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Introduction: The shift toward an assessment for learning culture includes 
assessment quality criteria that emphasise the learning process, such as 
transparency and learning impact, in addition to the traditional validity and 
reliability criteria. In practice, the quality of the assessment depends on how the 
criteria are interpreted and applied. We explored how educators perceive and 
achieve assessment quality, as well as how they perceive assessment impact 
upon student learning.

Methods: We employed a qualitative research approach and conducted semi-
structured interviews with 37 educators at one Dutch research university. The 
data were subsequently analysed using a template analysis.

Results: The findings indicate that educators predominantly perceive and 
achieve assessment quality through traditional criteria. The sampled curricular 
stakeholders largely perceived assessment quality at the course level, whilst few 
specified programme-level quality criteria. Furthermore, educators perceived 
the impact of assessment on student learning in two distinct ways: as a source 
of information to monitor and direct student learning, and as a tool to prompt 
student learning.

Discussion: The shift toward a culture of assessment for learning is not entirely 
reflected in educators’ current perceptions. The study’s findings set the stage for 
better assessment quality and alignment with an assessment for learning culture.

KEYWORDS

assessment quality, assessment quality criteria, assessment for learning, higher 
education, learning impact

Introduction

In higher education, a changed perspective on the function of assessment has evolved; this 
is reflected in the shift from the assessment of learning towards an assessment for learning 
culture (Shepard, 2000; Van der Vleuten et al., 2012). Such a shift implies that assessment is 
viewed as an integral part of students’ learning process and not only as its endpoint (Biggs et al., 
2022). If and how this shift occurs highly depends on educators’ perceptions regarding 
assessment and assessment quality. The quality of the assessment is not just a characteristic of 
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the assessment (instrument) itself, but also depends on how it is 
interpreted and used in an educational setting (Kane, 2008). To 
understand more clearly how assessment for learning is achieved in 
practice, it is necessary to examine the perceptions of educators 
regarding assessment and the quality requirements they take into 
account. Perceptions refer to how individuals interpret and assign 
meaning to environmental information (Pickens, 2005).

The assessment for learning practices (that integrate student 
learning) involves assessing quality criteria that emphasise the 
learning process, such as “transparency” and “learning impact,” in 
addition to the traditional criteria of validity and reliability (Baartman 
et al., 2007a; Tillema et al., 2011; Maassen et al., 2015). Although 
relevant, it appears to be difficult to acquire insight into educators’ 
perceptions and practices regarding assessment quality criteria 
(Sridharan et al., 2015). Indeed, educators do not always perceive 
assessment criteria in the same way and thus can assign different 
meanings to the same assessment criteria (Van der Schaaf et al., 2012). 
Research on educators’ perceptions of assessment quality in higher 
education is scarce (Kleijnen et al., 2013; Opre, 2015) and most studies 
examining perceptions of assessment quality have instead focused on 
students (Nabaho et al., 2011; Gerritsen-van Leeuwenkamp et al., 
2019; Ibarra-Sáiz et  al., 2021). To fill this gap, it is essential to 
investigate how educators perceive and achieve assessment quality 
criteria. In addition, given the significance of the criterion learning 
impact for developing an assessment environment that places student 
learning at the centre, it is also essential to analyse how educators 
perceive that the criterion learning impact contributes to 
student learning.

This study focuses on two research questions: 1) What are 
educators’ current perceptions of assessment quality and how is 
assessment quality achieved? and 2) What are educators’ perceptions 
on how assessment impacts student learning?

We use the term educators to refer to stakeholders who are 
formally responsible for ensuring assessment quality at the course or 
curriculum level (i.e., teachers, course and programme leaders, and 
the Board of Examiners). Course-level stakeholders were asked how 
they perceived and achieved assessment quality at the course level. 
Curriculum-level stakeholders were asked how they perceived and 
achieved assessment quality at both the course and the curriculum 
level. These assessment stakeholders may have varying perceptions of 
assessment quality and its impact on student learning. By analysing 
their perceptions, a comprehensive picture of the current state of 
assessment quality that may influence assessment practice is provided 
(Kane, 2008). The acquired knowledge contributes to the literature’s 
understanding of how assessment quality criteria are applied in daily 
practice and what the consequences for an assessment for learning 
culture could be.

Theoretical framework

Assessment quality criteria

The shift towards assessment for learning has an impact on 
assessment practices, as well as on the choice of relevant criteria for 
assessment quality (Baartman et  al., 2007c; Tillema et  al., 2011). 
Assessment quality comprises the quality of all aspects of assessment 

practices, including test items, tasks, the process of assessing, course 
assessments, the assessment programme, policies, and administration 
of the process (Gerritsen-van Leeuwenkamp et al., 2017). Assessment 
quality is essential to make meaningful judgments about students’ 
learning processes and performance (Borghouts et al., 2017). Review 
studies typically identify four assessment quality criteria for assessing 
assessment quality: 1) validity, 2) reliability, 3) transparency, and 4) 
learning impact (Van der Vleuten and Schuwirth, 2005; Baartman 
et al., 2007c; Poldner et al., 2012; Maassen et al., 2015; Gerritsen-van 
Leeuwenkamp et al., 2017). Traditionally, the goal of assessments was 
to provide a standardised and objective judgement when testing a 
student’s knowledge at a specific point in time (Benett, 1993; Brown, 
2022); for example, as measured by a multiple choice knowledge test. 
To ensure assessment quality for the function of these tests, the quality 
criteria of validity and reliability were often used. Validity means that 
the test measures the intended construct and that administering the 
test produces the desired impact (Messick, 1989). Reliability is the 
extent to which a test measures consistency over time and across 
assessors (Dunbar et al., 1991). Current educational practices demand 
that students demonstrate not only a mastery of the required 
knowledge and understanding of a particular professional practice, 
but also proficiency in higher cognitive levels, such as the ability to 
think critically, apply knowledge in practice, and monitor and regulate 
their own learning (Boud and Soler, 2016). This requires alternative 
forms of assessment to the traditional knowledge tests, such as 
performance assessments or portfolio evaluations in which not only 
the outcome but also the learning process is emphasised. 
Consequently, besides validity and reliability, additional criteria of 
transparency and learning impact are often used. Transparency means 
that the purpose of the assessment, the assignment, and the evaluation 
criteria are clear, understandable, and feasible for those who 
administer them (Brown, 2005; Maassen et al., 2015). Learning impact 
(also known as educational consequences or educational impact in the 
literature) refers to the intended and unintended effects of an 
assessment on students’ learning (Dierick and Dochy, 2001). From an 
assessment for learning standpoint, learning impact aims to ensure 
that assessment contributes as much as possible to students’ learning 
and development (Baartman et  al., 2007a; Dochy, 2009). When 
students gain knowledge through assessments or gain awareness of 
their strengths and weaknesses, assessments can become relevant and 
meaningful for them (Maassen et al., 2015).

Teacher perceptions on how assessment 
impacts student learning

The impact of an assessment on student learning focuses on the 
interpretation of the assessment score and the consequences associated 
with it (Baartman et al., 2007c). Teachers frequently use the score to 
evaluate student performance after a formal learning activity in order 
to determine whether students have gained the necessary knowledge, 
skills, and competencies to complete a course or learning trajectory; 
i.e., for the purposes of assessment of learning. In assessment cultures 
with a focus on the assessment of learning, teachers train students to 
pass rather than to improve their learning (Harlen, 2005). On the 
other hand, a score can be used for purposes of assessment for learning 
by using the score to indicate a student’s level of mastery and potential 
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areas for improvement (Heitink et al., 2016; Black and Wiliam, 2018). 
These two purposes are not mutually exclusive and can be classified 
into a continuum from reproductive (assessment of learning) 
conceptions with an emphasis on the measurement of students’ 
reproduction of correct information, to more transformational 
(assessment for learning) conceptions with an emphasis on the 
development of students’ thinking and understanding (Postareff 
et al., 2012).

Methods

Research design

To maximise the understanding of educators’ perceptions in 
higher education on assessment quality criteria and its impact on 
student learning, we designed an explorative qualitative study using a 
directed content analysis approach (Stebbins, 2001; Hsieh and 
Shannon, 2005). With a directed approach, the analysis starts with a 
theory or relevant research findings to guide the creation of an initial 
coding template. Individual semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with educators. In general, the interview questions focus 
on how participants perceive and achieve assessment quality (what is 
assessment quality and how is it achieved in practice?), and on 
learning impact (how does assessment contribute to students’ 
learning?).

Participants

Purposeful sampling (Teddlie and Yu, 2007; Palinkas et al., 2015) 
was used to select undergraduate and graduate study programmes 
from three faculties of a Dutch university. The study programmes were 
chosen to reflect the wide range of disciplines offered at the university 
and to reflect distinct assessment programmes (i.e., varying in 
assessment methods) to analyse the university’s breadth and 
heterogeneity. The educational philosophy of the university 
emphasises active student participation and values the implementation 
of continuous feedback to ensure that students stay on track and excel 
(Utrecht University Education Guideline, 2018). Each faculty adopts 
the university’s educational philosophy in its own distinct way. The 
study programmes participating in the study have curriculums 
divided into four or five terms per academic year. Typically, each term 
consists of two or more courses, and each course is assessed by two or 
more summative high-stakes assessments (e.g., written exams, oral 
exams, papers, practical exams, portfolio assessments, etc).

We sampled participants using procedures for maximum variation 
sampling (Palinkas et  al., 2015) determined by: (a) formal 
responsibility for assessment quality in the study programme (e.g., 
educators who are responsible for assessment quality at the course 
level, such as teachers or course coordinators, and educators who are 
responsible for assessment quality at the curriculum level, such as 
programme coordinators or Board of Examiners members), (b) years 
of experience in ensuring assessment quality (ranging from less than 
one year to more than 20 years of experience), and (c) variation in 
disciplines. A total of 37 educators participated in individual semi-
structured interviews. The characteristics of the participants are 
shown in Table 1.

Data collection and analysis

The programme coordinators of the study programmes that 
participated were asked to select five to seven teachers responsible for 
course assessment with diverse experience in preparing and 
administering assessments. In addition, representatives of the study 
programme’s Board of Examiners were invited to an interview. The 
first author (LS) approached all participants through email with 
information about the study and an invitation to participate 
voluntarily. The interviews took place at participants’ workplace and 
lasted between 15 and 45 min. All interviews were recorded and 
transcribed verbatim.

To answer the first research question, the interview data were 
analysed using a template analysis that distinguished a priori 
themes (Brooks and King, 2014; Brooks et al., 2015). We chose a 
template analysis with a priori themes because it provided a 
framework that enabled us to consistently compare between the 
theoretical framework of quality criteria (i.e., validity, reliability, 
transparency, and learning impact) and the participants’ actual 
experiences. The content of the a priori themes was developed using 
scientific literature review studies on the quality criteria for 
assessments that serve both formative and summative functions in 
higher education (Baartman et al., 2007a; Dochy, 2009; Tillema 
et al., 2011; Poldner et al., 2012; Maassen et al., 2015; Gerritsen-van 
Leeuwenkamp et al., 2017). The aim of the analysis was to provide 
a comprehensive and concise overview of how quality criteria were 
perceived and achieved in relation to the four identified criteria, as 
outlined in the theoretical framework However, a potential 
limitation of a template analysis is the risk of missing themes that 
do not fit within the framework (Brooks et al., 2015). During data 
analysis, the researchers were aware of this limitation and regularly 
assessed whether more themes could be detected. Participants did 
not mention other major themes. The aim of this study was also to 
find variations in the participant descriptions. As a result, 
we identified subthemes within the a priori themes. To answer the 
second research question, we  used a directive content analysis 
approach (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). The text fragments of the 
interview data were coded inductively and the names of the codes 
were based on the content of the text fragments and thus bore a 
resemblance to the original data (Cohen et al., 2018). To ensure 
consistency and coverage of the codes, text fragments were re-read 
and codes were re-assigned several times.

TABLE 1 Characteristics of participants (n = 37).

Formal responsibility for assessment quality

  Participants with responsibilities at the course level n = 22

  Participants with responsibilities at the programme level n = 15

Years of experience

  ≤2 years n = 10

  >2 years and < 10 years n = 16

  ≥10 years n = 11

Discipline

  Social and behavioural sciences n = 11

  Veterinary medicine n = 12

  Geosciences n = 14
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To ensure the trustworthiness of the coding, two authors (LS and 
WK) independently analysed the first twelve interviews to define and 
agree on the coding template (Brooks et al., 2015). Appendix I provides 
the initial template. First, they coded the data and found sections in the 
transcripts where participants expressed their perceptions of both 
assessment quality and its impact on student learning (i.e., indicating what 
quality looks like and what they believe is essential). Second, they 
determined the sections in the transcripts where participants mentioned 
how assessment quality was achieved in practice. After each interview, LS 
and WK discussed the coding until they were in agreement that the 
template covered all sections of the transcripts (Brooks et al., 2015). LS 
coded the remainder of the interviews using qualitative data analysis 
software (NVivo 12 Pro). Minimal modifications were required to finalise 
the template. To answer research question 1, LS provided an overview of 
the subthemes within the a priori themes. Next, to answer research 
question 2, LS examined, compared, and conceptualised the codes on 
their content in order to categorise the codes into themes. The findings 
were discussed by the whole research team until a consensus was reached.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was given by the ethical board of the Faculty of 
Social and Behaviour Sciences of Utrecht University and registered 
under nr. UU-FETC19-022.

Results

The results for each research question are presented separately. 
First, results will be presented on how educators perceive assessment 
quality and examples are given of how the criteria are achieved in 
practice (Research Question 1). Then, results will be presented on 
how educators perceive the impact of assessment on student learning 
as denoted by the learning impact criterion (Research Question 2).

Participants’ perceptions of assessment 
quality and its achievement in practice

Participants could give several responses to the question “what is 
assessment quality.” More than three-quarters of participants’ 
responses related to traditional assessment criteria of validity and 
reliability. Less than a quarter of participants’ responses addressed 
criteria that emphasise the learning process: transparency and learning 
impact. Although curriculum stakeholders were asked how they 
perceived and achieved assessment quality at both the curriculum and 
course levels, few identified programme-level quality criteria, which 
were only highlighted within the theme of validity.

Validity
In relation to the validity criterion, participants’ perceptions 

mainly referred to two subthemes:

Assessment is of high quality if there is alignment
Participants underlined the importance of alignment at both the 

curriculum level (i.e., alignment between course learning objectives and 

curriculum learning outcomes) and the course level (i.e., alignment 
between course learning objectives, learning activities, and assessment):

"I believe that the most essential aspect of assessment quality is 
whether or not it is aligned with the learning objectives, that is, 
whether or not what you  want students to learn is assessed." 
(Participant C9)

Assessment is of high quality if there is content coverage
Participants emphasised the need to ensure that the assessment 

measures what it intends to measure. At the course level, the 
assessment should accurately reflect the content that students have 
studied. At the curriculum level, the assessment programme should 
be designed in such a way that it is manageable for students; namely, 
not too difficult and not too easy:

“There should be a clear relationship and distribution of questions 
across the topics in the assessment. Therefore, it is inappropriate to 
make students read five chapters and just ask questions about 
chapter five.” (Participant O10)

Examples of achievement. To achieve valid assessments in practice, 
most participants commonly use an assessment blueprint (i.e., table 
of specifications). The assessment blueprint provides information 
about alignment and content coverage. At the course level, an 
assessment blueprint is constructed to ensure that the assessment 
content corresponds to the learning activities and cognitive level 
specified. At the curriculum level, an assessment blueprint is used to 
determine whether and how the curriculum programme outcomes 
are assessed in courses.

Reliability
In relation to the reliability criterion, participants mainly referred 

to the subthemes:

Assessment is of high quality if there is consistency
Participants highlighted that assessments should be  scored 

consistently both between various assessors and over time so that 
assessment results can be evaluated in the same manner. In addition, 
participants emphasised that assessments should be designed and 
administered consistently to ensure that questions are clear, 
assessments can be  finished within the allotted time, and 
administration is well-organised:

"It should just be a proper assessment, with no typos, clear questions, 
and smooth running in the digital application where it is assessed, 
etc." (Participant C16)

Assessment is of high quality if it differentiates between 
students

Participants emphasised the importance of an assessment being 
unambiguous about whether the student has mastered the course 
material so that the decision about a student’s performance is fair and 
accurate. The assessment should distinguish between more and less 
competent students:
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"A quality assessment evaluates students' knowledge and skills… in 
a way that distinguishes between those who truly comprehend the 
subject or have mastered the skill and those who have not yet 
sufficiently done so." (Participant C17)

Examples of achievement. To achieve reliable assessments in 
practice, participants use a variety of methods. Participants most 
frequently mentioned that colleagues were involved (i.e., the four-eyes 
principle) to develop and evaluate test items and/or a scoring and 
grading scheme (such as a rubric). Next, participants mentioned that 
they analysed their written tests for psychometric measures (e.g., value 
of p, item-total correlation, Cronbach’s alpha). Some participants 
stated that they organised a calibration session as a method to ensure 
reliable scoring. Here, the assessors discuss several cases and review 
the assessment scoring to verify if they are on the same page.

Transparency
A minority of participants’ responses to the question “what is 

assessment quality” addressed the transparency and learning impact 
quality criteria. Participants indicated that a high-quality assessment 
is transparent if the assessment procedures, the content of the 
assessment, and the scoring are clear to students. Thus, transparency 
was viewed primarily through the eyes of the student, rather than 
the assessor:

“Students should have a clear understanding of how and what they 
will be assessed on in advance.” (Participant C1)

Examples of achievement. To achieve transparent assessments in 
practice, participants communicated assessment procedures and criteria 
to students in advance; for example, via a student manual. Participants 
also reused questions or exams to allow students to prepare in advance 
and organised a perusing session to allow students to review their 
assessment results.

Learning impact
Participants highlighted that a high-quality assessment impacts 

learning if it provides students with knowledge of how they perform 
and where they stand:

"I believe that when your assessment has quality, you are helping 
someone to develop continuously. And that they understand: 'Yes, 
this is where I still fall short, this is where I need to do something 
more'. Instead of: 'Oh, I received a passing grade, so it is done.'" 
(Participant O6)

Examples of achievement. To achieve assessments with learning 
impact in practice, participants mentioned that they provided 
feedback on concept papers and provided students with opportunities 
to self-assess; for example, via practice exams and questions.

Participants’ perceptions on how 
assessment impacts student learning

In the second part of the study, we continued with a focus on the 
learning impact criterion and asked participants to describe how 
assessment contributes to student learning. Curriculum stakeholders were 

also asked how the assessment programme contributes to student 
learning. Just over a quarter of participants responded that they did not 
have a good understanding of how course assessments or the assessment 
programme impact student learning. A few participants perceived 
assessment as irrelevant to student learning:

“ I do not really believe that making the test … [the students] do not 
really learn anything from that.” (Participant C24)

Programme stakeholders, in particular, found it difficult to 
describe how the assessment programme contributes to 
student learning:

“For the programme as a whole, I really do not know. If there is, 
what is the general view on that? I simply do not know that. No 
doubt it has been described somewhere, but I  missed it.” 
(Participant O12)

In the responses of those participants who were able to answer the 
question, we  identified two subthemes: (a) assessment as an 
information source to monitor learning; and (b) assessment as a tool 
for learning.

Assessment as an information source to monitor 
learning

About half of participants’ responses indicated that assessment 
contributes to students’ learning when the assessment can be used as 
an information source to monitor and track students’ learning:

"I think it's much more important to monitor what students do and 
how they develop during a course as much as possible. So in my 
view, a learning process is something that not only requires students 
to actively engage, but also to know if they are doing well or not well, 
and what they can improve." (Participant O04)

In addition, students must be  able to demonstrate how they 
comprehended the course material, as a form of reflection on what 
they have learnt. The younger teachers in the sample placed a greater 
emphasis on the learning process because they learnt these assessment 
practices in recent teacher training.

Participants highlighted three aspects to achieve to ensure that 
assessment contributes to students’ learning. First, give constructive 
feedback to inform students where they stand and what can 
be improved and include an opportunity to act on it. For example, by 
giving feedback on concept papers and not on final papers, and by 
using a rubric to inform students about the standards and their 
progress in these standards. Second, offer formative, low-stakes 
assessments to enable students’ self-assessment and to monitor 
students’ development as a teacher. For example, by discussing 
concepts with students and asking questions in working groups, or by 
providing practice exams and progress exams. Third, design 
assessments that integrate theory with practice to engage students in 
assessment. For example, by offering placements, authentic 
assessments, or case studies wherein knowledge has to be applied.

Assessment as a tool to force learning
The other half of the participants’ responses indicated that 

assessment contributes to students’ learning because taking a test 
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“forces” the student to learn. In this perspective, the assessment is used 
as a tool to exert pressure on students to learn the course material:

“That [how assessments contribute to students’ learning] is a difficult 
question to answer. But I mostly see assessment as a form of pressure, 
that students are going to learn. I notice this when we cover a topic 
or when we assign a piece of reading. Then students often ask ‘Is this 
part of the test?’. And when we respond ‘Yes, that is part of the test’ 
they conclude ‘well, then we will learn this’. (Participant C9)

"The fact that you administer tests increases the urgency for 
students to pay close attention. I believe that students go the extra 
mile when they know it will be assessed." (Participant O1)

Some participants feared losing control over the student learning 
process while implementing assessment for learning practices because 
they lack confidence in student autonomy. Participants mentioned 
that assessments contribute to students’ learning when many high-
stake assessments are offered during a course. By providing numerous 
assessments, the study load is structured and distributed, allowing 
students to engage in learning.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore how educators at one 
Dutch research university from diverse faculties and with varying 
years of experience perceived and achieved assessment quality, and 
how they perceived assessment impact upon student learning. In the 
first part of the study, we  examined how educators perceive and 
achieve assessment (programme) quality. Two results were most 
notable: 1) educators primarily perceive and achieve assessment 
quality through traditional criteria, and 2) they primarily perceive 
assessment quality at the course level. First, educators primarily 
perceived assessment quality through traditional criteria of validity 
and reliability. Participants indicated that an assessment is of good 
quality if there is alignment and content coverage (validity) and if the 
test can be administered and scored consistently and can differentiate 
between student performance (reliability). Few of the participants 
perceived assessment quality through the transparency and learning 
impact criteria, which relate to the student learning process and 
development. There appears to be a gap between theory and practice; 
many educators in our study are not yet aware of quality assessment 
criteria that relate to assessment for learning. These results contradict 
previous research that investigated teachers’ perceptions of quality 
criteria for a competence assessment programme and concluded that 
teachers perceived traditional criteria and criteria that emphasise the 
learning process as being equally important (Baartman et al., 2007b). 
However, the participants in that study were given a questionnaire 
including the criteria, while the participants in the present study were 
not given a frame of reference with assessment criteria in advance.

Second, although the curriculum stakeholders in the sample were 
responsible for assessment quality at both the course and curriculum 
levels, they primarily perceived and achieved assessment quality at the 
course level. Some participants described the assessment programme’s 
quality as “the sum of the quality of the course assessments.” They did 
not consider criteria related to the overall quality of the assessment 
programme, even though assessment criteria for the programme as a 

whole were developed (Baartman et  al., 2006). For example, the 
criterion learning impact can be applied at the programme level by 
identifying learning pathways and continuous feedback loops therein 
(Schellekens et al., 2022). Focusing on the assessment programme 
provides opportunities to improve student learning (Jessop et  al., 
2012; Malecka et al., 2022) and is more consistent with an assessment 
for learning culture (Medland, 2016).

In the second part of the study, we examined how educators 
perceive the criterion of learning impact and identified two 
themes: 1) the assessment serves as a source of information to 
monitor and direct student learning and 2) the assessment serves 
as a tool to prompt student learning. These findings are consistent 
with earlier research on how teachers conceptualise the purpose 
of assessment, as classified in a continuum ranging from 
transformational ‘assessment for learning’ conceptions with an 
emphasis on the development of student’s learning, to more 
reproductive ‘assessment for learning’ conceptions with an 
emphasis on the measurement of students’ learning (Postareff 
et  al., 2012; Schut et  al., 2020; Fernandes and Flores, 2022). 
Approximately half of participants perceived learning impact 
with aspects related to the first theme wherein student learning 
is central. These findings are encouraging since previous research 
showed that teachers’ conceptions of assessment influence their 
assessment practices (Xu and Brown, 2016). The findings are also 
in line with the university’s current educational policy which 
stimulates teachers to practice formative assessments (Utrecht 
University Education Guideline, 2018). The other half of the 
participants perceived learning impact with aspects related to the 
assessment of learning. Research reveals that teachers’ 
perceptions of assessment move towards the reproductive end of 
the continuum when they perceive learning as preparing students 
for (graded) high-stake assessments to ensure student 
performance (Schut et  al., 2020). In this study, teachers 
mentioned that they wished to control assessment processes 
because they did not have confidence in student autonomy 
without controlling mechanisms such as (high-stakes) 
assessments. This indicates that assessments with a summative 
function still dominate the learning process. Consequently, more 
focus is needed on how we  can integrate and balance both 
formative and summative purposes of assessment to facilitate an 
assessment for learning culture.

While all of the participants could describe the criteria of 
assessment quality and how these criteria were achieved, some 
participants mentioned that they did not have a good understanding 
of the learning impact criterion, i.e., how assessment impacts student 
learning. This may indicate a lack of knowledge about assessment for 
learning practices, which potentially minimises the learning benefits 
of assessment (Van der Vleuten et al., 2012). Tillema et al. (2011) 
review study determined that the learning impact criterion (titled 
educational consequences) can be  achieved in many ways and is 
relevant when designing, administering, and evaluating an assessment. 
In order to address educators’ knowledge of quality criteria that take 
student learning into account, faculty development should place a 
greater emphasis on assessment literacy, i.e., the understanding of how 
to use assessment to improve student learning and achievement 
(Stiggins, 1995). In addition, faculty policy should emphasise 
assessment for learning quality criteria more explicitly in order to 
generate a sense of urgency to change current practices. For example, 
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by addressing these criteria more explicitly in quality assurance 
procedures. Policies that promote the use of assessment to improve 
learning may conflict with those that emphasise the use of assessment 
to measure achievement. Indeed, teachers working under these 
conditions may experience tensions between these opposing purposes 
of assessment; this may subsequently influence how they perceive and 
achieve assessment (Yates and Johnston, 2018). The findings of this 
study should be considered in light of a number of limitations. First, 
we  did not differentiate between formative (low-stakes) and 
summative (high-stakes) assessment practices when examining the 
participants’ perceptions of quality criteria. While research indicates 
that quality criteria rarely differ between summative and formative 
assessment contexts (Ploegh et al., 2009), this could have biased our 
findings. Second, although we included participants with a variety of 
roles, disciplines, and years of experience, we did not distinguish these 
groups when presenting the results. This is because our preliminary 
analyses revealed no differences between these groups, and we were 
primarily interested in the underlying perceptions that educators 
generally have of assessment quality criteria. However, assessment 
perceptions and practices can be influenced by disciplinary traditions 
and years of experience (DeLuca et al., 2018; Simper et al., 2021). 
Future research on this topic should therefore include a larger sample 
size from diverse universities.

In conclusion, during the past two decades scholars have advocated 
for a paradigm shift from the assessment of learning to assessment for 
learning, in which assessment is viewed as a tool to enhance student 
learning and wherein formative low-stakes and summative high-stakes 
purposes are balanced. Synthesising the perspectives of various 
stakeholder groups who are responsible for ensuring assessment 
quality provides the literature with a good understanding of how 
assessment quality criteria and its impact on student learning are 
perceived. The findings of our study demonstrate that educators’ 
current perceptions do not fully represent the shift toward an 
assessment for learning culture. There appears to be a gap between 
theory and practice; indeed, many educators in our study were not yet 
aware of quality assessment criteria that relate to assessment for 
learning. Furthermore, educators’ perceptions on how assessment 
impacts learning indicate that summative high-stakes assessments 
dominate the learning process as a tool with which to force students to 
learn. The study’s findings set the stage for better assessment quality 
and alignment with an assessment for learning culture.
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Appendix I

Initial coding template

1) Quality criteria of assessment
The participant identifies a criterion used to establish the quality of a course assessment or of an assessment programme.

 (a) Perception – how the participant interprets and assigns meaning to assessment quality, how the participant thinks about it.
Coding segment: Answer to the question: what is assessment (programme) quality?
 (b) Achievement in practice – the participant clearly indicates how the aspect is addressed in practice, and how this is realised.
Coding segment: Answer to the question: how is assessment (programme) quality achieved in practice?

Coding template
(1) Validity; refers to whether an assessment (programme) is appropriate for achieving the intended learning outcomes, conclusions based 

on test results are justified.
(2) Reliability; refers to whether an assessment (programme) is administered accurately and consistently, independently judged, and replicable.
(3) Transparency; refers to whether the assessment (programme) has clear procedures and criteria for judging performance, and it is clear 

how the student will be assessed.
(4) Learning impact; refers to whether an assessment (programme) optimally supports and enhances students’ learning processes 

and development.

2) Perception criterion learning impact
Participants’ perception of how an assessment (programme) contributes to student learning processes.
Coding segment: Answer to the question: how does the assessment (programme) contribute to student learning?
Open coding (no initial template).
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