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This qualitative study utilized episodic narrative interviews to investigate assessment 
thresholds involved in the development of assessment literacy. The goal of the study was to 
inform efforts toward quality improvements in higher education. Thirty-five academic staff 
from universities in Australia, Canada and Sweden shared stories of significant changes they 
made to their assessment practice. Thematic analysis found troublesome aspects to include 
instructor expectations, lack of consistency, differentiation of performance, student 
expectations, time constraints/ workload, logistical/ technological constraints, and assessment 
policy. A belief in meaningful learning, embracing constraints and the desire to meet the needs 
of students, added to other enablers for assessment change, such as resources, support and 
strategic use of technology.  Findings suggested assessment thresholds of constructive 
alignment and differentiation of standards. Reflection, collaboration, and professional 
development were found to support the integration of assessment knowledge and build 
conceptual understanding of assessment thresholds. Authors recommend that higher education 
institutions provide academic staff with a foundation of conceptual understanding of these key 
areas to promote moves toward quality assessment practices.  
 

Introduction 

Over the past decade, a great deal of attention has been paid to assessment of student learning 
in higher education, led by guidance and regulatory publications from various agencies 
(González & Wagenaar, 2003; Harris, 2009; Barrie, Hughes, Crisp, & Bennison, 2011; Hénard 
& Roseveare, 2012; Jankowski, Hutchings, Ewell, Kinzie, & Kuh, 2013; Tremblay, 2013). 
Assessment has been positioned as central to efforts for quality improvements in higher 
education, yet academic support and development have been primarily focused on teaching 
practices (Steinert et al., 2006) and there has been limited evidence directly linking improved 
teaching with specific assessment practices (Baird, Andrich, Hopfenbeck, & Stobart, 2017).  
There is also debate about the effectiveness of different types of assessment on student learning 
(Falchikov & Boud, 1989; Briggs, Ruiz‐Primo, Furtak, Shepard, & Yin, 2012).  
 
Research around assessment literacy suggest that academics require expertise beyond their 
disciplinary knowledge, incorporating specific knowledge and skills in education and 
assessment (DeLuca, LaPointe-McEwan, & Luhanga, 2016). That being, the language of 
assessment, the purpose and systems of assessment, ability to work with guidelines on 
standards, and the ability to illustrate the way standards are communicated (Abell & Siegel, 
2011; Medland, 2019). This a tall order for academics in higher education. Meeting 
requirements for quality assurance have generated a culture of compliance when it comes to 
assessment, but not necessarily improved outcomes (Stensaker, 2003; Brown, 2004; Shah & 
Jarzabkowski, 2013). The use of assessment for accountability metrics has been known to 
undermine meaningful engagement in quality practices (Boud & Dochy, 2010; Rhodes & 
Finley, 2013; Biggs, 2014).  
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Assessment 
 
Confusion can stem from the use of the word assessment, so defining terminology is an 
important step in facilitating discussion of quality assessment practices. It is commonly used 
as a label for the type of activity, such as high-stakes assessments, pre-assessments, formative 
assessments, or summative assessments (“Assessment Definition,” 2013). However, the 
practice of assessment “involves identifying appropriate standards and criteria and making 
judgements about quality“ (Boud, 2000, p. 151). The word evaluation is sometimes used in 
place of assessment, but more generally for determining teacher or program effectiveness 
(Popham, 1974). To confuse things further, assessment is also used interchangeably with the 
word assignment to describe a submitted product, as in, students are penalized if they hand 
their assessment in late.  
 
Assessment literacy 
 
The lack of clarity in terminology and limited understanding of assessment more generally has 
prompted research in the area of assessment literacy. Medland, (2019) suggested that key areas 
for assessment literacy were the ability to apply basic principles, provision of feedback and the 
use of constructive alignment. Constructive alignment is a is “an outcomes-based approach to 
teaching in which the learning outcomes that students are intended to achieve are defined 
before teaching takes place (Biggs, 2014, p. 5). Reimann (2018) described assessment literacy 
as having an understanding of: 
 

• the language of assessment,  
• the purpose of assessment 
• the systems of assessment, 

Further, the ability to:  
• work with guidelines on standards, and  
• illustrate the way standards are communicated. 

 
The above knowledge and traits allude to thresholds in understanding or application when it 
comes to assessment.  To date there has been no empirical research around threshold concepts 
for assessment.  
 
Threshold Concepts  
 
Threshold concepts have had increasing appeal since their conceptual origins (Hounsell et al., 
2005). Described as a portal to new ways of thinking (Meyer & Land, 2003), but ambiguity in 
their properties have led authors to understand them in different and sometimes incompatible 
ways (Rowbottom, 2007). Threshold concepts revolve around the idea of liminality as a fluid 
state of understanding or being. The liminal space is where individuals work through stages of 
uncertainty, referred to as “receptivity, recognition and grieving, in which an established 
pattern of meaning is no longer tenable or valid for future practice” (Land, Cousin, Meyer, & 
Davies, 2005, p. xiii).  
 
Characteristics of threshold concepts:  
• Troublesome because they move from the familiar to unknown territory. Troublesome 

knowledge is characterized as inert; ritual; tacit; counter-intuitive; alien; conceptually 
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difficult knowledge; or related to troublesome language. This ‘troublesomeness’ is what  
triggers or instigates the threshold concept ‘journey’ (J. Meyer & Land, 2003, 2006) 

• Transformative: Involving a cognitive shift in understanding, or a change in ontological 
position (Land et al., 2005; Atherton, Hadfield, & Meyers, 2008; Irvine & Carmichael, 
2009; Walker, 2013). 

• Integrative: The learner becomes aware of the inherent interrelatedness of threshold 
concepts as they move toward expert knowledge. (J. H. Meyer, 2010; J. H. F. Meyer & 
Timmermans, 2016).   

• Irreversible: A transformation in understanding makes it difficult to go back to a novice of 
naive view of concepts (Cousin, 2006; Davies, 2016).  

• Bounded: Arguably pertaining to a specific domain, but helping learners explore the edges 
of conceptual knowledge (Walker, 2013). 

• Discursive: A shift use of language provides a new way of talking about the concept (J. 
Meyer & Land, 2003; Carmichael, 2012)  

• Reconstitutive: Integration can also entail a shift or repositioning in the learner’s position 
(Land et al., 2005). 

 
Although there is conceptual similarity, threshold concepts should not be confused with the 
frameworks for discipline-specific standards in Australian higher education, called Threshold 
Learning Outcomes (Tertiary Education Quality and Standards, 2015) or the benchmark 
statements in the U.K. (Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education, 2018). These 
standards cover specific and general knowledge, skills, and application in the context of 
disciplines, but there has been no direct assertion that these are threshold concepts.   
 
Methodologies for research on threshold concepts in academic development 
 
A search for the term threshold concepts in the abstracts of publications in the last 10 years 
found 725 results encompassing 56 different disciplinary fields. Despite the breadth of 
investigation, there are inherent difficulties with empirical exploration of threshold concepts 
(Rowbottom, 2007; Barradell, 2013; Basgier & Simpson, 2019). For example, “what if a 
concept is troublesome and integrative but not transformative, is it still a threshold concept?” 
(Barradell, 2013, p. 266). Threshold concepts are themselves proposed to be a threshold 
concept for academic staff (Basgier & Simpson, 2019).  
 
Threshold concepts have been primarily studied to develop discipline-specific understanding. 
Of the 725 threshold concept search results, only 11 of the publications related to faculty or 
academic development. Figure 1 plots the frequency of publications with threshold concept 
mentioned in the abstract, sourced from books, book chapters, journal articles, reports, or 
thesis/ dissertations. The sub-set of publications that include the subject of faculty or academic 
development are indicated with triangle markers. 
 
Thresholds experienced by academic staff have been studied through interpretative 
phenomenology by investigating the lived experience using various methods such as “assessed 
dialogue” (Pilkington, 2019), case studies (Quinlan et al., 2013; Timmermans, 2014), critical 
incident interviews (Shinners-Kennedy & Fincher, 2013; Basgier & Simpson, 2019), semantic 
networks (Walker, 2013), semi-structured interviews (Quinlan et al., 2013; Wilcox & Leger, 
2013; Rodger, Turpin, & O’Brien, 2015; Reimann, 2018), survey/ focus groups (King & 
Felten, 2012; Webb, 2015; Kilgour, Reynaud, Northcote, McLoughlin, & Gosselin, 2018), or 
reflective narrative inquiry (Carmichael, 2012; Timmermans, Bruni, Gorbet, & Moffatt, 2018).  

 



Assessment thresholds 

 
This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in Assessment and Evaluation in 

Higher Education on 30 Jan 2020, available online: 
http://www.tandfonline.com/10.1080/02602938.2020.1718600 4 

Figure 1. Increasing frequency of publications featuring threshold concepts. 
 

 
 

The Critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954) stood out as a way of navigating the 
ambiguity surrounding the transformative nature of thresholds. It was suggested that thresholds 
can be qualified as ‘stand out’ experiences of profound learning, and that “acquisition of a 
threshold concept is described as an emotionally laden event that can have the effect of altering 
the learner’s view of themselves” (Shinners-Kennedy, 2016, p. 257). In the critical incident 
interview, experts are asked to provide the contextual background and circumstances 
surrounding a situation of critical significance to their role, with multiple perspectives 
contributing to a broad understanding. 

 
The goal of the current study was to explore threshold concepts related to assessment in higher 
education, adding to the limited literature around thresholds for academic staff. The current 
study explored changes in assessment, seeking to uncover the point at which a symbolic 
threshold was crossed, with an irreversible change in knowledge, perception or behaviour.   
 
Research questions 
 

1. What troublesome areas triggered academic staff to change their assessment 
practices?  

2. What thresholds were apparent in the conceptual understanding of assessment 
principles for academic staff? 

 
Method 

 
The critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954) was adapted to create an episodic narrative 
interview protocol (Flick, 2000) for the purpose of uncovering the perspectives underlying 
assessment thresholds. The interview involved participant’s description of a significant change 
they made to assessment. It is theorized that episodic memory can (among other things) be 
accessed flexibly, expressed symbolically, and used as a basis for inferences (Terrace & 
Metcalfe, 2005).  
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Procedure  
 
Interviews ran for approximately one hour, conducted in a private location of the participant’s 
choosing. Ethical consent was obtained, and interviews were audio recorded to produce 
transcriptions. There were five introductory questions asking about participant’s role, teaching 
experience and assessment at their institution. Following that, participants were asked to think 
about a significant time when they changed the way they assessed student learning. A list of 
ideas was provided for reflection, but the responses were not constrained to these: Moving to 
using rubrics/ quality frameworks; change in assignment or intended outcomes; including 
students in the assessment or peer assessment; change in assessment structure; moderation or 
training for consistent judgments. After sufficient time to reflect, participants were asked to 
explain the situation, providing as much detail as possible. Prompts included the context, 
details of the student group, size, year, and needs. They were also asked to explain the reasons 
behind the change, and the result or outcomes from the change. 
 
Participants  
 
In seeking rich accounts of the phenomena of thresholds for assessment in higher education, 
purposeful sampling was employed (Patton, 1990). Participants were recruited from medium-
sized, doctorate granting, research intensive universities, one in Australia (n=12), one in 
Canada (n=12) and one in Sweden (n=11). The sample was delimited by academic teaching 
role, active involvement in assessment improvement activities or recognition of teaching 
excellence. To improve generalizability, participants were sampled from a range of learning 
areas. The sample comprised academic staff from Business (9%), Education (6%), Engineering 
(29%), Health Sciences (14%), Humanities (9%), Sciences (14%), and Social Sciences (20%). 
There was an array of seniority, Graduate teaching fellows accounted for 9% of the sample, 
Adjunct/ Sessional Lecturer, 9%, Assistant Professor/ Lecturer (continuing appointment), 17%, 
Associate Professor/ Senior Lecturer, 46%, and Head of Department 20%. 
 
Analytical approach 
 
A reflexive thematic analysis process was followed (Braun & Clarke, 2006), observing the 
centrality of researcher subjectivity in identifying data that related to classified forms to 
generate overarching patterns. The state of mind, or moment prior to change was of particular 
interest for the qualification of a ‘stand out’ experience. The seven characteristics of threshold 
concepts were reduced to four topics to encompass the overarching principles:  

• Troublesome aspects for assessment;  
• Transformation (irreversible cognitive or ontological shift);  
• Integration and bounded knowledge;  
• Specificity and the use of assessment language and repositioning.  

Following a close reading of the transcripts, the data were grouped into the above areas, then 
themes were generated and relationships were drawn. Synthesis of the themes are represented 
in Figure 2. 

 
Results 

 
Participants spent differing amounts of time selecting an assessment change example that was 
meaningful for them. Some participants referred to changes in the type of activity used to 
evaluate student learning and others to changes in methods for determining the level of 
performance. Participants who had been teaching for longer generally spent longer sorting  
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Figure 2. Mapping of derived themes and evidence of threshold concepts in assessment  
 

 
 

through their recollections and sometimes started with one example and then changed to an 
example that was more relevant or meaningful to them. When asked about the reason for the 
change, participants recounted an issue or problem that they had encountered; troublesome 
areas that had prompted change. 
 
Troublesome aspects for assessment  
 
The themes resulting from these problematic areas are displayed in Table 1, with the frequency 
they were observed at each institutions and indicative quotes. Comments were coded as (A) 
instructor expectations, when academic staff wanted their students to engage in a more 
meaningful way with the content. (B) Lack of consistency was troublesome because of the 
perception that judgements about student performance were not reliable or fair.  (C) 
Differentiation between levels of performance was cited as troublesome because of difficulties 
describing the quality of performance. When students vocalized their concerns, (D) student 
expectations prompted academics to make changes to the type of evaluation activity or the 
method of assessment. (E) Time constraints and workload were mentioned as problematic  to 
the point that changes were made to practices, and (F) logistical or technological constraints 
were troublesome for individuals across all three sites. At site 3 there had been recent, sweeping 
changes to the (G) assessment policy, leading to difficulties in dealing with implementation.  
As a participant from site 3 struggled to find a way to circumvent to new system, “it’s not 
difficult to make changes that fall within the assessment policy. It remains to be seen how easy 
it is to get an exemption” (311).  
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Table 1. Troublesome aspects for assessment 
 

Themes 
Number of cases Example quotes 

Site 
1 

Site 
2 

Site 
3 

% 
Total 

 

A) Instructor 
expectations 1 4 5 29% 

I wanted them to go outside their comfort zone, I 
wanted them to think about social responses, social 
impacts, political repercussions, or something (203). 
I’m finding that they’re just not getting it.  It would be 
better to work on an engineering project within their 
own community. That they can tackle, and take on 
board (308). 

B) Lack of 
consistency 5 2 2 26% 

So, in order to make sure we’re  consistent, the 
marking guidelines need to be clear. Even with quite a 
detailed marking guide. I find that there’s still  
ambiguity (306). 
We have various assessors, in various cities, and one 
assessor is having a bad day, that means a lot of 
students (can) fail. From a psychometric point of view, 
it doesn’t make sense what we do (102). 

C) Differentiation 
between levels of 
performance 

4 2 2 23% 

…So, I asked myself what are we looking for, what 
defines 'good'? (101). 
(We had a) barrier to how we assess using the rubric, 
we decided that if we could put specific examples of a 
top mark response, what exceeds expectations looks 
something like this, the next category response looks 
something like this (212). 

D) Student 
expectations 0 2 6 23% 

After the feedback was released we had so many 
requests for re-marks because the students couldn’t 
understand why they got the mark they did, even 
though there was rubric that was very clear (212). 
(100% exams) It was just too much pressure for the 
students (202) 

E) Time constraints/ 
workload 2 3 1 17% 

There is this matter of time. It’s not that much time, we 
don’t have that much lecture time, or much teacher 
time either. It would be ideal to have a whole week just 
to sit and work with this task (108). 
You know, to be brutally honest, self-preservation was 
part of that. Last year there were one-hundred and 
thirty-six students (204). 

F) Logistical/ 
technological 
constraints 

2 1 2 14% 

There were major logistic problems… you have to set 
up an arena with a lot of rooms and they have to be 
linked. (102). 
There are 75- 150 students so it’s hard for them to 
really communicate with their peers directly (210). 

G) Assessment 
policy 0 0 4 11% 

We’re still struggling with the new assessment policy… 
we’ve got a long way to go, particularly around 
assessment (301). 
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Transformation   
 
Transformative experiences resulted in profound learning leading to growth of understanding 
and changes in behavior or attitudes. There were transformational shifts related to the areas of 
assessment criteria, constructive alignment, constraints and student needs.     
 
Assessment criteria. 
 
Academic staff found it difficult to develop or apply assessment criteria to evaluate student 
learning, and recognized that they still had much to learn when it came to developing 
assessment criteria, “so I’m probably still in the midst of that” (203). Difficulties articulating 
assessment criteria often resulted in transformative experiences, “the very first time that I 
developed a rubric I was aware that I am not capturing the wholistic nature of assessment 
here, I knew it. It turned out to be a huge learning experience” (302). This learning experience 
happened when the participant first though deeply about criteria for the intended learning. It 
was also transformative to work with peers to make consistent judgements of student 
performance. In the process of moderation common work samples were shared between 
markers and discussed to develop an understanding of the criteria. “We did moderate across 
the group because they (multiple classes) ran at the same time, so it was really helpful” (303). 
 
Constructive alignment for meaningful learning. 
 
Lack of constructive alignment can mean that assessment criteria can target skills of little 
importance to the underlying intention for learning. Such as this example, where the participant 
had been using an assessment rubric focused on things like numerical commands rather than 
concept attainment, “it turned out she was failing on pointless details… things we really don’t 
find interesting for people to memorize” (109).  The shift in understanding happened because 
the participant engaged in a conversation with the student, and found that they were able to 
explain the concepts and how they were applied, yet because of the way the marks were 
allocated, the student had actually failed. There were multiple occasions when participants 
realized that their assessment rubric had been working against their intention for deep leaning, 
such as, “students were looking at those marks rather than looking at what needed to be done” 
(304), or “I wanted to focus on student learning, rather than ‘did they memorize the content 
the hard way’… like surface learning” (106). 
 
Embracing constraints. 
 
Not all of the assessment change examples had positive outcomes. As educators we know that 
some of the most profound learning experiences happen when we make mistakes.  “I’d started 
to wonder what the value was of too much coursework, too many deliverables. When I tried to 
get them to do that in an assignment, it was a disaster.  I did one year get them to do little mini-
projects and that was a disaster too” (203). Workload can be just as much a barrier for 
academic staff as it is for students. The following comment referring to being beyond capacity  
“I said ‘this is nuts, I need help’” (204). The recognition of time constraints in this case led to 
the first-time adoption of peer assessment practices.  
 
The assessment policies at site 3 dictated a maximum of three assessments per course.  
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“We know it works against the principles of learning, which is timely, frequent 
feedback. If you’re only getting three pieces of assessment then you’re not getting 
that immediate reinforcement… so this is what we do to get around that…” (305).  
 

By embracing this constraint, the participant re-framed the assessment as a journal that was 
handed in on continuous basis, with comments and interim marks provided back to the student 
at certain points during the term.  
 
Meeting the needs of students. 
 
Participants in the study spoke keenly about the desire to provide effective learning experiences 
for students. Some became aware of limitations within their practice and were motivated to 
adjust their practices. For example, “I didn’t have the iteration, giving the time and letting the 
students re-write based on the feedback from those peer reviews and then hand it in” (208). 
This was seen by the participant as a flaw and once they realized this they felt compelled to re-
design the form of the assessment. Another participant re-designed their assessment 
specifically to de-escalate student anxiety, “It wasn’t just about assessment. It worried them 
(students), because it’s inquiry and problem-based learning. There’s a whole lot of anxiety that 
goes with that” (303). The resulting assessment scaffolded into manageable chunks for the 
students. 
 
Integration and bounded knowledge  
 
It was evident through the interviews that reflection on teaching and practice was an initial step 
toward integrating knowledge bounded within a discipline into the wider educational context. 
The process of reflection was seen to indicate receptiveness in the liminal space. From there, 
understanding was found to be facilitated through collaboration, professional development or 
leveraging their professional (disciplinary) background.  
 
Collaboration.  
 
Working with peers was a particularly integrative activity, for example: 

We took their work and looked at it and thought, can we adapt it and make it fit us? 
The working group; bringing people together to sit and discuss our criteria. How we 
put words on what we look for when we evaluate thesis (101).  

Participants typically built from the understanding of others, as indicated by comments such as 
“I didn’t do it from scratch for sure, because I did it in consultation with two other faculty 
members which was really helpful. Together we developed the rubric. I feel like I wanted that, 
I needed that, chatting with them” (211). 
 
Professional development. 
 
The majority of participants regularly participated in professional development activities 
related to learning and teaching. These activities ranged from seminars, workshops or short-
courses on site or attending education-based conferences. Participants recounted cumulative 
experiences, and it was difficult for them to specifically pinpoint how activities influenced 
their teaching or assessment practice. Comments related to the benefits of professional 
development in building expertise.  Such as “these kinds of workshops… these are special 
times” (202), or “I learned when it came to pedagogical matters” (107).  
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Educational research provided the springboard for adoption of new understanding or practices 
in assessment.  
 

Last year, based on some input from a conference where somebody had talked about 
peer assessments… It’s something that had not crossed my radar, but I went to this 
conference and somebody had mentioned it, and I thought ‘oh, that sounds 
interesting’ and so I did some more research; how does it work, what do you do. 
And I thought ‘okay’ (204). 
 

This participant went on to redesign the assessments for a course to revolve around peer 
assessment to alleviate the time pressures while providing formative peer feedback. Some 
of the participants were actively engaged in scholarship of learning and teaching, and 
worked with others to present or publish in educational forums.   
 
Leveraging professional background. 
 
Comments suggested that disciplinary professional knowledge could provide a basis for the 
definition of learning goals and aid in recognizing quality performances. “I know there’s many 
different ways to solve a problem. You need discipline expertise to recognize a correct answer 
that isn’t reflected by the marking rubric” (310). Academics with professional backgrounds 
utilized their professional knowledge to inform assessment practice, such as, “I’m from 
organization theory, so that’s where my background management comes in. So, I had a quite 
clear picture of that… and what we consider to be a pass” (103).  
 
Specificity, assessment language and repositioning  
 
Participants primarily demonstrated confident use of assessment specific language. Some 
recalled a time when their language around assessment had been lacking. For example, a 
participant described a situation where they were providing feedback to a student who was 
disappointed with their ‘B’ grade, and realized a shortfall: 
 

I was kind of stuck and said to the student ‘well it doesn’t sparkle.’ What is 
‘sparkle?’ What does it mean? I remember being very excited about because it 
helped me define what ‘sparkle’ was. (Prior to that) I didn’t have any of the 
language (202).  
 

By utilizing the Ideas, Connections, Extensions (ICE) framework (Fostaty Young & Wilson, 
2000), they were able to articulate the key components of learning involved in the activity.  

Knowledge of terminology enabled participants to describe certain conventions or 
strategies for assessment, or recognize that others used terms with less specificity, such as: “I 
wouldn’t even all it a rubric, though X (peer) seemed to think of it as a rubric. It’s not a marking 
rubric but a set of expectations for putting it together” (204). While examining the quotes, it 
was important to recognize that some of the participants were non-native English speakers, 
thus language was sometimes impaired by translation. For example, “what do you call them in 
English? Ah, yes examinations, we call them tenta” (108).  
 
Assessment thresholds 
 
There were a range of conceptual gateways for assessment, but in coming to conclusions, 
cumulative evidence was sought for all the characteristics of threshold concepts. Figure 2 as 
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presented above, maps the evidence to define the concepts that could be conclusively described 
as threshold concepts. 
 
Constructive alignment.   
 
Prior to their conceptual understanding that assessment should be aligned with learning goals 
and activities, participants tended to focus on content rather than outcomes. The following 
comment was made when queried about their initial views on assessment, "it really comes 
down to the textbook… usually it comes with a whole set of assessment material that is relevant 
to the topics they’re working on" (207). We can assume that the text book assessments were 
aligned with the content, but it was content driving the assessment. If principles of constructive 
alignment were adopted, the intended learning goal would have come first.  Once this concept 
was internalization, it was readily apparent when an assessment fell short of its intended 
outcome:  

The learning outcomes were all geared towards tolerance for ambiguity, decision 
making under those circumstances, and then using a multiple choice-based format 
where you’ve got to come up with the right answer, it was counter to the purpose of 
the learning outcome (201). 

There were many comments referring directly or indirectly to constructive alignment, such 
as, “It’s very interesting because you have to ‘design-up’. So, deciding what it was and 
then working backward and forward to make sure they (outcomes) lined up” (303). 
 
Differentiation of standards (and minimum competence). 
 
Before this threshold was crossed, the tendency was for academics is to make on-balance 
judgements about performance based on their own expectations. Such as this participant who 
was an early-career academic, “It’s like you have to make an estimation. I think it’s hard, too 
difficult to do explicit criteria, I kind of have this in my head of ‘what is important?’ (111). 
When an individual is receptive to the concept they adjust their practice, even if it moves away 
from the norm:  

 
This was way before they started using assessment criteria, but I tried to 
distinguish, communicate to the students what they needed to perform to get a 
certain grade when it came to certain aspects I would look for, and so on (107).  
 

The notion of differentiation of standards was something that was irreversible, as suggested 
by the comment “So the move to the pass/fail system, was a ‘lightbulb’ or milestone moment 
for me personally” (201). This quote identifying the liminal moment when minimum 
competency became an essential component of assessment.   
 
Additional observations 
 
Factors limiting change were listed as troublesome in the section above, but there were a 
number of factors discussed that facilitated or enabled changes in practice. These were not 
directly attributable to assessment thresholds, but relevant as enablers for change. These 
enablers were related to resources, support or technology. There were six cases (17%) where 
changes were enabled through the provision of financial resources or formal allocation of time. 
In five cases (14%) participants referred to direct help from a teaching support unit, such as 
assistance from an instructional designer or from a peer in realizing the intended change, and 
four (11%) of the changes were technology enabled.  
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Discussion 
 
Many of the participants maintained the status quo and followed existing assessment practices 
when they began at their institutions. By casting back to a critical episode of assessment 
change, the pre-liminal space became apparent. Early in their careers many participants were 
not conscious of the need for transparent, objective assessment of student learning. 
Troublesome aspects were relatively easy to examine through the narratives, transformation 
was harder to pinpoint. Observing individuals with different levels of assessment capabilities 
made conceptual transformations easier to observe. Rowbottom, (2007) questions what makes 
the concept attainment ‘significant’, implying that there are degrees of transformation. 
Participants spoke about the purpose and rationale for their changes, the liminality observed 
through their action taken. Transformations generally aligned with troublesome areas; getting 
stuck with a problem prompted action such as going and researching an assessment technique, 
working collaboratively to develop performance criteria or processes for consistency in 
assessment. Transformational shifts in understanding occurred through engaged conversations 
with peers or students, or through consulting educational literature. 
 
As shown in Figure 2, thresholds in assessment were evidenced by new understanding, belief 
or attituded. There was a close relationship between expectations for meaningful learning and 
the importance of constructive alignment. Participants found the development of performance 
criteria to be troublesome, especially when it came to articulating standards for minimum 
competence in requisite outcomes. Standards have implications for accreditation in 
professional programs and require a more complex understanding of the systems of assessment 
and being willing to working with guidelines on standards (Abell & Siegel, 2011). There has 
been strong opposition to performance standards, as they have also been intertwined with 
accountability (Deming & Figlio, 2016), and can be worrying when attached to things like 
performance-based funding (Brown, 2004; de Boer et al., 2015).  
 
The quality agenda in higher education demands a level of accountability not previously 
experienced in the sector, but changes forced through implementation of policy led to push-
back from some participants. Academics need assessment literacy; the skills and orientations 
as readiness for changes to policy, as well as practical support to overcome logistical or 
technological constraints. By focusing on key areas to build a foundation of understanding it 
may be easier for institutional leaders to communicate the purpose and intention of assessment 
and minimize push back. Direct support can involve expert advice, help drafting or providing 
feedback on documentation. It is equally importantly however that professional development 
focus on changing hearts and minds, thus changing institutional culture through building an 
understanding of the reasons behind and rationale for quality assessment.  
 
Limitations 
 
There are known difficulties in determining threshold concepts. Participants were asked to 
think back to an experience to uncover the thresholds in question. The episodic narrative 
method was chosen to avoid the pitfall of asking for speculation, but it is possible that there 
were gaps or embellishments when participants re-told their stories. It is also important to 
recognize the interpretations that were made to derive the themes. The author had worked in 
academic support and assessment for many years, informing the interpretations about the 
nature of the comments.  
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Academics fulfil dual roles, they facilitate learning and at the same time make judgements 
about achievement, like being both coach and referee. Myyry et al., (2019) suggests that this 
can be problematic and provoke both positive and negative emotions in academics. There were 
participants who spent much of the introductory section of the interviews venting about things 
that they were generally unhappy about. Such as not having enough time, specific challenges 
that they faced in their work and administrative expectations that they felt were unfair. The 
resulting data were not fully explored due to constraints of word limits here. Further research 
is needed for a full investigation of institutional culture as it relates to assessment. 

 
Conclusions 

 
In the current regulatory climate there is little doubt that academics need to understand how to 
effectively assess student learning. The current study utilized episodic narrative interviews at 
universities in Australia, Canada and Sweden, to explore thresholds in assessment knowledge 
and attitudes.  Troublesome aspects prompted changes in assessment practices. These were 
observed when there was a mismatch between instructor expectations and student performance, 
when there was a lack of consistency in assessment and difficulties differentiating 
performance. There were limiting factors that were troublesome, such as how to deal with 
constraints in time, workload, logistics or technology. Student expectations and assessment 
policies were particularly problematic at one of the institutions.  A belief in meaningful 
learning, embracing constraints and the desire to meet the needs of students promoted changes 
to assessment. Findings suggested assessment thresholds of constructive alignment and 
differentiation of standards as necessary in promote quality assessment practices. It is 
recommended that higher education institutions provide professional development in these key 
areas and recognize the benefit of collaborative processes and the role of educational research 
alongside disciplinary expertise for integrating knowledge toward threshold capabilities in 
assessment.   
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