et al., 2016). With increasing
numbers of students engaging in higher education globally, and
from increasingly diverse backgrounds, higher education has
a significant responsibility to ensure all students have equal
access to learning environments. As identified in the “Feedback
Landscape” (Evans, 2013), a conceptual framework exploring
the learning process and individual development from both
student and lecturer perspectives through an assessment lens,
there are a myriad of individual difference variables impacting
a student’s learning. The design of the learning environment
may inadvertently advantage some students over others; in
understanding the principles of universal design (initiated by Ron
Mace at the North Carolina State University College of Design,
USA, and initially applied to architecture and then more widely
to inclusive pedagogies, Rogers-Shaw et al., 2017), it is important
to provide adaptive (i.e., all learners can access the learning
environment) rather than adapted (i.e., learning environments
designed to suit a specific type of learner) learning environments
(Choi et al., 2009).
Evans’ Assessment Tool (EAT) (Evans, 2016) is pertinent
to discussions of transparency and inclusivity in assessment
practices. Based on a comprehensive synthesis of the assessment
feedback literature in higher education (Evans, 2013), the
EAT Framework was developed to provide research-informed
guidance at student, teacher, program, and institution level
across three core dimensions of assessment practice: Assessment
literacy, assessment feedback, and assessment design. The EAT
Framework promotes a transformative approach to learning
through enactment of its underpinning principles that promote
student ownership and autonomy in learning as part of a selfregulated approach to learning. The framework emphasizes
the development of student self-regulation, encompassing
metacognitive, cognitive, and affective elements (Vermunt and
Verloop, 1999). Conceptions of learning impact teaching and
learning (Pedrosa-de-Jesus and da Silva Lopes, 2011), and
especially the delivery and interpretation of assessment guidance.
Being explicit about assessment, and how this is understood,
will depend very much on whether one has a transactional or
transformative conception of learning within a specific context;
the former seeing learning as acquiring, gifting, acting on, and
the latter seeing learning as focusing on abstraction of ideas,

AT RISK OF SPOON-FEEDING? A
TRANSACTIONAL APPROACH TO
TRANSPARENCY IN ASSESSMENT
PRACTICES
Transparency in assessment can lead to learner instrumentalism
and students having an increased dependence on teachers, since
it may be interpreted in a transactional way that sees assessment
as something done to rather than with students (i.e., providing
coaching, reading drafts, multiple opportunities for practice, etc.)
(Torrance, 2007), with students taking very little ownership of
the process. Sadler (2007) notes how criteria have the effect of
breaking down assessments into “pea-sized bits to be swallowed
one at a time” (p. 390), and that coaching has been utilized as
a way to get students to address outcomes rather than actually
learn. In this sense, explicit criteria and learning objectives run
contrary to the spirit of higher education: “Many people learned
many things long before the language of ‘learning goals’ was
invented.” (Torrance, 2012, p. 331). From a student perspective,
those who favor and/or have been inducted into transactional
approaches to learning where external regulation of learning has

2 Black

and Minority Ethnic (BME) is the terminology usually used in the UK to
refer to individuals from a non-white background.
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TABLE 1 | Evans (2018) Transformative approaches to assessment practices using the EAT Framework compared to transactional approaches.
Dimension of
assessment
practice

Transactional approach

Transformative approach

Assessment
literacy

• Telling—one directional guidance from lecturer to
student. Student receives as a gift.
• Teacher driven rubrics.
• Provision of exemplars.

• Explaining/discussing requirements with students. Student interacts with
information.
• Student generated rubrics.
• Dialogue around exemplars. Student development of exemplars; students
unpacking examples.
• Students working with assessment criteria reshaping it in their own
language.
• Student-/teacher-generated glossaries.
• Interpretation of what regulations mean; students contributing to policy.

• Provision of assessment criteria.
• Provision of glossaries.
• Provision of information on assessment
regulations.
Assessment
feedback

• Reliance on the teacher for feedback.

• Reliance on range of sources for feedback including self-feedback—
emphasis on supporting students to self-assess accurately.
• Provision of examples of how to correct with the responsibility on the
student to apply the approach throughout their work.
• Feedback focused on key areas that need development in relation to
student starting points. Student responsibility for developing action plan
based on feedback.
• Explores with students their interpretation of feedback and self-remediating
strategies, and provides models/tools in order to support understandings.
• Challenging the student to find solutions.
• Problems made explicit. Uncomfortableness of learning and difficulties in
managing feedback articulated.
• Focus on how all assessment elements fit together within a programme,
and application of learning within and beyond the programme.

• Corrective feedback—one directional from
teacher to student.
• Provision of guidance on how to improve.

• Asks students to reflect on their feedback.
• Directive. Solutions provided.

• Focus on the immediate requirements of the
module task.
Assessment
Design

• Assessment tasks designed for students.
•
•
•
•

• Assessment tasks designed with students as part of a co-construction
model.
• Self and teacher summative assessment.
• Student/teacher ownership of assessment tasks.
• Lecturer mediated choice in assessments.
• Tasks designed to meet learning outcomes and to go beyond.

• Guidance mainly provided from within by module
team.
• Resources provided for students.
• Limited opportunities for self-assessment.
• Limited opportunities to explore assessment
holistically and to explore potential issues.
Teacher directs solution-finding.

• Early scaffolding and subsequent removal of scaffolding to support
independence in learning; student awareness of scaffolding needed.
• All key resources available from the outset to enable student control of
learning but signposted in relation to tasks and key crunch points identified
with students. Clear links to resources provided in one place.
• Students supported to build networks of support within and beyond
module.
• Students/teachers responsible for the generation of resources.
• Ongoing aligned opportunities for self-assessment.
• Key threshold concepts identified from the outset. Students encouraged
to provide resources to support understanding in areas seen as difficult
and to find own solutions.

Summative assessment by teachers.
Lecturer ownership of assessment tasks.
No choice in assessments.
Tasks designed exclusively to meet specific
learning outcomes.
• Strongly scaffolded learning tasks—high external
regulation.
• Resources to support learning provided, but links
between them not explicit.

been high, may want and need explicit guidance, whereas those
more used to self-regulating their own learning, may value and
also request explicit guidance to a lesser extent (Bell et al., 2013).
In such contexts, a vicious circle can be set up where for some
groups of students, the provision of more and more guidance
may not ever be enough. For example, those with lower levels
of self-regulation may be highly dependent on feedback (Çakir
et al., 2016), but they may also be less able to use it well.
However, if students are not aware of the standards required
of them, misunderstandings about “what constitutes good” can
occur (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004). These misunderstandings
will then require additional support from teachers to clarify
the unclear expectations, which diverts attention away from
actual learning and has the potential to disadvantage some
Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

student groups, as identified earlier. For example, where an
assessment brief3 lacks clarity, the normative expectation held
by teachers is that their students discuss with each other
the requirements of the assessment. There are also situations
(mostly those that require creative and original contributions)
in which teachers need to draw on their tacit knowledge
of what constitutes quality in that domain, so they are not
able to explicitly state all of the criteria upfront and thus
criteria may remain “fuzzy” to students (Sadler, 1987, 1989).
Explicit criteria and learning outcomes alone may therefore
3 An assessment brief is a document that states the purpose of an assessment and
provides a clear explanation of what is expected of students (Gilbert and Maguire,
2014).
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not be able to convey teachers’ tacit knowledge (O’Donovan
et al., 2004), so students may be dependent on the teacher
until they have enough understanding of how to interpret
and access this knowledge (Sadler, 1989). There is clearly an
argument for allowing teachers the flexibility to make qualitative
human judgments, yet we argue that assessments requiring
additional engagement between students and their teachers, or
indeed between students themselves, to clarify expectations and
requirements, are not innately inclusive. This culture is likely
to further create exclusivity in students’ opportunities to access
assessment guidance; not all students will understand the manner
in which this can adequately be obtained, particularly students
from non-traditional backgrounds who are less willing to seek
advice and guidance (Francis, 2008).
For many commentators, the riposte to the issue of
differential attainment centers around the concept of the
inclusive curriculum (Berry and Loke, 2011; Singh, 2011;
Stevenson, 2012). An inclusive curriculum in higher education
is one designed and delivered to engage students in learning
that is accessible, relevant and meaningful to students from a
wide range of backgrounds (Hockings, 2010). Following this
logic, inclusive assessment should be accessible, applicable,
expressive and clearly communicated. The principles of inclusive
assessment have been expressed through the need to offer
a varied diet of assessment types; the argument here being
that a diverse “mix” of assessment methods will ensure that
students with certain skills are not disadvantaged by specific
forms of assessment. However, while giving choice in assessment
method can have a positive effect on students who have clear
understandings of their strengths and weaknesses by empowering
them and allowing them to take responsibility for their learning,
choice can also act to disempower and overwhelm students.
Furthermore, an overemphasis on choice for choice’s sake takes
away from careful consideration of what the most appropriate
assessment tasks are to enable a student to best meet required
learning outcomes. We argue that the most inclusive assessment
practices are ones that support and consciously scaffold
students’ learning through the underpinning of good assessment
design.
Early assessment tasks may need to be more strongly
scaffolded than later tasks, for example, in the provision
of detailed explicit assessment criteria, to ensure equality of
opportunity. However, if there is no gradual removal of this
scaffolding as students gain more experience, this runs the risk
of spoon-feeding, and increasing student dependence rather
than independence in learning. Spoon-feeding in education can
be defined as the process of teachers directly telling students
everything they need to know about the requirements of a specific
task, thus requiring little independent thought on their part
(Smith, 2008). Epistemologically, spoon-feeding could be viewed
as stemming from a representational model in which teachers
merely transmit knowledge to passive students (Raelin, 2009)
who have been socialized into a culture of dependence on them
(Dehler and Welsh, 2014). “A complaint I hear from [university
teachers] is that, undergraduate students require ‘spoon-feeding’
. . . . They say that their students demand it, and feel that they must
unwillingly oblige. The metaphor of spoon-feeding doesn’t match
their idea of what a teacher should do, or how students should
Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

be going about their learning. They complain that students just
want to be told exactly what to do, the facts, the right answers,
instead of thinking things through for themselves.” (Smith, 2008,
p. 715).
In the context of assessment, spoon-feeding may involve
explicitly telling students what they need to do for an assignment,
and how to meet the assessment criteria, without leaving it up
to them to ascertain this for themselves. Addressing task criteria
in the absence of understanding the domain being assessed has
been termed by Torrance (2007) as “criteria compliance” (p. 282).
Some students may use explicit criteria to focus on exactly what
needs to be done to reach a desired level of achievement, rather
than actually learning material fully (Panadero and Jonsson,
2013). Students’ and teachers’ conceptions of learning play a role
in this; if teachers simply supply assessment requirements to
students in a transactional manner, so they can passively “check
boxes,” it is unlikely that students will engage with the criteria in
a way that will develop their learning and self-regulation.
Nonetheless, explicit assessment criteria can directly pave
the way for self-regulation to occur. Evidence has shown that
explicit criteria have a positive effect on all phases of the
self-regulation process4 (Panadero and Romero, 2014). For
example, criterion-referencing5 is a common characteristic of
self-assessment6 (Andrade and Du, 2007), which can be seen as
a form of self-feedback (Andrade and Du, 2007; Winstone et al.,
2017) encompassing the self-regulatory skills of self-monitoring
and self-evaluation (Panadero et al., 2017). Self-assessment can
foster self-efficacy, motivation to learn, and in turn, superior
performance (Schunk, 2003; Andrade and Valtcheva, 2009). One
way to facilitate self-assessment is through the use of rubrics7
(Panadero and Romero, 2014). A rubric, by definition, needs
to make use of explicit assessment criteria (Jones et al., 2017)
and Popham (1997) notes how a set of evaluative criteria is the
most important aspect of a rubric, because mastery over these
criteria will eventually result in skill mastery. The transparency
provided by rubrics lays the groundwork for feedback to be
interpreted; students’ expectations are clarified, their attention is
more closely focused on what their assessments require of them,
they gain greater perceived control and confidence about their
assessments, and their anxiety about completing the assessment
is reduced (Andrade and Du, 2005; Andrade and Valtcheva, 2009;
Panadero and Jonsson, 2013; Jonsson, 2014). Self-assessment
affords students the opportunity to receive feedback that they
are likely to perceive as low- or no-stakes when compared to
teacher feedback (Chen et al., 2017). Furthermore, Panadero
4 Zimmerman’s 2002 model of self-regulated learning proposes that there are three
phases encompassing the following: a forethought phase, which occurs before
learning and involves planning and goal setting; a performance phase, which
takes place during learning and involves self-monitoring, through which students
track their progress toward goals; and a self-reflection phase, which happens after
learning and involves self-evaluation in which students judge their performance
against a set of standards.
5 Criterion-referencing involves the use of clear assessment criteria to determine
whether specific learning outcomes have been met (Torrance, 2007).
6 Self-assessment is the act of posing questions to oneself in order to make
judgments about whether certain criteria and standards are being met (Boud,
1995b).
7 Rubrics are written documents that communicate the criteria of an assessment
and the levels of quality expected (Andrade, 2000).
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et al. (2013) found that rubrics reduced students’ use of negative
self-regulatory actions (i.e., self-regulatory approaches that are
motivated by a desire to endorse performance avoidance goals,
such as trying to avoid failing). Thus, a clear understanding of
explicit standards and criteria serves as a crucial prerequisite to
engaging in activities that enhance self-regulation (Andrade and
Valtcheva, 2009).
However, the presence of explicit criteria alone does not
mean they will automatically be used by students to selfregulate. Through focus group discussions with students,
Andrade and Du (2007) reported evidence of tensions between
what students thought was required of them in their selfassessment, and teachers’ actual expectations of their work.
For example, one student espoused that self-assessment was
really just assessing what the teacher wanted, since they were
the ones who set the assessment criteria. If students only
use self-assessment to determine how to please the teacher
and not internalize standards, it is hard to see how selfassessment might foster autonomy in students’ future approaches
to assessment. Similarly, Handley and Williams (2011) found
that students did not understand how exemplar work related
to explicit assessment criteria unless teachers directly showed
them how this work mapped onto the criteria. Since rubrics
make clear to students how their work will be evaluated and
graded, there is a perceived fairness to using them (Reddy
and Andrade, 2010), which is likely why students find them
to be desirable, even in the absence of understanding the
meaning of the criteria or how to apply them (Jonsson, 2014).
A corollary of this is that students need to have explicit
criteria in order to self-assess, but the manner in which these
criteria are established can be done in a transactional or
transformative way. For example, Fraile et al. (2017) claimed
that involving students in the co-creation of criteria can counter
any notion that self-assessment using rubrics could hinder
their autonomy. Therefore, in order to avoid spoon-feeding,
teachers should consider moving beyond the transactional
approach of simply providing students with explicit criteria. A
transformative approach acknowledges the roles of both teachers
and students in assessment, which maximizes opportunities
for enhancing students’ self-regulatory capacities. Therefore,
we need to carefully consider how we use assessment tools
to support student independence rather than dependence in
learning so that students take charge of these tools, make them
their own, and use them appropriately. In doing so, students
are able to demonstrate understanding of the requirements of
learning.

assessment criteria and rubrics is important, but there is also an
unequivocal requirement to explore the assessment with students
in timetabled classroom sessions to ensure that students get
the opportunity to speak to their teacher(s) and their peers
to clarify misconceptions and solidify expectations (Bloxham
and West, 2004). Classroom interventions where students can
unpick assessment criteria and rubrics, then rewrite them in their
own words, are particularly successful for students who are less
confident to approach teachers in their office hours or after class.
These interventions are also important for the ever-increasing
numbers of students who commute to university (Thomas
and Jones, 2017), and for those students whose face-to-face
engagement with their peers and teachers may be more limited.
Additional strategies include involving students in assessing
previous work and articulating why they received the mark
that they did, and peer marking formative work. Taras (2001),
drawing on Sadler’s work, carried out an innovative intervention
in which students had the opportunity to propose their own
criteria before comparing these to the actual criteria that had
been set. Students’ work was then returned without a grade
and they needed to self-assess their work against agreed criteria
based on the feedback they had received. Teachers believed
these approaches allowed students who failed to understand
why, and students felt that it made them more aware of what
their assessment requirements actually were. Similarly, Evans
and Waring (2011) suggested that students’ engagement with
assessment tasks could be deeper and more independent where
clear assessment criteria had been determined through dialogue
between students and teachers. They found that, during initial
teacher education, student teachers valued clarity in assessment
requirements, because it allowed them to plan their work
effectively and complete it under tight time constraints. The
important aspect here is shared understandings between teachers
and students of what criteria mean within the specific context of
a task. As Table 1 shows, a transformative approach emphasizes
elements of practice that give students ownership over the
assessment process; assessment is something done with rather
than to students.
The provision of explicit guidance is aligned to Vygotskian
notions of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky,
1978), involving learning support from a knowledgeable “other”
in order to make progress; this “other” could include peers,
friends, networks, media, internet, journals, etc. The main
issue with the ZPD is how to take learning to another level;
as what and who can support the achievement of this are
critical. Using the EAT Framework, instruction is centered on
supporting students to be more proactive in attaining this
support for themselves, but this does not preclude the role
of the teacher in this endeavor (see also Nash and Winstone,
2017). A principal aim of “being explicit” is to enable students
to focus on the elements of learning that are most important,
rather than becoming embedded in the minutiae. The level
of scaffolding is very much dependent on students’ individual
differences, timing (i.e., the stage of development of the learner
within the learning process, such as novice or expert, Neubrand
et al., 2016), the nature of the task (Arnold et al., 2014), and

BEYOND SPOON-FEEDING: A
TRANSFORMATIVE APPROACH TO
TRANSPARENCY IN ASSESSMENT
PRACTICES
Developing students’ assessment literacies is one of the most
effective ways to address differential attainment and improve
students’ learning (Price et al., 2012). Providing explicit

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org
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alignment of the level of complexity of information with the
expertise of the learner (Vogel-Walcutt et al., 2011). From a
pedagogical perspective, getting the level of scaffolding correct
is crucial; this also includes the removal/fading of such support
in order to support learners to be better able to transfer
abilities from one context to another (Fang et al., 2016; Yuriev
et al., 2017). We know that too much scaffolding can lead
to student dependence rather than independence in learning
(Koopman et al., 2011). Within learning contexts, there needs to
be sufficient challenge (constructive friction) to support learning
as opposed to destructive friction (where the learning context
is too overwhelming) (Silén and Uhlin, 2008). Furthermore, as
noted by Blasco (2015), some disruption or level of discomfort
is often needed in order for students to be able to use explicit
guidance, experiment, and then be able to integrate concepts and
ideas into their own knowledge structures in order to be able to
use within their own contexts.
A key part of scaffolding is supporting student access
to information, networks and resources; fundamental to this
is an understanding that individuals process information in
different ways (Kozhevnikov et al., 2014). How information
is presented impacts an individual’s cognitive and emotional
regulation in terms of the impact it has on their cognitive load
(van Merriënboer and Sweller, 2005), which is also affected
by the emotional meanings attached to specific verbal and
visual representations. Cognitive load theory (CLT) is based
on the assumption that our working memory capacity (i.e.,
our ability to temporally hold, while concurrently processing,
information) is limited (Howard-Jones, 2010), and we therefore
need to consider how we can either increase our working
memory capacity, and/or reduce load to facilitate student access
to information and subsequent recall. Key pedagogical lessons
are the need to ensure information is presented in the most
appropriate way for the requirements of the task and that
any potentially distracting information is removed. Presenting
information in visual and verbal forms aligned to visual and
verbal processing systems drawing on dual coding theory has
also been found to be successful in enhancing memory (Paivio,
2006). CLT especially reminds us of the importance of not
overloading students with information at a time when they
may not be in a position to process it (e.g., overloading with
assessment information at the start of a module when this
will not be a priority in relation to managing more immediate
tasks).
The need for being explicit in clarifying students’
“understanding of good” is a necessity, in that if we do not
have a clear idea of what we are aiming for, it is hard to get there,
albeit not impossible (Ramaprasad, 1983; Sadler, 2010). Evans
(2016), in her pragmatic articulation of the assessment literature
and extensive work in higher education practice using the EAT
Framework as part of “feedback exchange” (Evans, 2013), argues
for the importance of shared understandings between lecturers
and students about not only “what constitutes good,” but about
conceptions of learning in the first place, as this underpins how
the notion of being explicit is enacted. The notion of feedback
exchange is critical as part of this equation, as it extends the
dialogue beyond the immediate teacher-student relationship to
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consider all the available information that students can access
from a range of sources. The critical issue is with assessment
design and training; providing affordances and supporting
students in being able to maximize support from a range of
sources within and beyond the immediate learning environment
is imperative (Evans, 2013). The formative assessment literature
is also germane to discussions about the importance of
transparent and mutual student-teacher communications (Scott
et al., 2014) in terms of ensuring that the two parties share
common understandings about the nature of assessment tasks,
what the learning process entails, and how evidence of learning is
being assessed. Black and Wiliam (1998) initially emphasized that
one of the key facets of formative assessment involved teachers
sharing success criteria with their students. However, subsequent
elucidation of the strategies involved in formative assessment
now highlights the shared student and teacher roles in this
process; alongside teachers having the responsibility to clarify
criteria, students also have the responsibility to understand these
criteria (Black and Wiliam, 2009). The main aim of formative
assessment is now seen to be the development of self-regulation
(Panadero et al., 2018). Thus, changing the goals of formative
assessment practices can facilitate a move from transactional to
transformative approaches.
Whether explicit guidance on assessment criteria and the
assessment process gives students entry to the nature of
knowledge within a discipline and its requirements is debatable.
In trying to be explicit with a transformative approach, we
are aiming to improve students’ “knower-ship” of a subject
or context(s), but this takes interaction between disciplinary
insiders and students to come to shared understandings of what
disciplines want their students to become, to know, and how
they want students to construct knowledge (van Heerden et al.,
2017). Richards and Pilcher (2014) highlight the importance
of shared negotiation of meanings as part of teacher-student
dialogue in their promotion of an “anti-glossary” approach.
They argue that all terms are loaded (disciplinary, cultural,
temporal and spatial inferences) and have different meanings for
different actors, and for the same actors in different contexts,
and over time; therefore, in order for a glossary of key terms
to be usable, it does need to be deconstructed and reformulated
through the medium of dialogue. Where teachers hold their own
tacit knowledge of a domain that cannot easily be articulated
as explicit assessment criteria, discussions between teachers
and students about explicit criteria and standards can lead to
the student forming their own tacit understanding of quality
judgments (Yucel et al., 2014). Attention needs to be focused
on making the implicit explicit (transparency in all higher
education processes and disciplinary norms), and in attending
to student dispositions (McCune and Entwistle, 2011), so that
they are in a position to make the most of affordances within
the learning environment. Going beyond the written to ensuring
dialogic approaches to support shared understandings of what
is required, is also highlighted by Papadopoulos et al. (2013)
in their work with students on techniques in assessment to
support students by being explicit, and also in Carless and Chan’s
(2017) work on the dialogic use of exemplars by teachers with
students.
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quality within their discipline, so students can become better
equipped to self-manage their own learning; this emphasizes the
importance of training in assessment for staff and students.
Implementing “explicit” in a robust way, therefore, requires
learners and teachers to develop shared conceptions of learning
that bring to attention what it is to learn in a meaningful way
within a given context as part of a joint endeavor. Teachers’
timetabled classroom sessions should give all students equal
opportunities to develop their own understanding of explicit
assessment criteria. As part of this, students need to be carefully
inducted into their responsibility within assessment if they
are to become more self-regulatory in their approach to
assessments within and beyond a specific context (Evans,
2013; Nash and Winstone, 2017). The provision of explicit
assessment criteria should be seen as the starting point to
developing their own understanding of how to address these
criteria. The fundamental point here, as advocated in the EAT
Framework, is that if we see students as co-constructors of the
curriculum, there is no reason why, if they are given appropriate
training in assessment design, they cannot develop and design
criteria for themselves. If this is achieved, a transformative
approach to transparency in assessment is far from
spoon-feeding.

A key aim of higher education has to be to support learners
to become more independent in their learning; ensuring them
access to learning through being explicit is essential to this
endeavor. The EAT Framework provides one example where,
through a holistic approach, all aspects of assessment practice
(promotion of assessment literacy, assessment feedback, and
assessment design) are underpinned by the need to support
students in managing learning for themselves. In this article, we
have discussed the different ways in which explicit standards,
criteria, tools, and processes can lead to differential impacts on
students, with much depending on how “explicit” is enacted
and received. However, we need to be mindful of individual
differences in learners’ contexts; we may endeavor to have
all students and teachers working at a deeper and more
transformative level, but this may not always be appropriate, so a
flexible approach should be taken. We argue that a transactional
approach to the use of explicit assessment criteria may run the
risk of spoon-feeding students, so the ultimate goal of assessment
in higher education should be to move to a transformative
approach, striving for shared understandings between teachers
and students of assessment requirements. Thus, the implications
and recommendations of this article are also shared between
teachers and students. If teachers strongly scaffold early tasks
in an effort to be more inclusive, they need to have clear
plans for how and when to fade this scaffolding once there is
an expectation that students should make more of their own
judgments; clarifying role expectations from the outset is a key
part of this.
Interventions that give students opportunities to discuss and
work with criteria are more likely to be effective in developing
students’ self-regulation than the mere provision of criteria alone
(e.g., use of rubrics, deconstruction of assessment criteria, etc.).
Engaging students in all decisions around assessment practices
allows them to develop an understanding of what constitutes
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