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Abstract

This paper concentrates on the public and formal processes of reporting achievement. The topic is significant because employers, managers and graduate schools all use warrants when making selection and governance decisions. Should those warrants turn out to have, as I argue, only local meanings, then selection and governance practices, amongst others, are compromised.

Reports, or warrants, are seen as communications that tend to generalize about achievement, as when they say that a person is fit to practise. The argument is that assessment practices are not such that warrants can be treated as generalized statements of achievement. At best, they can reduce but not eliminate uncertainty about achievement.

When viewed close up, assessment and reporting practices are seen as contexted acts of sense-making about fluxional social practices. Warrants should be interpreted accordingly.

Warrants

High-stakes assessment leads to warrants, such as certificates and diplomas, that testify to achievement. As summaries, warrants are generalisations about achievement, although they vary in the degree to which they generalise about achievement. For example:

a In some cases fitness to practise is attested. This is a statement of competence and, as such, it is a generalisation from observed practice to future practice. 

b In outcomes-based curricula, warrants may say that standards have been met, often at a given level. Although there may not be an accompanying strong statement of competence at this level, the implication is surely that competence has been demonstrated. Those reading the warrant are likely to infer competence and have expectations of performance in respect of those outcomes. 

c In traditional programmes, a score, grade point average or degree class is symbolic, in the sense that the awarding body does not link the symbol to any particular competences. However, if the awarding body does not make generalisations about competence, audiences are likely to do so as they try and make sense of the symbol and make inferences about future performance
. 

Warrants are short descriptions of achievement. At one extreme, there is a simple record of the grade point average or degree class. At the other, there are transcripts that describe the student experience in more detail, although they still contain just a selection of information about achievement and the processes leading to judgements of achievement. Transcripts are not necessarily clear (many US transcripts contain puzzling codes and opaque course titles), nor are they necessarily comprehensive (they may describe course or programme content coverage but not learning achievements) (Adelman, 2005). Records of achievement, personal development plans and e-portfolios, all of which have their proponents, may provide highly-crafted exquisite detail without doing much to reduce uncertainty about competence and achievement. 

Warrants may be short but they are not simple compressions: it is not possible to ‘double-click’ on the warrant and ‘unzip’ full information about achievement. Raw data about achievements undergo unknown processes of selection and judgement and are then subject to a succession of combinations and transformations before a transcript, gpa or degree class emerges. The algorithms for reconstructing original judgements of achievement do not necessarily exist and are very rarely public. Put it another way – there are no public means of ‘unzipping’ the signs we use to denote achievement, with the result that there are no public means of knowing what these signs denote.

A rational solution to these difficulties with warrants is to make them fuller and clearer, and to make available the judgements that have been mashed together to create the summative account of achievement contained in the public award. Observers of the UK Higher Education Quality Assurance Agency may see signs of this intent in some of its work. I will argue, though, that such attempts are pointless because, seen close up, assessment practices create fluxional and local meanings (Knight, 2006), not stable and general ones. My analysis discloses textured social practices that sustain multiple meanings. Provisional and ragged generalisations may be based on assessment judgements and contribute somewhat to the reduction of uncertainty. The degree of uncertainty may be somewhat reduced by providing more detail, although recipients may not create the meanings intended by those providing that detail, but no more: looked at closely, the smooth face of warranting is illusory. 

I introduce this claim by considering the rules by which data are transformed into summaries of achievement, the ways in which criteria are used in judging achievement and the different processes that lead to the creation of work for assessment.

The hidden effects of transformation rules

Warrants are the product of processes that transform judgements on individual pieces of work into summaries of achievement. Rules vary from country to country and from university to university, much as do laws. For example, a good driver in Italy uses dipped headlights in poor daytime visibility, in all tunnels at all times and when on motorways, dual carriageways, and on all out of town roads. The good Norwegian driver uses dipped headlights during the day. In New Zealand good drivers do as they please since there are no regulations on the use of lights. 

The Student Assessment and Classification Working Group (SACWG) is a small self-organising group that mainly uses quantitative methods to look closely at higher education assessment practices, including the rules governing the transformation of assessment judgements into warrants. 

Reviewing a decade of UK enquiries, Yorke and colleagues (2006a: 2, 3) concluded that: 

Early work undertaken by SACWG showed that a set of student marks run through different institutional algorithms would produce different classifications depending on the algorithm in use (Woolf and Turner, 1997) – a point made using hypothetical data by Morrison et al (1997). Simonite (2000) showed that the method chosen to determine the classification could influence some students’ awards. 

A survey for the Northern Universities Consortium for Credit and Transfer [NUCCAT] some years ago showed considerable variation between institutions in the amount of credit required to gain an honours degree – in one instance, amounting to 280 of the 360 that were required to be studied (Armstrong et al, 1998). Some institutions appear to have adjusted their regulations as a consequence (Johnson, 2004). Using student record data from two new universities, Yorke et al (2004) showed that dropping 30 credits from the 240 counting towards honours
 could lead to one in six classifications being raised, and dropping 60 credits could raise close to one in three. They also examined the effect of different weightings of second and third year marks, but found – as expected – that the effects varied with individual students’ profiles of marks. This aspect of the study draws attention to a general issue – what standpoint should be taken in respect of students who make steady progress throughout their programmes compared with those whose level of performance is significantly higher in the later stages of their programmes (or, in the academic vernacular, have high ‘exit velocity’)?

A subsequent paper (Stowell, Woolf and Yorke, 2006) summarised some of the differences in the regulations for the classification of Honours degrees amongst 35 UK higher education institutions, identifying a dozen areas of variation.

Yorke’s summary of US practices shows diversity in grading practices and transformation rules (2006b: 1)

·  The vast majority of institutions use either a letter scale (A B C D F) only or inflect the letters by using + and – affixes
. The numbers of institutions in the two groups are roughly in the ratio 3 : 4. Narrative reporting of achievement was reported by a tiny minority of institutions.

· In computing grade-point averages [GPAs] (a simple arithmetic procedure), only around one-sixth of institutions include grades from institutions from which the student has transferred. This is very important because over 60% of US graduates have studied at more than one higher education institution (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005).

· Around two-thirds of institutions allowed students to have their performance on a course [module, in UK terms] assessed on a pass/fail basis. Institutions vary in the extent to which they permit this option to be exercised. Adelman (2006) points out that this option can influence a student’s GPA. 

· Institutions generally record a failing grade on a student’s academic record, but there is a near-even split as to whether the fail grade is incorporated into the GPA.

· Students generally have the opportunity to retake a course in order to raise their grade. Some institutions however limit this to the lower grades of pass. Practice varies regarding the number of times a course can be repeated.

· A large majority of institutions allow students to graduate with honors. However, the GPA needed to graduate with honors at the three different levels varies between institutions.

· Calculations of GPA mask the influence of factors that influence the grades that students attain on individual courses.

Yorke’s summary of Australian practices shows diversity in grading practices and transformation rules (2006c: 1)

· Although the classification system is superficially similar to that used across the UK, approaches to the classification of the honours degree in Australia vary considerably.

· Around one third of the responding universities delegated classification to faculty level, and hence there was no university-wide banding of classifications.

· A small minority of universities use a grade-point average system as the basis for classification. Their systems differ.

· Three universities have an unusually narrow band (in percentage terms, 75% to 79.9%) for upper second class honours.

SACWG also looked closely at other regulations. It found that the rules governing the future of students who do not succeed at first attempt in level 1
 assessments vary quite sharply. A student who would effectively be excluded from one university would have opportunities to make good the deficiencies in another. Table 1 summarises some Level 1 resit regulations in nine universities from which SACWG draws its members.

Table 1: a summary of some re-sit practices in nine UK universities

	Regulations 
	Number of SACWG universities adopting each practice

	What is the minimum mark at which a re-sit is permitted?

	Any fail mark
	5 

	15%
	1 

	20%
	1 

	30-39%
	1 

	Unclear
	1 

	Is the re-sit grade capped?

	40% or bare pass
	5 

	Re-sat assessment only capped
	2 

	No cap
	2 

	Can students re-sit a re-sit?

	Yes
	3 No / not clear 6

	Penalties for not re-sitting a module

	None
	2 

	Fail module
	5 

	Fail award
	2 

	Are some modules excluded from re-sits?


	None
	4

	Modules failed through non-attendance
	1 

	Compensated modules
	2 

	SWE
	1 

	Modules testing professional practice
	1 

	All coursework
	1 

	Is there a deadline for taking re-sits?

	Within registration period for the award
	1 

	Determined by assessment board
	1 

	Next re-sit opportunity
	3 

	July/August of the current year
	1 

	Not stated
	3

	Are alternative assessment methods used in re-sits?

	Yes
	1 

	Exceptionally
	6 

	Varies across institution
	1 

	No
	1 


SACWG has also begun exploring diversity in assessment regulations governing postgraduate taught master’s programmes. Some years ago Knight (1997) found considerable variations between and universities offering the award of Master of Business Administration.

In short, a warrant is a representation of student achievement but is also the outcome of hidden and diverse transformation practices. It is, literally, artificial.

Criteria-referenced assessment

What about practice at the programme and course levels?

SACWG has established that there are considerable variations between programme assessment practices in the same university, such that, as, Yorke et al. (2006a) report,there is considerable variation in the UK distribution of awards by subject. By extension, differences in expectation, processes and practices may be inferred in individual universities. Table 2 illustrates this the deghree of between-subject variation..

Table 2 Percentage of first degree classes in the UK, Summer 2005, shown by broad subject area.

	Subject area
	N
	1st
	2.1
	2.2
	3rd or pass
	unclass'd

	Medicine & dentistry 
	7445
	4.5
	13.1
	2.0
	5.0
	75.4

	Subjects allied to medicine 
	27880
	11.4
	40.7
	27.8
	6.7
	13.4

	Biological sciences 
	27200
	10.6
	48.2
	31.9
	6.4
	2.9

	Veterinary science 
	690
	4.3
	8.7
	3.6
	2.2
	81.2

	Agriculture & related subjects* 
	2225
	10.8
	40.9
	33.3
	7.0
	7.9

	Physical sciences 
	12530
	17.4
	41.5
	29.0
	8.7
	3.4

	Mathematical sciences 
	5270
	26.0
	33.6
	25.6
	11.5
	3.3

	Computer science 
	20095
	13.0
	34.5
	32.7
	12.9
	6.9

	Engineering & technology 
	19575
	17.3
	36.8
	28.4
	9.3
	8.2

	Architecture, building & plan
	6565
	8.4
	39.6
	34.9
	8.1
	9.1

	Social studies 
	28825
	8.8
	49.2
	32.0
	6.1
	4.0

	Law 
	13735
	5.0
	49.2
	36.6
	6.2
	3.1

	Business & admin studies 
	42190
	6.9
	39.3
	37.1
	10.4
	6.3

	Mass comm & document
	8890
	7.2
	51.3
	33.6
	4.3
	3.5

	Languages 
	20025
	12.8
	57.7
	24.7
	3.2
	1.6

	History & phil studies 
	15480
	12.0
	58.7
	24.7
	3.3
	1.3

	Creative arts & design 
	30610
	11.6
	47.6
	31.7
	6.5
	2.5

	Education 
	10615
	7.7
	42.7
	37.2
	6.8
	5.6

	Combined 
	6510
	2.2
	12.4
	8.9
	3.5
	73.0


* Total does not sum to 100% due to rounding
Even within a programme or department there may be marked variation, despite the introduction of standards and criteria that are intended to reduce it. Price’s studies of assessment criteria in one School in an English university (Price and Rust, 1999; O’Donovan et al., 2000; Price, 2005) show the existence of criteria that are intended to be shared does not eliminate local interpretations and practices. Simply put, despite enormous efforts to create and disseminate agreed assessment criteria, teachers interpret many of them in a variety of ways. This challenges well-established claims that clear, shared criteria allow reliable judgements to be made, understood and communicated. Instead we have Price saying that the connection between a judgement and a criterion is not at all clear because individual tutors introduce variations into the meanings. Variation is trivial when criteria relate to tolerably-determinate outcomes – factual knowledge, application of formulae, making correct diagnoses. It is much greater when criteria relate to complex achievements. In these instances, we may not know what it means to warrant a student as good at ‘communication’ or ‘team work’. In her 2005 paper, she asked how assessment standards are established and shared at local level and concluded that, in eight undergraduate modules in the School, 

· ‘Setting standards seems to be undertaken largely as an individual activity (p. 220); 

· Module leaders varied in the guidance and support they gave to markers; 

· ‘All the module leaders felt that they had made marking standards sufficiently clear to their markers and yet were not surprised about the fact that individuals still marked outside the ‘agreed’ standard’ (p. 224); 

· ‘Despite espousing the use of criterion-referenced assessment and basing briefing for markers on this method, the module leaders usually used some form of norm-referencing in checking the standards applied by markers’ (p. 225).

In his study of the assessment criteria used in five SACWG History departments, Woolf (2005) found similar variation in practice.

Despite the awaydays, the use of standard coversheets, double marking, monitoring and review processes, there remained some doubts about how far all tutors used the (same interpretation of the) criteria when marking assignments. Moreover, tutors may well be using unarticulated criteria such as literacy or tacitly weighting some of the published criteria. (p. 190)

There is no evidence, however, that the Departments have addressed the issue of differentiating their criteria by level of academic study (QAA 2001). Nor have they explicitly ascribed weightings to the criteria. Taken together, the evidence is that the criteria are not embedded in a programmic approach to assessment, which would see the same criteria being used to inform judgements and formative feedback throughout the degree programme, thus serving as a structural device to stimulate progression and learning. If that is the case, then the opportunities for students to be ‘knowing students’, that is students who understand the goals, expectations and standards of the programme and who are able to represent fluently their achievements in respect of the outcomes identified in the programme specification, are likely to be significantly reduced. (p. 191)

His 2004 paper makes similar points for the field of Business Studies.

A project in the Open University’s Practice-based Professional Learning Centre is taking this further. It starts from the premise that professional standards describe the competences ‘possessed
’ by qualified practitioners. In every profession, some of these competences are ‘wicked’ in that they are not determinate. Sometimes called ‘soft skills,’ they resist attempts to make definite judgements and to say that a person ‘has’ or does not ‘have’ them. ‘Communication’ is an example in medicine, ‘empathy’ in counselling, ‘student-centredness’ in education. What emerges if we look closely at the ways in which wicked competences are assessed in five different subject areas? At the moment we only have hints ‘We decided whether they’ve passed and if they haven’t, those [the wicked competences’] are the ones we use to hang them’. ‘If they know their medicine, we tick the box for communication – we’re not bloody failing a competent doctor for that’. The hints are enough, though, to spark speculation about the meaning of warrants when they claim to cover ‘wicked’ competences and ‘soft skills’, even if there are apparently clear criteria to guide judgement.

The processes by which work is created for assessment

To the variations in judgement and use of criteria, let’s add variations in the demands assessment makes on students. There is evidence that students’ approaches to study are affected by their workloads, with there being a greater tendency to use ‘surface approaches’, which ought not to be highly rewarded in higher education, when over-loaded with work (Kember, 2004). 

The specific topic of assessment demands on students is little discussed, perhaps because of the difficulties in devising some way of comparing the demand that writing a 500 word review of a published paper makes on students with the demand made by doing a group Powerpoint presentation. However, it is possible to introduce a few evidence-based observations.

In 1995 Knight reported a simple description of the demands made on students studying for education, History and Social Science degrees in the Lancaster University system, comprising Lancaster University and three associated institutions. Regardless of the assessment demands made on them, successful students doing the same subject graduated with the same degree title. Table 3 summarises his findings.

Table 3. Variations in assessment demand in four programmes in the Lancaster system, 1992

	Degree subject
	Number of coursework items at levels 2 &3 combined
	Total length of these coursework items (000 words)
	Any additional dissertation requirement (000 words)
	Additional examination requirements (hours)

	Education, variant 1, Institution A
	18
	43
	Optional, as a replacement for one module
	24

	Education, variant 1, Institution B
	23
	50
	Compulsory, 10+
	17

	Education, variant 2, Institution C
	Not clear from validation documents 
	Not clear from validation documents
	Optional, as a replacement for one module
	21

	Education, variant 2, Institution D 
	Not clear from validation documents
	50
	Compulsory, 10+
	12

	Arts, subject 1, Institution B
	10
	21
	Compulsory, 10+
	13

	Arts, subject 1, Institution C
	22
	40
	Compulsory, 10+
	16

	Arts, subject 2, Institution A
	16
	32
	Compulsory, 10+
	16

	Arts, subject 1, Institution C
	13-15
	39
	Optional, as a replacement for one module
	18


Warrants hid enormous variations in demand and, by extension, in learning processes and the student experience.

More recent data, summarised by Yorke et al., (2006a: 3), show that different coursework:assessment ratios have an effect on degree classification in the UK. 

The point is frequently made that coursework tends to attract higher grades than examinations
, and there is empirical data to this effect (e.g. Bridges et al, 2002; Yorke et al 2000; Simonite 2003). Simonite’s study pointed up the significance of the difference when she noted that, in the case of biology and molecular sciences, if four modules that counted towards the honours degree classification switched from a mixture of examinations and coursework to coursework only, this would on average raise a student’s mean mark by 0.7 of a percentage point – enough to influence a number of classifications across the cohort.

I was once external examiner in a university where education students were assessed only on coursework but in my own university they had exams and coursework to do. The two sets of students were exposed to different learning experiences, even though both programmes came under the same regulatory body. In neither case did the warrants say what assessment experiences had led to the award, so readers of the warrants were in no position to appreciate the chances that students had to do succeed; there is a good case for saying that the chances of success were better in the first university but no reader of warrants from the two universities would have been able to infer that, without other, local knowledge.

Exquisite descriptions and epistemology

I have been developing the argument that warrants are best interpreted with local knowledge – specifically of rules, criteria and their application, and of assessment demands. This is consistent with Shay’s (2004, 2005) view that assessment information needs a ‘double reading’ that considers context as well as intended meaning. Knight (2006) has made a similar point, arguing that there is a sense in which assessment is local practice because the meanings of warrants are bound up with the particular and local circumstances of their production.

Many may accept such evidence of diversity – some might say ‘capriciousness’ – in warranting practices and try to rectify the problems. Two main approaches can be imagined.

The first centres on the curriculum. The argument goes that greater curriculum consistency would allow diversity of criteria, tasks and practices to be reduced. Then, just as with national school examinations, such as ‘A’ levels in England, understandings of the meanings of warrants would be built up. Something like this may have been going through the minds of ministers in England when they commissioned work on ‘graduateness’ – the hope being that a common account of graduateness would allow for some common platform for the assessment of achievement in higher education. However, the notion that there is one form of graduateness had a short life (Higher Education Quality Council, 1997) and there was never much prospect that universities would let go of their power to set their own curricula, even in heavily-regulated areas such as medicine, schoolteaching and accountancy. Nor, in higher education, is there much agreement on standards (Ecclestone, 2001) so it cannot be assumed that a reduction in curriculum diversity would be proportionately accompanied by shared understandings of the warrants.

If curriculum diversity is a fact of higher education life and assessment diversity with it, then hopes of improving the quality of warrants rest on the second approach, which involves the provision of exquisite detail. If numbers mislead, set out the criteria used in a judgement; if warrants are transformations of original judgements, say what tasks were set and how they were marked; if universities have trouble producing reliable and fine-grained judgements of ‘complex’ outcomes and soft skills, get students to make portfolio claims to achievement in those areas; and if warrants are silent about process standards, then set them out on public view. Not only is this rational, it is obviously in the spirit of informing consumers so that they can decide what warrants mean and make better hiring decisions. 

The practical problems are obvious:

· Students are asked to do more, especially when they are expected to pitch in to self-surveillance through the production of personal development plans and e-portfolios.

· Teachers in higher education have to furnish material describing criteria and processes and are likely to be writing extended references for their graduates. They may also have to supervise and appraise e-portfolios
.

· There is little by way of quality control in the production of detail. Increasing it would be expensive, possibly cumbersome and resented.

· Employers, many of whom complain of being overloaded with job applications, do not have the time to read portfolios, apart, perhaps, from ones submitted by shortlisted applicants. Some say that what they read makes little sense to them and add that portfolios tell them little about the ‘soft’ skills that they look for in prospective hires (Knight and Yorke 2004). 

A deeper problem is that as Lawrence Sterne said in The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, a full account of a life takes longer to write than the life itself
. Attempts to describe student achievements better through exquisite descriptions are doomed, not just on the practical grounds outlined above but because warrants are impositions on what Coleridge described as the merely human, the temporary and fluxional. Such eipistemologies are realist, assuming that 

· Competences exist

· It is possible to agree what they are

· It is possible to say whether competence is present or absent 

· More audaciously, it is possible to identify and measure levels of competence

· Achievements can be faithfully described 

· Those descriptions, or warrants, can be properly understood 

· Competences are transferable, rather like travellers’ cheques

None of these points stands up too well in the face of the sociologies of contingency and difference, the psychologies of affect and situatedness, and post-modern philosophies of uncertainty. Indeed, they do not stand up to the more modest project of ‘subtle realism’ which observes that the realism that works well for natural phenomena is distinctly unsuited to many manifestations of human life. Late Twentieth Century thinking about human affairs saw a much stronger appreciation of situatedness, affect, contingency, complexity, emergent properties and provisionality. Early Twentieth Century emphases on generalisation, embodied in IQ testing and ‘general, transferable skills
’, were challenged, derided by some and qualified by others. If these late-century intellectual positions are tenable, then the aim of creating warrants that are authoritative (rather than provisional) and that attest competence (rather than describe achievements) is not tenable. At best, assessment and any warrants arising from it, can reduce uncertainty. No amount of detail will produce certainty; recourse to exquisite detail adds no greater functionality than the curlicues on baroque furniture. 

Indeed, it is arguable that trying to produce better warrants by providing exquisite detail makes things worse. First, it perpetuates the idea that the problem with warrants is a technical one that can be solved by doggedness and data. It conceals the alternative interpretation that warranting does not and cannot do what some expect it to do. Secondly, it risks overwhelming all actors in the system – students, teachers and employers, to name three. 

The ‘exquisite detail’ approach also rests on an assumption that communication is primarily about getting accurate information to receivers. In this view, communication problems relate to the strength and quality of the message and to the quality of the systems that transmit it. Communication failures can be remedied by repeating the message more strongly, more often and more widely; by improving the message by cutting jargon, writing in plain English, improving lay-out and making better use of visuals; by ensuring that the message is faithfully reported and easily accessible. But what about the ‘receiver’? If people are sense-makers, with selective attention, who already have networks of concepts and feelings, and whose thinking, feeling and acting can vary from setting to setting and from time to time, then they do not receive: they interpret. If people are seen as sense-makers, then, especially with complex and unusual messages, the idea of communication as the faithful transmission of information does not hold up. The ‘exquisite detail’ approach may fail, ultimately, because it attends to the message, the sender and the media but makes unrealistic assumptions about the people who may engage with the transmissions. The notion of ‘faithful transmission’ is important in physical sciences but is a poor fit with the ontologies of human affairs.

Only if there develops a widespread agreement that a certain sort of warrant has a certain meaning will it be possible to improve warranting practices by improving the quality of messages and media. Once upon a time ‘an Oxbridge First’ had – rightly or wrongly – such a meaning. The shift from élite to mass higher education has disrupted that symbol and no recourse to exquisite detail can fix uncertainty about warrants’ meanings.

After the close-up view

A close-up view of warranting does not disclose a fractal reality but a fractured one. I have argued that a warrant, whether it be a mark, grade or class, does not carry clear public meanings, even if we know (and understand) the criteria on which it is supposed to be based. Close-up work discloses difference. Variations in the social practices of assessment are such that meanings are disrupted. Only in local settings – in a department, programme or course – can assessment judgements be understood, although inferences can be – and are – made elsewhere with greater or lesser plausibility.

It would be idle to conclude that warranting individuals’ achievements will cease. It is an embedded and near-universal practice with considerable totemic power. The ritual will not be dislodged by the disclosure that it has scant scientific merit. Besides, warrants can make local sense and the practice of warranting provides some extrinsic motivation for study, makes teachers and teams somewhat accountable for their work, and paces the activities of teaching and learning. Less positively, it also provides data for mis-informed attempts at quality assurance, performance management and educational improvement
, a set of activities very much in tune with widespread managerialist thinking.

Warranting will continue. Given the sceptical treatment of attempts to improve it through providing more detail, is there any way of improving the inevitable? Close-up study does not help with the move from analysis to problem-solving, although, in the Conference, I will point to four main possibilities and invite face-to-face and on-line deliberation about them. My preferred approach to warranting depends on the view that learning is largely an uncertain outcome of people-environment
 interplays. In this view learning design can be understood as furnishing affordances, providing entitlements and offering learning patterns and sequences, with the aim of making certain outcomes more likely to arise. Here, instead of concentrating on certifying individual achievements (uncertain and provisional emergences from the flux of connections between affordances, entitlements and patterns), organisations could be warranted. Experts would appraise the likelihood that learning environments and designs will evoke intended learning outcomes. This, of course, already happens in a non-formal way, with employers having their preferred universities (Brown and Hesketh, 2004) and with reputations holding an unjustified sway in public thinking (Astin, 1997). That would not put an end to local warrants of individual achievement but it would put them in their place.

That’s the barest sketch of an answer but enough, I think, to spark discussion about ways of reducing uncertainty about (the reporting of judgements of) achievement. A companion paper, at http://kn.open.ac.uk/public/document.cfm?documentid=8298, considers some possible resolutions.

Close-up attention destabilises general warrants of individual achievements; learning theory offers the alternative of warranting the likelihood of organisations fostering desired achievements.
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Notes







� SACWG currently comprises: Rick Allen (Anglia Ruskin University); Chris Haines (Middlesex University); Peter Knight, the Open University ); Graham Russell-Taylor (London Metropolitan University); Dave Scurry (Oxford Brookes University); Marie Stowell (Worcester University); Wayne Turnbull (Liverpool John Moores University); Lawrie Walker (Thames Valley University); Harvey Woolf (University of Wolverhampton); Mantz Yorke (Lancaster University).





When the first person is used in this paper, the reference is to Peter Knight, who is doing the HECU presentation. While many of the data are SACWG’s, the views expressed in the last section of the paper are Knight’s.





� There are serious problems in generalising about future performance on the basis of well-formed warrants, such as those arising from IQ tests. Sternberg (1997: 73) points out that such inferences are frequently inaccurate. In a small study of the Graduate Record Examination ‘we found that the GRE consistently predicted grades in the first year of the program and that was it. And the level of prediction was nothing to write home about’. He adds (p. 75) that ‘IQ-based measures typically account for less than 10 per cent of the variation between those people who are more and less successful according to societal standards’.





� The 120 credits at Level 1 are typically not counted in the determination of classifications.





� Though some institutions do not use the full range of inflected grades possible. For example, Penn State University uses the following scale for undergraduate programmes: A A- B+ B B- C+ C D F.





� In most UK universities level 1 work is first year work.





� One university has regulations that fit two categories.





� Although this is a common form of expression, it is misleading: competences are not objects to posses; some argue that they are imaginary constructs.





� Both of the terms are portmanteaux, so the point being made here could be an over-generalisation.





� New technologies allow for more sophisticated portfolio compilations, for customisation and for easy transmission. Virtually no attention has been given to the notorious problems of assessing them (Baume and Yorke, 2002).





� ‘I am this month one whole year older than I was this time twelve-month ; and having got, as you perceive, almost into the middle of my fourth volume -- and no farther than to my first day's life -- 'tis demonstrative that I have three hundred and sixty-four days more life to write just now, than when I first set out ; so that instead of advancing, as a common writer, in my work with what I have been doing at it -- on the contrary, I am just thrown so many volumes back -- was every day of my life to be as busy a day as this -- And why not ? -- and the transactions and opinions of it to take up as much description -- And for what reason should they be cut short ? as at this rate I should just live 364 times faster than I should write -- It must follow, an' please your worships, that the more I write, the more I shall have to write -- and consequently, the more your worships read, the more your worships will have to read.’ Volume 4, pp 106-107 at � HYPERLINK "http://www.gifu-u.ac.jp/~masaru/TS/contents.html#start" ��http://www.gifu-u.ac.jp/~masaru/TS/contents.html#start�, accessed 8 June 2006. This is sometimes called the Shandy paradox – see � HYPERLINK "http://www.logicalparadoxes.info/tristramshandy.html" ��http://www.logicalparadoxes.info/tristramshandy.html�, accessed 8 June 2006.





� It’s arguable whether a ‘general’ practice, such as critical thinking, really is general or whether there are, in fact, several rather different practices bundled together (see Moore, 2004 on ‘critical thinking’). ‘Transferability’ has been sharply challenged (Tuomi- Gröhn et al., 2003) and something akin to ‘translation’ is probably a better fit with practice. ‘Skills’ are widely thought to exist but the term tends to wither under close questioning and it may be better to talk of ‘social practices’.





� The history of attempts to use data on schoolchildren’s performance for these purposes is salutary. Although the data are generally much better than those relating to higher education performance, they have routinely been misapplied and used to justify some misconceived ‘improvement’ ventures.





� ‘Environment’ includes social, psychological and physical features.





Peter Knight, the Open University
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