 Inclusive Assessment: Unleashing Creativity

Towards Learning Creatively – the TLC Project  - Lyn Bibbings

Did you know that 50% of students with dyslexia are diagnosed while studying in higher education?  (NWPDHE,99)  Do you have tutees who have been eventually diagnosed after weeks, months or even years of anxiety when they have been trying to cope with the demands of a modular course at degree level ?–having to be organised; needing to go to lectures or libraries on different campuses; managing deadlines for several modules; having to constantly be reading or writing as well as having to perform well in exams.  

Once the students are diagnosed there may be other stresses – developing coping strategies, loss of confidence or self-esteem, even embarrassment as well as still having to be organised, do just as much reading and writing – constantly needing to try and overcome their weaknesses.

But what of their strengths? Many dyslexic students have strong visual-spatial ‘right –hemisphere’ strengths, are good at holistic perception, lateral thinking, being creative, practical problem- solving  and have excellent interpersonal and intuitive skills. (CADISE, 2000)  Students may be able to use these skills during their courses but for many courses the required assessment evidence of achievement of learning outcomes is written.  So however creative the student has been in their thinking or approach, the evidence they have to provide means they are working to address their weaknesses and not to develop their strengths.

Of the thousand or so students at Brookes who are registered as having a disability, by far the majority are dyslexic. Increasing the participation of under-represented groups is a key part of the HE agenda (Dearing,1997; DfEE,1998, DfES, 2003 ) and ‘the number of dyslexic students seeking entrance to Higher Education will increase’ and there will be a need to ‘address the challenges of including and supporting talented dyslexic students in H.E.’ (Pumfrey, 2000)

However, creativity is not exclusive to students with dyslexia – many students have ‘right brain’ skills which are being under-assessed in Higher Education.  West (1997) confirms that when these are used in the learning process they  can benefit dyslexic students and their peers.  West goes on to say that “after some four hundred to five hundred years of growth in a highly verbally oriented system of education and knowledge, we may be seeing the beginning of a new phase in which, in reverse fashion, certain kinds of complex information will be increasingly handled visually rather than verbally.”

Oxford Brookes, in partnership with Southampton Institute and Bournemouth University have been awarded funding for three years, under FDTL5, to enhance the student learning experience by developing creative and inclusive modes of assessment which do not rely solely on written evidence, for example, oral, video, event, exhibition. In the first year this will be for tourism and hospitality students where there is a higher incidence of dyslexic students, but this will then be extended to other subject areas. There are two distinct but interlinked areas to the project – the first is to develop and trial innovative non-or partly written assessment methods; the second to empower and support lecturers to implement these by removing barriers created by such things as institutional policy, moderation, quality, time and equity.

The project will draw on experiences of creative and individual assessment developed in other subject areas such as music and art and design, and also on other projects which have developed a methodology for embedding change through staff development.  (MESA project).  The project aims to produce materials to both introduce and develop alternative assessment methods and for workshops for staff development activities at department level.

If you have good examples of creative assessment methods that you would like to share,or you would like to know more please contact Lyn Bibbings ljbibbings@brookes.ac.uk or 01865 484325.
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