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Abstract
This paper evaluates tutorial files against the criteria of good assessment and offers a solution to the question of how to regularly assess students in a large class. It also explores the effectiveness of tutorial files at improving students’ learning. In order to encourage a motivating learning environment, the regular submission of tutorial files was introduced as a method of assessment in three modules across two institutions. The findings indicate that the submission of tutorial files is useful as an assessment method and learning tool which not only provides motivation, feedback and improved learning but also provides an enhanced learning environment which is welcomed by students.

Background and Context
Ellington (1999) and Race (1995) both advocate that the most important thing that teachers do for their students is assess their performance. Assessment is a generic term for a set of processes that measure the outcome of students' learning (Quality Assurance Agency) and one of the best ways of improving student learning is by altering the method of assessment (Brown, G. et al, 1997; Greer, 2001). 

Kolb’s (1984) model of professional development involving the self-reflective cycle of observation, reflection, planning and action was adopted by the module leader of Business Taxation. As a result of this process, the method of assessment on Business Taxation was altered to incorporate the submission of tutorial files throughout the semester. Consistent with the role of the reflective practitioner, the module leader was interested to engage in critical reflection, observe and appraise the context, the effects and effectiveness of this new form of assessment and incorporate any necessary changes the following year (Larrivee, 2000; Rowntree, 1985; Schon, 1983).  Student feedback on the submission of tutorial files was very positive, with respondents indicating that the tutorial files were extremely useful as a revision tool, helped them to understand the topic and that while the tutorial files provided useful formative feedback, students indicated they preferred them to also form part of the summative assessment. A much improved pass rate for this module appeared to indicate that student learning had indeed been enhanced. 

This evaluation process is consistent with the model for action research where the practice-based emphasis incorporating evidence gathering and reflection offers obvious advantages for the change agency role of educational development (Cousin, 2001; Cowan and Weedon, 1999; Hand, 1998). Through its unique epistemology, it is an inclusive practice-enhancing process through which to develop education theory (Robertson 2000). Such research, if carried out by an individual practitioner, will however, initially produce findings which will only apply to one teacher and one course. The module leader was of the opinion that further evidence was required before the theory could be postulated that tutorial files are a legitimate learning and assessment tool. It was necessary to evaluate tutorial files as a method of assessment: to consider whether they fit within the theory of a good assessment. It was also necessary to expand the research to be an investigative activity which produces and justifies conclusions and recommendations, which can validly be applied to other similar teaching and learning situations from those in which the original data was obtained (Cowan and Weedon, 1999). 

The regular submission of tutorial files was introduced as a method of assessment in three modules across two institutions. This paper evaluates tutorial files against the theory of the purpose of assessment and also evaluates the results of introducing tutorial files into the three additional modules. It serves to provide an incentive to practitioners to review their mode of assessment with a view to enhancing the learning opportunities of their students.

Research Method
The model suggested by Mason (1996) was used to formulate a research plan. The purpose of the research is twofold, first to consider whether tutorial files are a legitimate form of assessment and secondly to evaluate their effectiveness as a learning tool. This leads on to specific research questions. The function of research questions is to explain specifically what the project will attempt to learn or understand (Maxwell, 1996) and with this in mind the following questions were formulated:

	Do tutorial files fit the purpose of assessment as detailed in the theory?

Has the introduction of tutorial files improved student achievement?

The method used to answer question one was to review the literature on learning and assessment and evaluate tutorial files against this theory. In addition, a questionnaire was given to all students involved in the process to obtain their opinion of the assessment method and how it operated. Questions 2 was answered by reviewing the module results of this cohort of students for both the tutorial files and examinations. Results were compared with the results of the previous cohort. 

Tutorial Files: How They Operate
It is possible to utilise this method of assessment in a variety of subjects and with both large and small cohorts. Two examples are provided as illustration. In Business Taxation, which had a cohort of 45 students, students were asked to submit files three times during the semester. The files consisted of answers to the weekly tutorial questions and were hand written to provide relevant practice for attempting examination questions. Files are assessed and returned at the following week’s tutorial. In Financial Planning and Control, 270 students, the approach was different. Throughout the semester, students completed a workbook. This was reviewed during tutorials and seminars with each workbook being date stamped with a comment. The workbooks were submitted for review and evaluation by the module leader only once, in the second last week of semester. Files are returned at following week’s seminar (last week of term) with a letter detailing the mark and comments. The letter is produced automatically using a macro on an excel mark spreadsheet. It is not a great effort to mark files: 2-3 minutes per file.
Evaluation of Tutorial File as an Assessment Method and Student Reflections on the Process
Purpose
Assessment consists, essentially, of taking a sample of what students do, making inferences and estimating the worth of their actions (Brown, G. et al, 1997). This is basically how to assess but perhaps a more important question is why. In aligned teaching, assessment reinforces learning (Biggs, 1999a). There are a variety of purposes of assessment and from these the main purposes of the tutorial file as a form of assessment can be identified as to:

	Motivate students;

Provide feedback to students to improve their learning;
Consolidate student learning.
(Brown, G. et al, 1997; Brown and Smith, 1999; Biggs, 1999b)

Motivate Students
The rationale for incorporating the submission of tutorial/workshop files was one of motivation. Gibbs (1990) found a considerable amount of evidence that assessment systems dominate what students are oriented towards in their learning. He also states that strategies for modifying the assessment system which can influence students' approach include integrating assessment into the learning process so that what is assessed is the total learning experience. This is assessing process rather than product and will go a good way towards encouraging a deep approach to learning. Rowntree (1987) is also of the opinion that assessment can be used to encourage students to learn by providing the external stimulus of assessment. 

Extrinsic motivation is an unconvincing part of higher education while intrinsic motivation i.e. love of learning and intellectual development is generally considered to be more valuable, driving deep learning and the best academic work (Biggs, 1999a; Light and Cox, 2001). However it needs to be recognised that on a degree course a number of subjects are studied and while a student's love of learning may not need to be questioned, time allocated to each subject may be biased towards preferred subjects or activities. The tutorial files serve the purpose of directing an already existing intrinsic motivation.

Chickering and Gamson (1987) recognise that students need help in learning effective time management. The tutorial files provide an incentive for students to work regularly during the semester. Rowntree (1987) has noted that for every student who confesses himself in need of a constant prod from assessment there will be another who claims to be distracted and enervated by it. This is not confirmed by this empirical research. Responses to the questionnaire asking students their opinion of the tutorial files, including asking whether the files should be removed from assessment, produced the following results. For those modules that included tutorial files as a form of summative assessment, 65% of respondents were of the opinion that the tutorial files should not be removed from assessment. In Business Finance which does not summatively assess the files, 33% thought the files should be assessed while 45% disagreed with 23% unable to decide. In this module, the module leader asked for the tutorial files to be submitted in weeks 5 and 10 of the semester. Most students submitted their first file for review, however only a few submitted the second file. It is therefore apparent that these students required the extrinsic motivation of summative assessment to encourage completion and submission of the files. Further discussion of the results of the Business Finance questionnaire is provided later in the paper. 

Overall student answers and comments on the questionnaire backed the retention of the tutorial files in the module assessment. Comments include:

Because the files are assessed, I feel that I am getting something back directly for the work I put in;

I find that regular submission enables me to carry on revising while keeping on top of this module;

The tutorial/workshop files have helped me enormously in terms of my subject knowledge; I like the fact that the tutorials and workshops have to be handed in and count towards the final mark;

The tutorial files which were assessed have been an important feature of my learning giving me the motivation to read more widely and expand my subject knowledge.

These comments represent only a selection of those favouring tutorial files and the conclusion is therefore that students welcome the incentive of assessed tutorial files as a form of motivation to learn.

Feedback to Students
Feedback is the lifeblood of learning (Rowntree, 1987). Race (1993) and Brown, S. et al, (1996) recognises that the greater amount of feedback that learners can receive before the end of course assessment, the greater the opportunity to learn from such feedback 

Students are provided with feedback on their learning through comments on their files when they are returned or stamped. The files are returned quickly: at the tutorial in the week following submission. The tutorial files therefore become formative assessment as well as summative. 76% of respondents to the questionnaire found the files useful as a revision tool. Student comments via the questionnaire include: 

I have found this to be the best taught module this semester re. regular feedback and progressed learning; 

I found the files and feedback sessions very useful for gauging my progress throughout the module.

Student Learning
There is an increasing emphasis on the learning enhancement purpose of assessment with assessment reinforcing learning within an aligned teaching and learning strategy (Biggs 1999a Boud,1988; Ellington, 1999; Heywood, 2000; Holroyd, 2000).

Traditionally, summative assessment measures student achievement and formative assessment enhances learning (Light and Cox, 2001). However, when a mark is allocated to the tutorial file, it becomes both formative and summative assessment. It is formative and enhances learning by encouraging practice and providing feedback which enables students to improve before their next assessment in that topic, for example, in their exam. Student comments include: 

The portfolio method has been very good for revision purposes; 

Helped me understand how to answer questions after the lecture;

Useful to help with my understanding of the subject.

Tutorial files provide formative feedback but are also summative assessment in that they measure how well students have performed in the process of learning. It is recognised that while learning opportunities are important, most students are reluctant to put their best efforts into work that is not going to count. This is backed up by the students’ responses which indicated that only 19% wished to have tutorial files removed from the assessment.

The purposes of the tutorial files are to provide motivation, feedback and improve learning. Student comments repeatedly indicate that the tutorial files act as an incentive to study and provide students with some extrinsic motivation, which, while frowned upon by the literature, is welcomed by students. The regular submission of files allows formative feedback to students while there is still time to improve before the final examination. The tutorial files enhance learning by allowing students to take a strategic and continuous approach to learning. They therefore fit the purpose of assessment as detailed in the theory.

Review of Module Results
Business Taxation
The module results show a much improved pass rate from previous years. However there have been a number of changes made to this module, including a change of leader and revised teaching and learning strategy, which may also have resulted in improved learning. A better indication of the effectiveness of tutorial files as a learning tool is to make only this change to an existing module and evaluate results. This is what has happened on the other modules in this study and the results for these modules follows. 

Financial Planning and Control
Has the introduction of tutorial files improved exam performance?
For the purposes of comparison, only those students taking the BSc Business studies degree were included. This is a relatively stable student intake. 

Comparison of 2002 with 2003 summative assessment
number
mean
Standard deviation
Failure rate
2(i) / 1sts
Exam results Feb 2002
154
55%
17%
16%
47%
Exam + file results Feb 2003
176
56%
15%
14%
43%
Exam results only Feb 2003
176
55%
15%
14%
38%
Table 1: Financial Planning and Control: Comparison of 2002 with 2003 Summative Assessment

Note that there is slight evidence that overall marks were increased by the introduction of the files per se, but that the failure rate was significantly lower on both the ‘exam’ and the ‘exam + file’ measure.  The contribution of the files to the more able students is considerably less, therefore the large decrease in the ‘2(i)’s 1sts’ category is unlikely to be causal.  A possible cause of the lower percentage ‘2(i)’s 1sts’ category is the increase in numbers, normally the increase is due to more less able students.  Although the percentage decreased, the absolute numbers remained the same.  Assuming that the increase in numbers tended to be due to more/less able students, the decline in the failure rate is more impressive.

The files showed pedagogic failings on the part of the students.  The question arises as to whether students who prepared poor files performed poorly on other modules. 

Correlation of file assessment  with other modules 
Number
Financial Planning and Control
Business in the Economic Environment
Statistical Methods
File assessment
169
0.51
0.38
0.50

Table 2: Financial Planning and Control:
Correlation of File Assessment with Other Modules Taken

The sample in Table 2 was restricted to students who completed all three module assessments thereby reducing the sample by 7 to 169.  

There is not only a good relationship between the files and the module for which they were used (‘Financial Planning and Control’), but also with ‘Statistical Methods’ (a mixture of technical and written questions) and ‘Business in the Economic Environment’ (a wholly written paper).  It should be remembered that the marks for the files were not awarded for being good answers but rather for showing evidence of engaging in the learning process – picking up remarks made in seminar sessions, adding items from the set answers to the original attempts, reflecting on progress, consulting with Mathscope and generally being a student in the sense of ‘one who studies’.  As the quote has it, ‘education is what survives when what has been learnt has been forgotten’ (B.F. Skinner, 1964).  One can have no qualms about passing a student who has marginally failed the exam but has evidence of careful and thoughtful study, equally failing a student who has passed the exam but has not provided evidence of study.  The aim of the module as with all modules is in no small part to teach the student how to study in the subject. There is good evidence that the files have identified those poor study habits related to poor assessment results.  Most would accept the conscientious student will benefit and also that the student who understands the content is able to prepare better notes. The reduced failure rate is also evidence that the files have helped less able students in their studies.  In view of the finding that there were a number of ways in which the formative advice could be improved, the continuing use of files is clearly worthwhile. 

Advanced Financial Accounting
It can be clearly seen that results for Advanced Financial Accounting have improved dramatically. The content and exam paper format are consistent in both years. The results show that an overall improvement of 20% has been achieved. The 2002 cohort went on to produce 10 students with 1st class honours. The course team do not believe that the 2003 cohort will fair so well in degree classifications and the results are unlikely to be influenced by the existence of a stronger cohort in 2003.
Comparison of 2002 with 2003 summative assessment
number
mean
Standard deviation
Failure rate
2(i) / 1sts
3rds
Exam results Jan 2002
93
32%
15%
66%
3%
24%
Exam + file results Jan 2003
73
53%
13%
15%
32%
20%
Exam results only Jan 2003
73
52%
16%
22%
33%
13%

Table 3: Advanced Financial Accounting Results

While there may be other factors that have influenced this improvement, it cannot have been unaffected by the tutorial files. 97% of these students think that the files have helped them to understand the topic while 94% consider them useful as a revision tool. Students’ comments were generally favourable including: 

Allows you to improve as you go along;

Gives a chance to improve and understand mistakes. 

There were some negative comments but these tended to concentrate on the content of the questions rather than the process of submitting files. It can be concluded therefore that the inclusion of the portfolio in the teaching and learning strategy on this module has been a success and the course team are going to continue with it.

Business Finance
The module leader requested submission of tutorial files in semester weeks 5 and 10. Most students submitted files in week 5, however only a few files were submitted in week 10. Those who did, produced excellent files. The module leader indicated that she gave the files a mark out of ten but provided very little narrative feedback. 76% of the Business Finance students who responded to the questionnaire think that the files are useful as a revision tool and 74% think that they help them to understand the topic. However students appear to be acting in concurrence with the theory that they will not submit work unless some benefit is derived, either by receiving a summative mark or useful feedback. They think that tutorial files are a good learning tool but require the extrinsic motivation of summative evaluation before engaging completely in the process. As students did not complete and submit both tutorial files, module results have not been analysed.

Conclusion
An evaluation of tutorial files against the recognised functions of assessment resulted in a positive comparison with this form of assessment, providing opportunities for motivation, feedback and enhanced learning. The answer to the first research question is therefore that tutorial files do fit the purpose of assessment as detailed in the theory.

Tutorial files were introduced in an attempt to improve student learning by encouraging engagement with the learning process and consistent study throughout the semester. There are a variety of methods available applicable to diverse subjects and both large and small cohorts of students. However students engaged fully with the process only when it was summatively assessed. The process has been shown to benefit greatly students on the Advanced Financial Accounting module while the improvements on Financial Planning and Control were not as evident. The failure rate on this module is improved while the mean mark remains the same. However as student numbers have increased, this result with a less able cohort is an excellent one. The results therefore indicate that tutorial files do improve student achievement. 

However, the improvement of student achievement does not necessarily need to be the purpose of tutorial files. Students indicated that they welcomed the opportunity and incentive to revise throughout the semester by the submission of tutorial files. This indicates that tutorial files provide an improved learning environment for students which enhances the process of learning.

Tutorial files can therefore be recommended as a useful assessment method and learning tool which provides motivation and feedback and also improves learning.
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