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ABSTRACT: Students care more about marks than lecturers do. As a lecturer, marking is on the 
periphery of my teaching focus. Marking and moderation must be reasonably fair but surely feedback 
before submissions is more productive than after. Formative assessment can lift the quality of student 
work but evaluative assessment is too late to be useful within a subject. Or is it? 
This paper is an opportunity to shift the angle of view to focus on how assessment can drive and define 
learning. As studio teaching is the key learning environment within architecture, this paper reflects on 
this mode of teaching and marking strategies using a case study approach.    
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This paper considers whether summative assessment, 
also described as final testing, can be a useful teaching 
strategy rather than simply an administrative 
requirement. The following quote by James, McInnis and 

Devlin provided the initial spark for the investigation:    
  

For most students, assessment requirements literally 
define the curriculum. Assessment is a potent tool for 
educators with which to spell out the learning that will be 

rewarded and to guide students into effective approaches 
to study. Equally, however, poorly designed assessment 
has the potential to hinder learning or stifle curriculum 

innovation. (James, McInnis and Devlin, 2002:7) 
“Assessment requirements” in the above quote can be 
understood to be both the assessment tasks and the 
criteria for marking. It is already understood that the 
assessment task is a key learning tool. This paper 

focuses on whether marking can be used more 
productively within a studio environment. 
 

1. THE STUDIO, THE CRIT AND THE CHARETTE 
 
1.1. What is a studio?  
An explanation of studio teaching is required as it 
underpins every architecture course. Within a studio 
style of tutorial, students are introduced to key issues 
and get individual feedback as they work through the 

assignment tasks in an iterative way. The role of the tutor 
within a studio subject is akin to a mentor rather than an 
assessor. 

Architectural training involves the intense indoctrination 
characteristic of an initiation rite: a high degree of 

commitment, a certain amount of isolation from nongroup 
members, cohesion within the group, sacrifices and ritual 
marking passage at various stages. Architectural 

programs share certain elements that have symbolic as 
well as functional value. These are the studio, the crit and 
the charrette. (Cuff 1991:118)  

 
1.2. ‘Grooming’ students for practice  
The studio is a powerful device for initiating students into 
the community of architects but there are disconcerting 
aspects to this initiation process which could almost be 
likened to a process of grooming students for abuse. 
There are tales of an internationally famous architect, 

Michael Graves, announcing at the beginning of a 
Princeton semester that he will only work with the 
talented students. The less talented, who have also paid 
a costly tuition fee, cannot ask to waste the master’s time 

but are allowed to remain within the group to hear the 
discussions between the favoured students and the 
master. 
The studio, as the centre of student learning, arose from 
the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris. Students of painting 
and architecture advanced through their courses by 
winning design competitions. The competitions were 
completed within studios or ateliers that were run by 
patrons (design professors). The patrons were practicing 

architects who would attend in the evening to give 
critiques but otherwise the ateliers were student-run. In 
order to advance through the competition hierarchy set 
by the Ecole, discipline and hard work were required. In 
the late nineteenth century, schools of architecture were 
being developed in England and America based on the 
Ecole model. These schools gradually replaced the 
historic system of articled pupilage. A study of a famous 

British architect in the early eighteenth century shows 
how the system of articled pupilage worked. (Kostoff 
1986:197) Up to thirty students paid an entry fee to the 
esteemed architect for the privilege of working in the 
office twelve hours daily for five to seven years in order 
to be trained in the skills of surveying, costing, 
superintendence and drafting.   
Along with the studio environment and the crits, the 

charrette is the last of the three key features of 
architectural enculturation. This word describes the final 
days before a project deadline as students dedicate all 
available waking hours to the production of drawings. 
Ideally it occurs within a studio and takes the form of a 
designer boot camp where students benefit from each 
other’s criticisms. Students become accustomed to 
working long hours and this culture continues into 

practice where the graduate is expected to be available 
to work long hours for the sake of a competition or client 
deadline. 
 
1.3. Taking roles within the studio environment  
The tutor within a studio environment acts as a master to 
apprentices by modelling appropriate behaviour, values, 
design and problem solving strategies (Schon 1983).  
Studio feedback is given verbally using a mix of 
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encouraging and critical remarks. In the last semesters 
of the architecture course, the final crits usually take the 
form of a jury where each student presents to a panel of 
invited architects. The jury can be daunting for students. 

Savage criticism can be part of the initiation process and 
students become adept at anticipating and avoiding 
criticism. Student tactics include being submissive and 
respectful during the final critique and listening to 
criticism rather than responding and debating. They 
present their work tentatively to avoid appearing overly 
confident no matter how prepared they may feel. Studio 
leaders will sometimes take on a role as advocate in a 

final crit when students become passive recipients of 
criticism even when the criticism is unwarranted. 
 

2. COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE   
 
While there are aspects of studio teaching and 
assessment that are of concern, it can equally be argued 
that the process trains students to work within a critical 
professional environment. Lave and Wenger (1991) 
describe a process of learning whereby newcomers 
gradually become part of a community of practice.

 
 By 

extending aspects of the apprenticeship system beyond 

simply learning in situ by working under the tutelage of a 
master, they describe another viewpoint of teaching 
under the term of legitimate peripheral participation. 
Peripheral participation is concerned with learning 
occurring within a community of practice. Newcomers 
gradually work towards more intensive participation. 
Legitimate peripherality is a complex notion involving 
power relations. Being on the periphery can be 

disempowering. One is prevented from participating fully, 
often legitimately from the perspective of the broader 
society. Being on the periphery can also be a position of 
power if seen as being at the nexus of related 
communities, the point for articulation and interchange.  
 
2.1 Collaboration  
The best architecture is increasingly the outcome of 

collaborations across fields of expertise where 
practitioners (or students) step beyond their discipline 
boundary. In successful collaborations, the designed 
outcomes will reflect the extension of the skills of the 
individuals (Cys and Ward 2003). Can students, as 
newcomers on the periphery of a profession, more easily 
forge new links with related communities? The difficulty 
of individual assessment is an argument used by 

academics against extensive collaboration but perhaps 
assessment is one of the keys that will enable 
collaborations to work. Office practice may give 
assessment clues. Quality assurance methods in 
practice help track the decision making process. 
Workloads are divided within offices and between 
consultants with fees paid for work done. The 
professional architecture award juries include a mix of 

lay people and suppliers to ensure relevance to the 
community. If outcomes are assessed using criteria that 
rewards successful collaboration and if the assessors 
are also working collaboratively, then a gradual shift in 
culture may occur. The next section describes a typical 
assessment process and some student responses. 
 

3. ASSESSMENT 
 
3.1. Trial by jury  

The final review is a formal ritual which is attended by 
students, academics and architects. Clients, users, 
engineers, planners or lay people are not always invited 
though they play key roles in real architectural projects.  

In discussion with my final year design students, a client 
and layperson were invited to join two architects on the 
jury. Their selection on the jury sent a message to 
students that their presentations should address a 

broader set of criteria. The presence of outsiders on the 
jury resulted in a self-conscious analysis of the process 
with each of the jury members feeling the need for a 
debriefing session the following day. The lay person was 
initially shocked by the frankness of the comments but 
gradually became willing to provide equally critical 
comments.  
In celebration of the completion of work, students and 

jury shared drinks and food during the critique. While the 
examination atmosphere may have been ameliorated by 
the food, the criticism was at times vicious. The jury 
discussed the work at an in camera session following. 
Curiously there was consensus that the work was 
generally good to excellent, and that no student was at 
risk of failing. This was not the message that was given 
to students during the critique. Critiques are part of the 

toughening up process undertaken by students. The 
critique also reinforces the authority of the lecturer, 
practitioner and employer architect. 
 
3.2. Marking criteria versus marking rubrics  
Marking criteria vary from studio to studio and are often 
not provided in the early part of the semester. These 
criteria invariably list the desired competency areas 

rather than levels of achievement. In 2002, the head of 
architecture within this Faculty developed a set of 
assessment criteria for design subjects but it was found 
that the criteria needed to change emphasis as students 
progressed through the course. It might be more useful 
for students to understand the characteristics of high 
distinction, distinction, pass etc. One such system has 
been devised by the Teaching and Educational 
Development Institute (TEDI) at the University of 

Queensland: 
High Distinction (HD) demonstrates imagination, 
originality or flair, based on proficiency in all the learning 
objectives for the course: work is interesting or surprising 

or exciting or challenging or erudite. A Fail (F) shows 
inadequate achievement on the majority of learning goals 
and fails to satisfy some of the basic requirement of the 

course. 
(www.tedi.uq.edu.au/teaching/assessment/criteria.html) 

A more widely known taxonomy of achievement called 
SOLO (Structure of the Observed Learning Outcome) 
was developed by Biggs (1999) to classify the structural 

complexity of student responses into five levels. Biggs 
has shown that the SOLO taxonomy can be applied to 
learning outcomes, curriculum design and assessment 
across different subjects. There is general agreement 
that learning at university is characterised by the higher-
order capabilities of analysis, synthesis and evaluation. 
These sets of performance criteria are described as 
‘rubrics’ in a book titled Authentic Assessment (Fulton 

Fischer & King 1995). They are widely used in primary 
and secondary education systems but less common at 
tertiary level. The SOLO taxonomy could be applied 
directly or adapted to guide architecture students (and 
their assessors) regarding levels of achievement. 
In response to this research, a matrix was given to 
students of a 3

rd
 year construction subject in conjunction 

with the assignment to demystify the marking process for 
students. An extract of the matrix is included below. 

Feedback from students and tutors indicate that the 
matrix was more useful for student planning rather than 
tutor feedback.  
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Table 1: Details of assessment criteria 

 MERIT SATISFACTORY UNSAT ISFACTORY 

DRAWINGS Correct 

scale/complexity 

Accurate notes Overscaled/ 

underscaled 

 Weighted linework Clear linework Undifferentiated 

linework 

 Comprehensive 

notes 
Accurate cross-

referencing 
Incorrect labeling 

CONTENT Representative 

details 
Selection Chose easier details 

 Plan and section 

details 
Plan and section 

details 
Just section details 

 Design resolution Pragmatic 

resolution 
Details that don’t 

function 

 First principles and 

/or useful 

precedents 

Attempted to 

adjust details to 

suit design 

Copied inappropriate 

details 

 Exploration of craft Straightforward 

resolution 
Compromised design 

 Proprietary items 

adapted or well 

used 

Proprietary items 

well used 
Overseas products 

used 

 
3.3.  Assessment as an inhibitor to independent 

learning  
Overseas students studying in Australia are sometimes 
surprised by the lack of guidance given within 
assignments (Perez 2002:11). The response by Perez to 
the overseas students is that, in Australia, students are 
rewarded for independent learning.  Perhaps 
independent learning could be encouraged further if 
students were given a clearer assessment rubric such as 

the Bigg’s SOLO taxonomy. This would need to be done 
with caution. Dewey’s explanation of knowledge would 
suggest that criteria for assessment should be worded to 
avoid limiting or closing down options for the novice 
learner. 
John Dewey, argued that knowledge is a process of 
reflective adjustment. Learning was defined in terms of 
the interaction between the individual with a problematic 

situation. Problem solving followed an iterative process 
of speculation, problem isolation, and postulation based 
on experience and testing. For true learning to take 
place, Dewey argued that the learner must appreciate 
the purpose. Dewey referred to a ‘means-end continuum’ 
where the means was organically connected to the ends 
and where ends-in-view were not fixed or final. The 
implication of this view is that real or ideal solutions are 
not externally defined and waiting for the novice learner 

to gradually reach. The outcome is therefore best 
assessed with reference to the consequences of the 
decisions rather than with reference to pre-set goals 
(Archambault 1966:161). 
Paul Ramsden (2003:67-72) notes the difference 
between a manifest world of learning defined by teachers 
who wish to encourage independent thinking, analysis, 
problem solving and originality and a latent world defined 

by students’ perceptions. Students learn methods to earn 
high grades even if this is at the cost of understanding 
the material. 
Studio teaching, by its nature, avoids some of these 
problems. An interesting qualitative and quantitative 
survey was done at the University of NSW (Quinlan, 
Corkery &Marshall 2003). Design students from various 
levels were asked what they thought characterised a 

high distinction design work. In the early years students 
thought HDs were awarded to work which was 
graphically competent but also thought that other factors 
such as time, money and effort characterised an HD. As 
students moved through the years they believed HDs 

were awarded to schemes that moved beyond the brief 
and explored innovative ways of thinking that would 
amaze or intrigue the viewer. In the middle years, 
students thought designs, which were practical, or 

ethically sound were deserving of an HD. This survey 
showed that students as they move through the course 
become more aligned with how their teachers view 
excellence except in one surprising area. Few students 
within the course thought strong sophisticated ideas and 
concepts were a characteristic of an HD grade.  
The survey also found that part-time teaching staff, 
students and recent graduates are emphatic that 

objectives and assessment criteria are vague or unclear 
(contrary to what full-time academics believe). The 
message is that assessment criteria and learning 
outcomes need to be clear and need to align with the 
actual assessment. Part-time staff need better briefing 
on assessment. 
 
3.4. Moderation  

Students feel anxiety about moderation. In the first year 
group of three hundred, students continued to see me in 
the weeks after their first results were given to request a 
remarking of their work. They felt one group was unfairly 
marked even though the six tutors and I marked 
concurrently. The key piece of advice for large groups 
given in Assessing Leaning (James,  McInnis and Devlin 
2002:31-35) is not management of the moderation 

process but a clear assessment policy and training of 
new tutors. 
 
3.5. Assessment as a means of coercion or 
motivation  
Derek Rowntree quotes an undergraduate as saying, ‘I 
am reactionary enough to believe that the ‘threat’ of 
exams (i.e. the inherent threat of failure and becoming 
an outcast) is the only reason that the library doormats 

are cleaned’ (Rowntree 1987:22). The exam is the one 
assessment method I use to coerce students into doing 
something they would not do otherwise. An exam will 
encourage a student to review a body of work and 
consolidate a framework of knowledge. While I still use 
exams in the early years based on the argument that 
they encourage learning, I am increasingly concerned 
that my exams do not measure that learning effectively.  

 

4. BUILDING ON PREVIOUS YEARS 
 
4.1. Exemplars  
For some years I have recorded student work for future 
years to use as a base mark in design and construction 
subjects. All students exhibit their work in real displays 
as well as on the web in virtual galleries. By giving 
access to all work, I have assumed that students would 
be able to evaluate earlier work and improve their own 

work. It may help future years of students to just see 
exemplars of the best work and to relate this work to 
more rigorously defined assessment criteria.  
 
4.2. Building on sand  
Laurillard (2002:25) warns that teachers are often 
building on sand. Teachers may assume that students, 
having passed prerequisite subjects have understood 

certain principles and yet students may have simply 
mastered the art of taking exams. As we better 
understand teaching and assessment we might lesson 
this problem except for the other changes occurring 
within universities that mean intakes are larger and more 
diverse. Assessment techniques to ascertain what 
students know are also required at the beginning of each 
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subject. Studio teaching with small class sizes will help 
the tutor to understand the different ‘ways of knowing’ 
that students bring to a subject but with larger class sizes 
the lecturer become increasingly removed from the 

student knowledge base. One suggestion being 
considered in architecture is that every academic should 
take a tutorial group within the first year foundation 
subject. 
 

5. REVERSING THE MARKING PROCESS  
 
The students in my final year group worked on a real 
brief which is currently being designed within a 
Melbourne architecture firm. The designing architect has 

been on the student jury and we recently agreed that the 
firm would present the work to the students for their 
assessment. What an interesting outcome, to get the 
twelve, now experienced students to critique the 
professional? The role of student and professional will be 
reversed. With the professional remain quiet and 
receptive to the critical comments or will a more 
defensive position be taken? Will the students be 

forthright in their criticism or supportive and 
encouraging? 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Rowntree (1987) begins his book on assessment saying, 
‘If we wish to discover the truth about an educational 
system, we must look into its assessment procedures’. 
If we look at the assessment procedures in studio 
teaching we find a system of education that has 

strengths and a long history but also occasional, 
disturbing traits. In the early years, students are 
confused by the marking regime but as they move 
through the course they become more adept at 
understanding what work will excel. There are negative 
aspects to the critique process which suggest that juries 
should be more carefully managed. While assessment 
criteria are normally used, students would benefit by 

more careful explanation about how assessment levels 
will be or were allocated. The SOLO taxonomy provides 
one possible model. Exemplars by earlier students would 
also clarify standards and set benchmarks. 
In beginning this research, my concern was that an 
emphasis on assessment would funnel students into 
more directed learning and discourage risk taking and 
collaboration. While assessment can cause a 

misalignment between teaching ambitions and learning 
outcomes, carefully designed assessment rubrics can be 
used to encourage complex and innovative problem 
solving. 
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