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Of all the oppositions that artificially divide social science, the most fundamental, and the most ruinous, is the one that is set up between subjectivism and objectivism.  The very fact that this division constantly reappears in virtually the same form would suffice to indicate that the modes of knowledge which it distinguishes are equally indispensable to a science of the social world.
(Bourdieu 1990, p. 25) 

Introduction 

Recent educational journals on both sides of the Atlantic have seen a resurgence of debate about the nature of educational research [Lather (2004), Moss (2005), Hodkinson (2004), Hammersley (2005), Nash (2005)]. This resurgence of debate is in part a response to governmental attacks on the quality of educational research and moves to prescribe what constitutes methodologically appropriate scientific inquiry.  For some the contestation focuses on differences of methodology, others on differences of epistemology, even ontology. Moss (2005) argues that the debate is not about methods but about the aims of social science research given its focus on social practice. This paper is seen as a contribution to these on-going debates. 
The past few decades have seen a ‘social turn’ in theories of teaching, learning and assessment.  In the area of assessment there is a small but growing body of work which locates itself within a socio-cultural approach to assessment (Gipps 1999, Filer 2000, Broadfoot 1996) and research being conducted to better understand assessment as a social practice. My central argument has been that the assessment of complex performances (those typical in higher education) is a socially-situated interpretive act (Shay 2004, 2005). My empirical work has focused on the interpretive acts of assessors (academic staff and more recently tutors i.e. postgraduate teaching assistants). My project has been to theorize academics’ professional judgement of student performance. My theoretical perspective on this judgment process has been heavily influenced by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu and his deliberations on the logic of social practice – how the outside gets inside and how the inside shapes the outside. These are the familiar debates of structure and agency. 
Understanding the social-situatedness of judgment  has meant exploring the multiple levels/layers that constitute assessors professional judgments –  from macro levels of social/political conditions (the focus of this paper) and institutional systems (Knight in press), to more meso and micro levels of  disciplinary communities of practice (Jawitz in press) and the particularities of the classroom and the students (Shay 2005, Hughes 2006, Olckers 2006).  All of these (and much more) constitute assessor’s interpretive frameworks – what Bourdieu refers to as the “principles of vision and division” (Bourdieu, 1996). 
How academic professional judgements are formed is not just an esoteric theoretical preoccupation however but comes down to crucial questions of validity, that is, the meaningfulness of our interpretations. As the holders of power when it comes to judgments about student performance, we need to ask ourselves in an increasingly competitive environment where the stakes are high, how confident are we as an academic community of the soundness of our interpretations? 
The centrepiece of this paper is a re-viewing – a more close-up view -- of data previously collected for a study on the impact of an anonymous examination policy on examination performance. I will briefly describe the study and its findings (for those interested in the detail of this study see Shay in press). For the purposes of this conference, the interest in this paper is to use theoretical and methodological insights from Bourdieu to re-examine the data. There are two data sets – one quantitative data on student performance and the other interview data. I explore what these different data sets represent arguing that as different modes of knowledge they are different views on the social practice of concern, each with their particular vantages points and limitations. I explore the relationship of these modes of knowledge to each other, arguing that it is in exploring the relationships between these two modes of knowledge that we come to better understand the complexity of assessment as a social practice.
Close-up: Re-viewing the Data 

Brief overview of the study

In 2003 the University of Cape Town approved an anonymous examination policy which required the student name to be concealed from the marker.  The policy was a response to students’ concerns in the early 1990’s -- a politically turbulent time in South Africa’s history -- about the potential for racial or gender discrimination in the marking of examinations. The policy was approved and implemented in 2004 with the stated intention of “minimizing the possibility that irrelevant inferences be subconsciously used to discriminate for or against students, in particular inferences based on gender, race and any other kind of information which can be made on the basis of a student’s name” (Proposal to the Examination and Assessment Committee 1/9/03). The distinction between discriminating for or against is important. The former -- positive discrimination --  is where inferences about student identity may result in a more generous reading and the student may be allocated extra marks (what I refer to later as ‘sympathetic marking’).  The latter -- negative discrimination -- is where such inferences may result in points being withheld. The latter was clearly the students’ concern; what they would refer to as racist or sexist marking. 

The implementation system was a ‘flap & stick system’ whereby students write their names on the right hand corner of the examination script, fold-over the corner and stick it down. An important feature of UCT’s policy implementation is the retention for administrative purposes of the student number on the front of the exam script. UCT’s student number is alpha-numeric containing the first three consonants of surname and first three letters of first name. Objectors to this implementation system argued that UCT’s policy was not really anonymous given that 1) in smaller classes markers would know their students’  numbers, and 2) even where they did not know the student number some aspects of student identity can be inferred from the student name, for example, a student number MJLXOL001 is likely to be that of an African student given the consonant combinations and the first name beginning with ‘X’ which are commonly found in Xhosa names. Despite these objections, the use of the student number was accepted as the most administratively efficient mechanism until a new student identification system was available.

In the first year of implementation a course convener from a large undergraduate course (958 students in 2004) conducted an investigation of his students’ own examination performance.  His findings were that there was a significant decrease from 62% to 55% in the mean examination scores between 2003 and 2004 (the year of implementation) and that the distribution of scores had widened significantly with the exam failure rate increasing from 7% in 2003 to 33% in 2004. He argued that these lower exam results and wider distribution patterns were a result of the shift to anonymous marking since all else in the course had remained stable across the years -- the teaching staff, the course content, the examination, the coursework mark.  In terms of the reasons for this causal link he was more speculative. He notes:  “The effect on markers…appears to have been shown through their awarding of a greater range of marks, particularly for weaker scripts.  This may be because the anonymity of the exam liberated markers from a previously-held positive bias in favour of second-language speakers.  Given that the majority of second-language English speakers are previously (and therefore probably currently) disadvantaged, markers may previously have been inclined to give incomprehensible or poorly-worded answers the benefit of the doubt to a greater than desirable extent, because one knew (or rather, could check) that the student was previously disadvantaged. With our current system of anonymous marking, it may therefore be the case that answers are treated on their merits, and consequently more fairly.” (Report to the Head of Department written by the course convener, 13 September 2004)
Using the course convener’s investigation as a preliminary study, I conducted a study on the impact of the policy on student performance. The key questions were to establish whether there were any significant differences in patterns of examination performance pre and post policy, and to explore what the markers (in this case course conveners) perceived to be the reasons for these differences (or lack of differences). Five undergraduate courses were selected, one from each of UCT’s faculties (excluding UCT’s Law Faculty where anonymous marking had been in place for some time). The courses were selected on the basis of a range of variables, the primary concern being curriculum stability during the period of study. Another key variable was selecting courses where the exam required some degree of interpretive work on the part of the assessor (e.g. essays). The study collected both quantitative data and qualitative data. The quantitative data consisted of student examination performance two years pre and post policy from each of the five courses. The data was disaggregated by population group (the preferred term over ‘race’ given the politics of race classification in South Africa), gender, educational background, and language. I also conducted interviews with each of the five course conveners. 
Findings
Before turning to the pre and post policy comparisons, analysis of the quantitative data revealed a consistent pattern of differentiated performance across all five courses – performance differentiated by  population group, educational background, language and gender. In other words, across all the years and across all the courses under study there was a pattern of students classified ‘white’ outperforming student from other population groups, speakers of English as a first language outperforming speakers of English as an additional language, students from prior backgrounds of historically advantaged schooling outperforming students from prior backgrounds of historically disadvantaged schooling, and females outperforming males. While these findings are deeply disturbing, they are not surprising. These patterns are evident in other studies recently conducted at UCT (Cliff, Yeld and Hanslo under review; Visser and Hanslo 2006;  Scott, Hendry, Jawitz and Gibbon 2005)and they are supported by patterns of ‘racially’ differentiated throughput performance across the higher education system (Scott et al). Twelve years after the demise of apartheid, these racially-differentiated performance patterns persist as manifestations of the legacy of apartheid education. 

Turning to the comparisons of student performance pre and post policy: Given the history of racial discrimination in South Africa and the students’ particular concerns about the potential for such discrimination in examination marking, the primary interest of the study was to establish whether there was any evidence of negative discrimination prior to the implementation of the policy. We speculated that, if there had been significant levels of discrimination on these grounds, and if the implementation of  the policy succeeded in masking these aspects of student identity, the findings should reveal changed performance for certain categories of students (for example, Black African students) following the policy implementation. 

The data revealed that these differentiated performance patterns were consistent pre and post study (show graphs), i.e. there were no significant differences in examination performance after the implementation of the policy. In three of the courses there was a significant decrease after the policy implementation but the decrease was across the whole cohort, and in one course there was the same decrease in mean score for the essay type questions and the multiple choice questions (which are computer-marked). Certainly in the context of that course, it could not be concluded that the decreased performance of the students was a result of the implementation of the new policy. 
In the interviews with the course conveners two possible interpretations emerged for these consistent patterns of performance pre and post policy:

· It could be argued that on the basis of these unchanged performance patterns, there is no evidence of positive or negative discrimination. This would suggest that the students’ concerns about racial discrimination were unfounded. Also there did not seem to be any evidence in support of the course convener’s hypothesis about sympathetic marking of particular categories of students.  This interpretation of the data was the one most welcomed by the academic community.

· Another possible interpretation is that the implementation of the anonymous policy had made no difference.  Positive and negative discrimination persisted despite the implementation of the policy since assessors will continue to infer identity on the basis of students’ response – on, for example, language use, handwriting, word choice. This emerges from the interview data where course conveners spoke of the difficulties of assessing at the borderline particularly where one inferred that the student was a second language speaker and therefore was might be ‘disadvantaged’. 
The findings of this study were presented to the University noting that there was no conclusive evidence for discriminatory marking on examinations, however, it was recommended that for political reasons it was important to keep the policy in place. 

A closer view 
My theoretical and methodological interests however led me back to the data and serves as the basis for this paper that I present today.  What became interesting to me as I looked more closely are the accounts  -- the different accounts -- that emerged from the two sets of data. One set of data tells the story of differentiated examination performance that remains unchanged after the implementation of the anonymous examination policy suggesting the possibility that there had been no discrimination for or against students prior to the policy. The other story which emerges from the interviews is a recurring theme of inferences about identity that are made irrespective of anonymity. Consistent with the course convener’s account, other conveners spoke of their deliberations especially over the borderlines (pass/fail) where a sympathetic reading (and possibly even sympathetic marking) was a recurring theme. 

In trying to make sense of what is going on, at a first reading it might appear that these accounts are contradictory. Indeed one colleague argued that the quantitative data ‘blew the course convener’s hypothesis out of the water’.  I do need to add caution in terms of the claims that can be made on the basis of the interviews. Firstly, the course conveners interviewed did not say that they actually marked sympathetically for disadvantaged students – their language was more tentative than this often expressed more as “what one might be tempted to do”. Secondly, I did not interview all the markers for each course only the course conveners. Thus I cannot claim that sympathetic marking of disadvantaged students is a theme across all markers, only that it was a consistent theme across the course conveners. 
While strong claims cannot be made, the two accounts suggest different conclusions about the practice of discrimination in exam marking (for or against). They do not triangulate comfortably. Within the empirical social sciences a lack of triangulation raises doubts over the findings. One account may be perceived to be more valid than the other; one account discounts the other. The casualty is usually the subjective account, the account that lacks generalizability.  “Interesting data” it is argued but “it’s just one person’s experience”. Preference is likely to be given (as my colleague did) to the quantitative picture which comes from a large sample size of student performance which can be statistically manipulated. 
I’d like to suggest that seeing this data as independent representations of one another may result in masking something of the complexity of assessors’ judgment making processes.  Privileging either account at the expense of the other – whether it be the subjective account of markers’ deliberations or whether it be the seemingly more objective pattern of student performance –  does an injustice to the complexity of assessment as a social practice. In Bourdieu’s terms we need both the ‘view from above’ and the ‘view from below’ (Jenkins, 1992). These views are “equally indispensable to a science of the social world” (see opening quote, Bourdieu, 1996, p. 52).  Moss (1996) argues for a dialectic between ‘the contextualized understanding of local meanings and the distancing analysis of regularities’ (p. 22). It is such a dialectic perspective that ‘can provide a more textured and productive view of the social phenomena we seek to understand’ (p. 22).  Thus in re-looking at the data, in taking a closer view, I begin to explore the possible interdependence of these two accounts. 
As I noted earlier my theorizing assessor’s professional judgment processes has been strongly influenced by Bourdieu.  Drawing on his ‘thinking tools’ I want to propose that these different accounts represent what Bourdieu refers to as different ‘modes of knowledge’ each with its vantage points on social practice and that in order to make-sense of the complexity of social practice  -- its logic (Bourdieu) -- we need both – we need a ‘double reading’, the ‘view from above’ and the ‘view from below’. I explore these different modes of knowledge in more depth. 
Firstly, I argue that the pattern of differentiated examination performance which emerges from the quantitative is a representation of an objective reality. I use ‘objective’ in the way that Bourdieu does to mean that there is a pattern, a regularity which is to some extent  independent of the agents,  i.e. the course convener and other staff involved in the course. They may be responsible for the 2005 marks but they are not responsible for previous years, and not the other four courses. And they are not responsible for the pattern as it manifests in other places at UCT and across the tertiary system. Its objective status does not mask the fact that it is still only a representation of reality and it is also a historically and socially constructed reality. It is the outcome of the social and political context of the legacy of apartheid – a set of conditions from the past, tenaciously still present which constrain student performance – not only in the narrow confines of the exam but in the classroom, the tutorials, the corridors – influencing who speaks and who does not speak in tutorials, who does and doesn’t come for help, as well as who passes and who does not.  

Secondly, I argue that the patterns that emerge from the assessors’ accounts are a representation of a subjective reality. In Bourdieu’s terms the “internalization of externality”.  According to Bourdieu the objective reality operates as a feature of the ‘field’ determining a range of possible responses from agents. So one convener notes, “If it’s obvious to me that a student is not a first language English speaker and there’s really something I’m struggling to understand, I would tend to give them the benefit of the doubt.”  Perhaps more controversially, another convener talks about a particular reasoning process that kicks in response to a poorly answered exam paper produced by a white student, “…you make an assumption about the quality of their schooling that in general (it ) was better than the majority of black students…one can almost say that there’s a feeling that it’s their fault...they haven’t worked hard enough or they haven’t paid attention…whereas you find that with a student that you know is a black student, it’s not that easy to make that judgment. You think well, they were a victim of bad schooling…you would give them the benefit of the doubt.”  But one can imagine other sorts of response as indicated in the data from a study conducted by Jeff Jawitz who is exploring how new academic staff in a South African university learn to judge student performance. He gives an account of a new black staff member who consciously adjusts his own marks downwards in response to his perception of white colleagues’ ‘sympathetic marking’ of black students.  Thus within the objective reality of the field there are a number of possible responses, not necessarily predictable, not easily patterned. 
Implied in each of the above descriptions of these different modes are the particular vantage points (as well as the limitations) of each view.  With respect to the ‘view from above’ – what Moss et al (quoting Scott) refers to as the ‘synoptic view’ -- offers patterns of regularity and some degree of predictability which are necessary for understanding social practice. The danger as Bourdieu notes with the ‘objectivist point of view’ is the slip from theis view as a model of reality to the reality of the model (Wacquant and Bourdieu 1992, Jenkins 2002). 

With respect to the ‘view from below’ we gain access to the reflexivities of agents, their sense-making in context. “Its value lies in recognizing the part that mundane knowledge, subjective meaning, and practical competency play in the continual production of society” (W & B, p. 9). The limitations, however, of this ‘view from below’ is that it is primarily constructed on the basis of accounts from informants. Bourdieu raises a number of critiques of these ‘native interpretations’ many of which are familiar to qualitative researchers sensitive to the constructedness of, for example, interview data. For example, the tendency of interviewees to offer an ‘official’ account, that is, an account of what they think should happen rather than what does happen. Another weakness, Bourdieu argues of this view, is the already semi-theorized status of informants’ accounts. In other words, interviewees’ accounts of practice are not simply descriptive but include consciously or unconsciously their own theories – the course convener’s account being a good example. 
Thus the interdependence of these two representations of reality – the objective and the subjective – exposes some of the complexity (albeit a very partial view) of the judgment making process. Either account on its own would not only be partial but perhaps misleading. However the interdependence of these manifestations of reality may be giving us some insight into some of the “principles of vision and division” at work in this judgment making process in a particular social-historical context.  I would like to suggest that what we are seeing here is the playing out at the micro-level (at the level of assessor deliberations in the judgment making process) of ideological tensions between equity and excellence in the context of a historically white liberal university under transformation.  The responses of agents in their attempts to resolve these tensions will vary depending on their own trajectories into and within the field but the range of possible responses is restricted, i.e. some responses will be more acceptable than others, and more or less admissible. 
In conclusion: Methodological implications
Understanding the logic of social practice thus requires a close-up analyses of the field – the enabling & constraining conditions of assessment and close-up analyses of the agents/the interpreters – their reflexive deliberations and actions. This is consistent with the position of critical realist such as Nash (2005) who argues that “the most complete explanations will have a structure-disposition- practice scheme where the structural properties of emergent social entities, the dispositional properties of individuals, and the actions performed by individuals within recognized social practices, are all included in the explanatory narrative” (p. 202). 
If we accept this ‘double-reading’ thesis (Bourdieu),  this poses serious methodological challenges for researching social practice.  I will confine my comments to the area of research that I know best, and leave it to the reader to generalize to other forms of social practice. 
1) We need fine-grained ‘views from above’ of the patterns and regularities within which agents are enabled or constrained. 

2) We need fine-grained ‘views from below’ recognizing the inevitable variety of subjectivities that will emerge
With respect to the first of these challenges, this leads to productive analysis of the field (Bourdieu) in which our assessments are located. For Bourdieu structure is ever-present and inescapable – constraining individual action so much so that individuals are largely unconscious of its constraining effect – what water must feel like to a fish, the ‘feel of the game’ which is not really felt at all but largely unconsciously enacted.
With respect to the first of these challenges I have been recently challenged by the work of sociologist Margaret Archer whose contribution to the structure/agency debate has been to privilege agency – she thus stands in an interesting contrast to Bourdieu. She argues that the reflexive capacity of human agents has causal effect – such that agent subjectivity mediates socio-cultural objectivity (rather than the other way around which would be closer to Bourdieu’s  position). For Archer, “the private life of the social subject holds the key to resolving the problem of structure and agency” (2004, p. 52). The implications for researching assessment as social practice – and particularly assessors’ judgment – is that the closer we get to assessor’s actual deliberations the closer we get to understanding structure and its influence.
While each of these theorists have their epistemological priorities (Bourdieu privileging the objective account, Archer seemingly the subjective account), the argument of this paper is that it is in holding these accounts together and interpreting them interdependently  that we can best understand assessment as social practice. 
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