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• Hello and welcome to this LASER training presentation dedicated specifically 
to exploring assessment and grading in relation to Science based assessment 
areas (including Mathematics and Engineering). 
 

• This presentation and the associated resources are aimed specifically at 
practitioners delivering, assessing and grading Science based subjects. 
 

• However, the general principles of assessment discussed are relevant to 
assessment and grading on all Access to HE Diploma Titles.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Aims and Objectives: 
 

 
 
Assessment Practice 
 

• The aims of this presentation pertain to two areas: 
 

• In relation to assessment practice the session will explore the relationship 
between assessment design and the need to clearly and explicitly evidence 
Assessment Criteria, as evidence of the achievement of Learning Outcomes.  
There will be a specific focus on how this pertains to Science based areas. 

 
Grading: 
 

• The session will also explore ‘grading practice’ and the specific requirements 
of the QAA Grade Scheme.  It will consider the mechanics of how to apply 
grading descriptor components to Science based models of assessment. 
 

• These goals will be achieved via reference to a sample assessment from the 
new Biology Unit Suite.  The unit used for the purposes of this presentation 
will be ‘The Musculoskeletal System (Unit Code: WJG 338).  Therefore, in 
order to benefit fully from this presentation you will need to have copies of the 
unit specification and also the associated assessments to hand. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Anatomy of a Grade: 
 

 
 
 
Preamble: 
 

• Before we can look at the specifics of assessment in relation to the 
Musculoskeletal System, we need to examine some basic assumptions which 
sit behind the grading process… 

 
The Unit provides Learning Outcomes and Assessment Criteria which must be 
evidenced in one or more assessments / assignments for the unit. 

 
 

• Units have Learning Outcomes which state the skills and knowledge that 
successful students will have upon completion of the unit.  We can be sure 
that the students has gained these through the evidence provided within 
Assessment Criteria…  Thus, in order to complete a unit then the student will 
need to have evidenced in their assessments all the relevant Assessment 
Criteria… 
 

The unit will have Grading Descriptors allocated at unit level which remain constant 
regardless of how the unit is assessed.   
 

• A unit, if it is graded, will also have Grade Descriptors attached to it and these 
remain constant regardless of which models of assessment are employed.  
The Grade Descriptors capture and ‘grade’ the key aspects required by the 
Learning Outcomes, for example Understanding, application, use of 
information, communication and/or autonomy. 
 
 
 



 
 

Look at the sample of the ‘Musculoskeletal System’ unit included in the resources for 
the presentation.  You should be able to clearly identify the Learning Outcomes, 
Assessment Criteria and Grade Descriptors for the unit… 

 

• If you look at the Musculoskeletal System unit provided in the associated 
resources you can clearly see what the student should know or be able to do 
upon completion of the unit and also what evidence is required to prove this in 
terms of the Assessment Criteria.  You will also see that the unit has Grade 
Descriptor 1 (Understanding); 2 (Application of Knowledge); and, 7 (Quality) 
allocated to it.  
 

• Using Section B of the QAA Grade Scheme Handbook you should also be 
able to identify the relevant Grade Descriptors which will need to be assessed 
in order to complete the unit (which we have also included in the resource 
pack). 
 

The assessor chooses which Grade Descriptor Components they will allocate to 
the assessment (or assessments) for the unit.  One component or more from GD7 
will always be allocated to every assignment for a unit but there is flexibility beyond 
this as long as all relevant GDs are assessed at least once across the scope of the 
unit. 

 

• The unit will remain constant but the choice of how it is assessed is left to the 
individual assessor.  The assessor will decide the model of assessment and in 
doing so will decide how and which Grading Descriptor Components are 
allocated to the assessment(s) / assignment(s).  A unit can be assessed by 
one assessment / assignment or a number.  The Grade Descriptors and their 
Components can be used once or a number of times across the assessments 
for a unit although GD7 must be included in every assignment brief.  
Moreover, all Grade Descriptors must be used at least once in the 
assessment of the unit.  If the same descriptor is used in more than one 
assessment (in fact GD7 must be used in all assessments for a given unit the 
others can be by choice), then different components can be allocated per 
descriptor in different assignments. 
 

• As an example, GD 7(a) might be allocated to the first assessment for a unit, 
whereas GD 7 (b) might be allocated to the second.  If there is only one 
assessment this is of course not relevant. 
 

The Grade Descriptor judgments are then applied across the assessment(s) / 
assignment(s), and not to the individual Learning Outcomes or Assessment Criteria 
to create the grade profile for the unit. 

 

• The Grade Descriptor Components are then used to form judgments in terms 
of the assessment or assessments completed by the student.  They are not 
applied to the Learning Outcomes of Assessment Criteria individually…  They 
are applied to the assessment as it is described on the assignment brief and 



any judgments are taken globally as the assessment is treated as a whole 
entity in itself.  It is really important to keep that in mind! 

 
 
Grading Structures: 
  
 

 
 
The assessment / assignment evidences the Learning Outcomes and 
Assessment Criteria 

 

• Therefore, in looking at how grading works we can see that the assessment or 
assignment is both a source of evidence in terms of the meeting of Learning 
Outcomes and Assessment Criteria and also the focus for the application of 
grading. 

 

 
 
The Grading judgments are applied to the assessment / assignment not the 
Learning Outcomes and Assessment Criteria of the unit 
 

• In looking at the assessment or assessments for the unit, the decisions taken 
about the work, which are taken based upon the extent to which the work 
conforms to the Grading Descriptor Component statements will create an 
overall grade profile which will then be aggregated to decide upon the overall 
unit grade…   



 

• More information in relation to how to apply grading can be found in the 
LASER Assessment and Grading Training virtual training available from the 
secure area of the website.  
 
 

 
Dualistic Assessment System: 
 

 
 
Preamble: 
 

• This situation is worth considering in a little more detail…  Assessment and 
Grading on Access to HE Diplomas is based upon a dualistic assessment 
system.  There are in effect two systems working in parallel. 
 

To reiterate the assessment provides the proof that the Learning Outcomes and 
Assessment Criteria for the unit are met… 

 

• The assessment is both the physical manifestation or evidence of the 
Learning Outcomes and Assessment Criteria being met and in itself indicates 
their achievement. 

 
The Grading Descriptors are not applied to the unit or its Learning Outcomes 
and Assessment Criteria but to the assessments / assignments for the unit… 

 
 

• It is also the thing to which the grading judgments are applied…  Therefore, 
grading is applied at assessment level in the first instance, not unit level (i.e. 
not to individual Learning Outcomes or Assessment Criteria)…   

 



Only when the Learning Outcomes and Assessment Criteria have been evidenced 
can the grading judgment be applied to the assignment and ultimately the unit grade 
be calculated. 
 

• Once all the grading information has been gathered from all the assessments 
/ assignments for a unit then an aggregate unit grade can then be calculated. 
 

• As noted you can find out more detail on the processes which underpin 
assessment and grading from the QAA Grade Scheme Handbook or the 
LASER Virtual Assessment and Grading Training resources. 
 
 

 
 

• There is a parallel here to Magritte’s painting ‘Delcomanie’ here…  The 
faceless man is apparent in two forms within the picture as the assessment or 
assignment has two functions in the QAA Grade Scheme.  Moreover, 
Magritte’s silhouette of the bowler hatted man is slightly different to that of the 
actual man (note the overlap of the curtain).  In the Grade Scheme the 
functions of the assignment are parallel but are different as are the systems 
used to frame the judgments which underpin achievement.   

 
  



 
Ground Rules(?): 
 

 
 
Preamble 
 

• All of this can be reduced to some basic rules for assessment design. 
 

An Assessment / Assignment must provide a valid means of evidencing the Learning 
Outcomes and Assessment Criteria to be assessed from the unit… 

 

• An assessment for a unit must be able to evidence the Learning Outcomes for 
a unit by explicitly proving that the Assessment Criteria for the unit have been 
met…  Therefore, all the assessments for a given unit when taken together 
must provide evidence that all the Assessment Criteria have been met and 
therefore all the Learning Outcomes are complete. 

 
The Assessment / Assignment must allow for differential judgments to be made in 
relation to the Grade Descriptors allocated.  
 

• The assessment must also separately be able to ‘capture’ the differentiated 
levels of achievement detailed within the Grade Descriptor Components 
allocated to it… 

 



 
 
 

 

• Warming to the Surrealist theme here we can see Dali’s ‘Swans Reflecting as 
Elephants…  The painting mirrors the assessment in that it is simultaneously 
operating on two levels… 

 
 
Assessing Assessment Criteria: 
 

 
 
Have a look at the sample Assignment Brief… 

 

• In the associated resources you will have a sample assessment pertaining to 
the unit we previously looked at… 
 

The Questions are all ‘mapped’ to the relevant Assessment Criteria… 

 

• In the assessment / assignments for the ‘Musculoskeletal System’ you can 
see that all the questions are mapped to the relevant Assessment Criteria.  
Assignment One is a taskbook evidencing the completion of Learning 



Outcomes 1 and 3 (and their associated Assessment Criteria).  The second 
assessment / assignment is a report which evidences Learning Outcome 2 
(and its Assessment Criteria).  In the case of both assignments the 
assessment writer has chosen to assess against the following Grade 
Descriptor Components: GD 1(a); GD 2 (a,b,c); GD 7 (c). 
 

Successful completion of the all the questions pertaining to the assessment will by 
default prove that all the criteria have been met… 

 

• Therefore, for the student, the marker and the moderator it is clear where 
each Assessment Criteria is assessed and therefore also that all the relevant 
Assessment Criteria for the unit have been met (assuming that the student 
has successfully completed the assessment).  The Assessment Criteria 
provide the evidence to show that the Learning Outcomes for the unit have all 
been met. 

 

 
 

• Here we could find a parallel to Magritte’s painting ‘The Treachery of Images’.  
Although for Access, we might refer to the ‘Treachery of Assessment Criteria’.  
They are not the Learning Outcomes in themselves but rather a physical 
representation or manifestation of the abstract completion of the abstract 
concepts ‘imagined’ to be possessed in the wording of the Learning 
Outcomes.  However, for us the completion of all the Assessment Criteria 
prove that the Learning Outcomes are complete in terms of assessment!!! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Graded Differentiation: 
 

 
 
As well as presenting evidence of the Assessment Criteria and therefore Learning 
Outcomes the assessment must be capable of evidencing Graded Differentiation… 

 

• However, as we have noted the assessment also needs to be used separately 
as a means to develop a grade profile for the unit.   

 
The Assessment Model will need to be able to be capture a sense of differentiated 
performance… 

 

• Therefore, the assessment must allow for graded differentiation or 
differentiated performance to put it another way. 
 

However, as previously noted it is not the Learning Outcomes or even the 
Assessment Criteria that are graded…   

 

• The Learning Outcomes and Assessment Criteria are irrelevant to the 
judgment in terms of grade.  The grading judgments are applied to the 
assessment itself as a whole and not the individual Learning Outcomes or 
Assessment Criteria. 
 

It is the assessment itself… 

 

• The assessment as an holistic  thing ‘in itself’, is the basis for the judgment of 
graded performance when examined against the Grade Descriptor 
Components allocated to the assessment across the scope of all the activities 
required within or by the assessment. 

 
 



Building in Differentiation to Assessment Models: 
 
 

 
 
 
In the example Assessment Brief, look at the series of questions / tasks set for the 
student… 

 

• If you look at the sample assessment / assignment you can see a variety of 
types or forms of questioning… 

 
Some questions / tasks simply require the student to demonstrate that they know or 
can do something…  A competence based approach…  They know or they don’t! 
 

• Some questions require a simple ‘right or wrong’ answer or simple completion 
of a task and in effect evidence a competence in relation to a given 
Assessment Criteria and cannot be achieved at differential levels…  

 
Other questions / tasks allow for a graduated performance…  Degrees of knowledge, 
application and understanding! 
  

• This is okay because other questions allow for graduated performance and 
can be achieved across different levels. 
 

The allocated Graded Descriptor Component statements are then applied to the 
assessment as a whole…  Graduated questions will help to frame these judgments 

 

• The Grade Descriptor Component statements which are allocated within the 
assessment / assignment brief are then applied to the assessment as a 
whole.  Obviously the graduated questions will play the major role in framing 
concepts of graduated performance. 



Grading information is not based on the individual questions / tasks,  
Assessment Criteria or Learning Outcomes! 

 

• It is really important to remember that the grading judgments are not applied 
to the individual questions or tasks…  Neither are they applied to Assessment 
Criteria or Learning Outcomes.  They are applied to the assessment when it is 
taken as a whole. 

 
Therefore, the graded judgments are made in terms of the student’s overall 
performance in the assessment when it is set against the Grade Descriptor 
Components allocated to it… 

 

• Therefore the ‘graded judgments are set against the overall achievements 
recorded in terms of the work as whole undertaken against the set 
assessment or assessments when examined in the context of the Grade 
Descriptor Components allocated (and only those allocated). 

 
 
Differentiation and Grade Descriptor Components: 
 

 
 
This student might get a Distinction for his presentation: 
 

• To return to our surrealist theme for a moment the student giving a 
presentation in this cartoon is clearly doing well as he has understood ‘The 
Treachery of Images’ and has explained it… 
 
 
 
 



The student ‘depicted’ in this cartoon has clearly understood the higher level message in 
Magritte’s painting!!!   

 

• The grade he might achieve will only be determined based upon both his 
meeting the relevant Assessment Criteria (and Learning Outcomes) and also 
the quality of the performance when judged against the allocated Grade 
Descriptor Components.  If the relevant Assessment Criteria have not been 
met and there is evidence missing in terms of the Learning Outcomes there 
can be no process of grading the assignment.   

 
Grade rather depends on performance against the Grade Descriptor Components allocated 
to the task though!!! 
 

• The assignment must evidence the Learning Outcomes and Assessment 
Criteria identified in the assessment.  Once these are evidenced a grading 
judgment can be taken based on the overall response of the student to the 
overall assignment task when measured against the Grade Descriptor 
Components allocated. 

 
 
Another way to ‘see’ graded differentiation: 
 

 
 

 
In the resources associated to this presentation you will both additional guidance on 
grading and also a document entitled ‘Additional Guidance on Grading’… 

 

• You will note that the assessments for the Musculoskeletal System have 
additional guidance to contextualize what the Grade Descriptor Components 
might mean in the specific context of the assessment.  This additional 
information for students is not a QAA requirement but it may be helpful for 



students and tutors to be clear in terms of the expectations relating to 
achievement of the relevant Grade Descriptor Components at Merit and 
Distinction levels. 
 

• The Additional Resources also provided with this presentation include a 
document entitled Additional Guidance on Grading for Practitioners. 
 

This assignment brief and the more general document provides further guidance on 
what might constitute Pass, Merit and Distinction levels of performance against the 
assessment task… 

 

• This guidance is provided as a means of supplying advice on what 
differentiated performance ‘might’ look like in relation to the Assessment 
Criteria in the context of the sample assignment and is aimed to assist 
practitioners in terms of the kind of things that they might expect to see in 
terms of differentiated performance across the grade boundaries. 

 
The document does not replace ‘tutor judgment’ but aims to provide a set of possible 
indicators of performance at different levels 

 

• It is not a ‘legally binding’ document as the Assessment Criteria are not 
graded the assignment is. 
 

• However, it is presented as a means to provide a more standardized sense of 
how graded performance might look in relation to the assignment set. 
 

• We hope that it will help to provide a more common framework of 
expectations for unit assessments. 

  



 
Conclusion: 

 

 
 

• Thank you for taking the time to engage with this session… 
 

• Do please contact me should you have any further questions or observations 
in relation to the session 
 

 
 

• As a final note on the surrealist theme we thought this amazing example of 
Hyperrealism / Modern Surrealism from the artist Joel Rea might capture the 
sense ‘powerlessness’ felt by those of us engaged in trying to tame and 



organize natural chaos!!!   The sea and the giant dog which both embody the 
natural world will always win!!! 

 
 
Ken Duckett 
 
Access Quality Manager  
 
Laser Learning Awards 


