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Introduction: This study investigates faculty perceptions of discourses associated with assessment moderation at a higher education institution in the UAE.

Methodology: This study employed a survey incorporating closed- and open-ended components. Adie and her associates' (2013) framework of assessment moderation discourses was used as an analytical framework for qualitative data with the purpose of identifying the discourses faculty associate with the purposes of assessment moderation practice at the target institution.

Results: The findings revealed community building as the most dominant discourse among faculty responses. Significantly, the study identified a fifth discourse category extending beyond the existing four-category framework: faculty resistance characterized by minimal or negligible valuation of assessment moderation practices. Approximately 25% of respondents questioned the fundamental pedagogical or institutional value of assessment moderation, suggesting theoretical gaps in current frameworks that assume universal acceptance of moderation principles.

Discussion: These findings advance assessment moderation theory by identifying a distinct faculty discourse characterized by the perception of minimal or negligible value in the moderation process. The study demonstrates that theoretical frameworks developed in Western educational contexts require substantial adaptation for diverse cultural and institutional settings. The research has significant implications for policy development and implementation of assessment moderation practices in higher education environments, highlighting the need for culturally responsive approaches to quality assurance in global academic settings.
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Introduction

Assessment moderation is a quality assurance measure designed to promote the trustworthiness and credibility of high-stake assessments (Beutel et al., 2017; Williams et al., 2023). A quick review of the relevant literature indexed in Scopus and Web of Science databases reveals that a vast majority of the literature on assessment moderation originates from three jurisdictions: Australia, New Zealand, and the UK, suggesting that assessment moderation is not prevalent in other parts of the world. This observation demonstrates congruence with the comprehensive literature synthesis conducted by Prichard et al. (2024), which examined assessment moderation protocols within tertiary educational institutions and revealed a significant geographical concentration of empirical investigations predominantly emanating from Australian and British academic contexts. While being limited, the literature on assessment moderation offers contentious positions on its impact, motives, and sustainability (e.g., Adie, 2022; Beutel et al., 2017; Bloxham, 2009; Prichard et al., 2024; Williams et al., 2023). Within this scholarly discourse, one conceptual framework has gained prominence in investigating faculty perceptions of the values and purposes associated with assessment moderation. Adie et al. (2013) propose a typology of four broad discourses associated with the purposes of assessment moderation covering equity, community building, accountability, and justification. This paper examines the applicability of this framework in a context where assessment moderation is a relatively new practice. As such, the question this research is attempting to answer is, “what discourses do faculty members have in relation to the purposes of assessment moderation?”

To achieve its objective, this paper investigates the values associated with assessment moderation as seen by a diverse group of faculty members in the context of the UAE, where assessment moderation became a requirement for all academic institutions only in 2019 with the release of the then-new standards for program accreditation and institutional licensure. There are no studies focusing on how the introduction of this requirement has affected faculty experiences or the quality of education in a country where 90% of its faculty population is of diverse non-UAE background (MoE, 2023). As such, this paper has the potential of providing insights (i) to policy makers in the UAE on how to better position assessment moderation in ways that serve its announced goals and (ii) to countries and institutions where assessment moderation is not a common practice on how the introduction of assessment moderation is likely to affect faculty experience and the quality of assessment, especially when faculty members are of diverse cultural background as in the UAE.

This paper starts with providing a discussion of the literature around assessment moderation, its purpose, and associated values. This is followed by outlining the context and the research method for this study. Analysis of faculty responses to a survey and a discussion of faculty perceptions are provided in the next section. Before concluding, this paper outlines its contributions to the evolving theory and practice associated with assessment moderation.

It is hoped that the findings from this paper will expand our knowledge of assessment moderation practices, thereby helping inform future policy developments locally and beyond.



Literature review

In their comprehensive review of recent scholarly contributions to assessment and feedback in higher education, Jackel et al. (2017) establish the “defensibility of professional judgements” as a fundamental principle underpinning quality assessment and student learning (p. 21). One approach to achieving this defensibility lies in requiring a form of moderation for judgements made by assessors (Bloxham et al., 2016). Assessment moderation, a problematic development in higher education (Bloxham et al., 2016), emerged in response to the rapid rise of quality assurance practices driven by increasing demands for accountability and transparency in academia (Ajjawi et al., 2021; Beutel et al., 2017; O'Leary and Cui, 2020; Watty et al., 2014). Conceptually, the literature points to several complementary definitions of assessment moderation. Beutel et al. (2017) contend that assessment moderation is a dialogical process between markers to discuss achievement and application of standards in relation to a grading decision on a student's performance. Similarly, Adie et al.'s (2013) define assessment moderation as “a practice of engagement in which teaching team members develop a shared understanding of assessment requirements, standards and the evidence that demonstrates differing qualities of performance.” Bloxham (2009, p. 212) further emphasizes that moderation serves as “a process for assuring that an assessment outcome is valid, fair and reliable and that marking criteria have been applied consistently.” Assessment moderation has evolved beyond its traditional emphasis on post-assessment processes designed to achieve inter-rater reliability in grade determination. Contemporary conceptualizations of moderation encompass a comprehensive framework that extends across the entire assessment lifecycle, incorporating pre-assessment design validation, calibration protocols for establishing shared understanding of task requirements and performance standards, external verification mechanisms, and systematic evaluation of overall assessment validity and reliability (Bloxham et al., 2016). The inclusion of moderation as a peer scrutiny activity in the assessment design phase represents a recent development in higher education (Bloxham et al., 2016). Contemporary assessment moderation practices take different forms, including double marking, external marking, peer scrutiny at the assessment design stage, and blind marking.

Despite its widespread practice in certain jurisdictions, Bloxham (2009) argues that assessment moderation requires rigorous research and empirical verification. A recent integrative review by Prichard et al. (2024) identified only 19 peer-reviewed articles addressing assessment moderation practices in higher education institutions between 2008 and 2023. Therefore, another contribution of this empirical paper is to add to the relatively limited body of recent literature on assessment moderation and its utility for faculty, students, and institutions.

Within this relatively under-researched domain, Crimmins et al. (2016) outlines several significant potential benefits of assessment moderation, including the achievement of enhanced objectivity and fairness in marking, the improvement of teaching and marking practices, and the cultivation of collegiality and confidence among faculty. This multidimensional utility of assessment moderation is further elaborated in Tuovinen et al.'s (2015) research in four Australian academic institutions in which four main purposes associated with assessment moderation were identified: fairness and equity, quality assurance, comparability of assessments across boundaries, and learning. In their milestone study, Adie et al. (2013) propose a typology of four broad discourses associated with the purposes of assessment moderation as shown in Figure 1. They argue that the adoption of the term “discourse” is an acceptance of moderation as a social practice encompassing associated histories and cultural contexts. The proposed hermeneutic includes the discourses of equity, justification, community building, and accountability. Bloxham et al. (2016) argue that these discourses are not discreet in nature but are overlapping and interconnected. According to this framework, the equity discourse centers on ensuring fairness and consistency in both assessment design and evaluation process. Peer scrutiny, for example, has the potential of promoting equity during the assessment design phase by “ensuring that assessment tasks provide all students with equal opportunities to demonstrate their true standard of learning” (Bloxham et al., 2016, p. 642). The justification discourse addresses faculty's capacity to make confident assessment decisions and provide quality feedback to students. As Grainger et al. (2016, p. 554) observe, equity discourses are motivated by “a marker's desire to be able to publicly defend a grade to students … and to be comfortable with or convinced by the validity of their decision-making.” The community building discourse emphasizes the development of shared understanding among faculty regarding assessment standards through dialogue and collaboration. This discourse prioritizes collaboration in reviewing and establishing standards and building “the capacity to improve assessment design and inform teaching through discussion of issues and sharing of practice” (Bloxham et al., 2016, p. 641). From this perspective, assessment moderation functions as a peer learning activity that facilitates the development of shared understanding among faculty (Watty et al., 2014). Lastly, the accountability discourse focuses on the defensibility of assessment decisions in response to quality assurance measures. Under accountability, emphasis is placed on meeting regulatory and institutional requirements and outcomes (e.g., grade distributions). Importantly, Adie et al. (2013) argue that faculty perceptions of the purposes of assessment moderation may be a mix of one or more of these discourses.
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FIGURE 1
 Framework, discourses of assessment moderation (Adie et al., 2013).


This paper employs Adie et al. (2013) as a framework to analyze the discourses of faculty members at a UAE institution in relation to the purposes of assessment moderation. This framework is utilized in this study for one main reason: it offers an opportunity for institutions to reconcile accountability with faculty agency. While there is a plethora of literature on how the introduction of accountability measures have negatively impacted faculty experiences in higher education, this framework suggests that an institution may achieve a balance between discourses of accountability, a reality of today's academe, and faculty agency. Using this framework, institutional policy may be geared toward instituting assessment moderation practices as a means of providing opportunities for faculty members to engage with each other and learn (i.e., community building), achieve fairness for students (i.e., equity), while at the same time improving the defensibility of their decisions (i.e., justification) and satisfy regulatory requirements (i.e., accountability). In this sense, an institution answers Priestley et al. (2015) call for institutions to design policies that recognize educators' professionalism and enable them to achieve agency.

Assessment moderation, however, has not always received positive evaluation from faculty and researchers. Bloxham (2009) argues that the generated workload resulting from assessment moderation is not commensurate with the values attained from the activity. She believes that assessment moderation delays feedback given to students, constraints assessment choices, does not necessarily remove the inherent subjectivity of marking, may be problematized by power relations between senior and junior faculty, and may not add much to the reliability and accuracy of assessments. She recommends transferring the approach used by high school examination boards into higher education practices in order to improve the reliability and validity of assessment. After highlighting potential challenges with adopting high school standardized testing approaches, she recommends accepting the inherent subjectivity of professional judgement and shifting the focus from individual assessments to the overall profile of the individual student based on the series of marks obtained by that student. Along the same lines, Bloxham and Price (2015) question the underlying assumptions supporting external moderation as a safeguard for quality assessment. For example, they challenge the assumption that consensus on academic standards leads to a durable stability across programs. They argue that the expansion of higher education has led to a lack of understanding of the meaning of standards, hindering the ability to achieve comparability (p. 199). They add that standards comprise tacit and explicit knowledge which makes them elusive and “continuously co-constructed by academics” (p. 200). Similarly, Mason et al. (2022) found in a small scale study that assessment moderation promotes managerialism, power asymmetry dynamics, tension, and increased workload in higher education institutions. Similar findings are echoed in Mason et al. (2023). In a survey covering 380 academics, Goos and Hughes (2010) found that the accountability measures, such as assessment moderation, resulted in decreased confidence level among course coordinators, increased workload, and reduced sense of recognition.



Context and background

The study was undertaken at Muhra University, a pseudonym for a government-owned academic institution in the UAE, where English is the language of instruction. The institution introduced assessment moderation as a requirement for the first time in 2016 primarily to help improve the quality of its assessment practices and reduce the large volume of student appeals submitted on grounds of marking and assessment design errors. The first draft of the procedure was proposed in 2014; however, implementation was not actualized due to multiple institutional constraints, including administrative concerns regarding the potential augmentation of faculty workload allocation parameters. A modified version of the procedure was reproposed in 2015 limiting the moderated assessments to those whose weight exceeds 20% of the final grade. After implementing the procedure (starting Fall 2016), it was found that most assessments were re-weighted to be at 20% or less and therefore did not undergo assessment moderation. In December 2019, the CAA, the regulatory body of academic education in the UAE, introduced a new standard regulating providing guidance to academic institutions in the UAE to address “challenges for quality assurance and maintenance of high standards across the higher education sector” (CAA, 2019, p. 2). The standard document required moderation for all assessments for the first time. It requires all academic institutions to “implement methods for the moderation and assessment of student work in which more than one individual independently marks or moderates an assessment or evaluates student performance (p. 38). As a result of the new standard, the assessment moderation procedure was updated to require that all assessments be moderated, pre- and post-delivery.

The process followed by the institution at the time this survey was administered requires all assessments to undergo both pre- and post-delivery moderation. The process uses paper forms that faculty members transmit to each other through email. Both pre- and post-delivery assessment moderation require moderators to review assessment paperwork and provide written feedback. Once completed, the forms are shared with the program chair to provide any additional feedback or corrective actions. Where grades fall below or above certain boundaries, a third layer of assessment moderation is implemented, typically administered by the Assessment Section within the institution.



Research design and methodology

This case study was conducted at Muhra University in the UAE with the purpose of informing policy change and improving faculty experience in response to anecdotal feedback received from different individuals within faculty. Survey instrument development leveraged the authors' expertise in higher education assessment moderation. Following initial design, the survey was reviewed and improved by members of a faculty taskforce responsible for enhancing assessment moderation practices at the target institution. Subsequently, comprehensive pre-testing was conducted to establish validity and reliability (Ruel et al., 2015; Saunders et al., 2016). Face validity ensures items measure their intended constructs, while content validity confirms adequate coverage of research questions (Saunders et al., 2016). Reliability testing verifies instrument consistency and question clarity (Ruel et al., 2015). Expert-driven pre-testing also establishes construct validity by identifying measurement adequacy and linguistic issues (Ruel et al., 2015). The survey underwent expert review by three academic staff with publication records and survey design experience (Dillman et al., 2014). Individual debriefings followed pre-testing to enhance instrument validity and reliability (Ruel et al., 2015). Pre-testing confirmed: (1) face validity through participant verification of question and scale appropriateness; (2) content validity via confirmation of adequate research question coverage, with minor modifications incorporated based on participant suggestions (Saunders et al., 2016); and (3) linguistic accuracy through incorporation of participant feedback on wording and grammar.

The final version of the survey, including closed- and open-ended components, was distributed to the entire teaching staff population of the target institution, about 100 individuals who come from 33 different nationalities. The number of those who responded to the survey was 74, which stands at about 73% of the target audience. Of the 74 respondents, 63 responded to the closed- and open-ended, while 9 responded only to the closed-ended component of the survey. The questions of the survey were designed to enable a critical evaluation of assessment moderation practices at the target institution and explore perceptions of the challenges associated with assessment moderation. Table 1 shows a summary of survey themes and the number of questions for each theme. The number of closed-ended questions was 14 (e.g., “On a scale of 1–5, how do you rate the impact assessment moderation practice has on your teaching quality/excellence?”), while the number of open-ended ones was 15 (e.g., “What value does the assessment moderation process have for you?”). The same theme could have open-ended questions as well as closed-ended ones in order to better understand the nature of responses provided by faculty members.

TABLE 1  Survey themes and number of questions per theme.


	Theme
	Number of questions





	Moderation instruments
	9

 
	Moderation values and purpose
	11

 
	Time allocated to assessment moderation and workload
	4

 
	Assessment Literacy
	3

 
	Previous experience with assessment moderation
	2






In order to obtain an answer for the question of this research, emphasis was placed on the eleven questions grouped under the theme “Moderation values and purpose”. Answers to other questions were used to corroborate conclusions reached from these eleven questions.

This paper utilizes quantitative and qualitative analysis of responses to the survey to measure faculty perception of and attitudes toward assessment moderation at the target institution. Following Braun and Clarke (2006) and Braun et al. (2016), thematic analysis was used to gain an understanding of the qualitative responses provided by faculty members. This method allows participants to become collaborators in the research effort (Braun and Clarke, 2006) and is robust in producing policy-focused research (Braun et al., 2016). On the other hand, quantitative data obtained from the survey was analyzed using R Studio. Adie et al.'s (2013) discourses of equity, accountability, community building, and justification were used as an analytical framework for qualitative data with the purpose of identifying the discourses faculty associate with the purposes of the current and desired assessment moderation practice at the target institution. The selection of this framework was driven by the data. After repeated reading of and reflection on qualitative responses to the survey to determine themes relating to the values faculty associate with assessment moderation, data was initially coded inductively without reliance on a predetermined theoretical framework. However, emerging patterns from initial coding aligned very closely with those identified by Adie et al. (2013). This alignment ultimately informed the development of the research questions and guided the analysis and subsequent discussion.

Prior to data collection, ethical approval was obtained from Lancaster University, the institution one of the authors is affiliated with as a postgraduate researcher.



Results

The data analysis presented in this section was derived from responses to six open-ended questions categorized under “Moderation Values and Purposes”. Supplementary data obtained from responses to additional questions was incorporated to substantiate arguments advanced in this section. Adie et al.'s (2013) discourses of equity, accountability, community building, and justification were employed as an analytical framework to guide the systematic analysis and discussion of the values faculty members associate with assessment moderation. Analysis of the data revealed that the four different discourses were prevalent in responses provided by faculty members and other professional academic staff. The discourse of community building demonstrated predominance manifesting in 123 responses, compared with 69 for equity, 53 for accountability, and 37 for justification.


Community building

The most common discourse that emerged from the data was that of moderation as a community building activity. This orientation appeared as a major theme in responses to questions asking faculty about both current and desired assessment moderation practice. In responding to the question, “What value does the assessment moderation process have for you?” thirty faculty members (or about 50% of those who provided responses to this question) expressed supportive views of moderation as a tool for community building, helping them promote collaboration, improve their assessment design and marking skills, exchange views, develop shared understanding, and facilitate their transition into the institution. As examples, faculty members provided responses 1–3 to the questions, “What value does the assessment moderation process have for you?” and “What should be the strategic objective of the moderation of assessments process?”

(1) [Assessment Moderation helps build] a better understanding of the needs and capabilities of the students. When I was new, I [got] to understand what to write and what not to write because of pre-moderation. I [got] to “see” where I need to improve courtesy of the suggestions of the moderator.

(2) [Assessment Moderation] promotes best practice through a collaborative process; for example, small team workshops where people are invited to give feedback on each other's assessment design in a group setting where everybody who participates presents their own material and provides feedback to others.

(3) [Assessment Moderation] helps me understand how well an assessment tool has worked through analysis of the grade distribution.

Faculty respondents demonstrated a pronounced emphasis on their professional development as competent members of the academic community through the formative feedback received from colleagues regarding their assessment practices. Emphasis was placed on the value of moderation as a tool promoting reflection, learning, accuracy, creativity, and innovation through dialogical interactions. Excerpts (1), for example, articulates how assessment moderation functions as a mechanism for professional socialization and pedagogical development, particularly for faculty members new to the institution. The respondent identifies moderation as instrument for developing nuanced understanding of student capabilities and needs—a form of tacit knowledge acquisition essential for effective assessment practice. The narrative emphasizes how pre-moderation processes facilitated the respondent's acculturation into institutional discourse practices (“what to write and what not to write”), suggesting moderation's role in transmitting implicit disciplinary and institutional norms. Furthermore, the respondent acknowledges the formative function of moderator feedback in identifying areas for professional growth, positioning moderation as a reflective practice that supports continuous improvement through collegial guidance. This perspective aligns with conceptualizations of assessment moderation as a vehicle for developing shared understanding of standards and expectations within academic communities. Excerpt (2), taken from responses to the question “What should be the strategic objective of the moderation of assessments process?”, underscores the critical role of assessment moderation as a dialogic and collaborative practice fostering collective refinement of assessment standards through structured mechanisms such as small-team workshops, where reciprocal feedback on assessment design democratizes the development of criteria. These processes not only enhance pedagogical alignment and equity but also serve as conduits for knowledge transfer and professional development, reinforcing institutional consistency in evaluation practices. In excerpt (3), a faculty member contends that assessment moderation as a current practice provides insights into the effectiveness of an assessment instrument through a reflection on grade distribution.

As part of highlighting the learning values associated with assessment moderation, faculty members repeatedly expressed their support of assessment moderation as a tool helping them through discussions improve the linguistic accuracy of assessment instruments. Therefore, assessment moderation could serve as a learning tool for both native and non-native speakers of English (O'Hagan and Wigglesworth, 2015). Faculty members also thought that improving the linguistic accuracy of questions leads to a reduced number of student appeals, which has the potential of improving student satisfaction.

Data shows that some faculty do not seem to view assessment moderation at the target institution as a tool that is primarily concerned with promoting collegiality among faculty. A supporting argument for this claim can be obtained from faculty responses to the question, “What should be the strategic objective of the moderation of assessments process?” where a few faculty members recommend restructuring the current process to make it more focused on building shared understanding among faculty. Additionally, nine faculty members who responded to a question asking about the challenges associated with assessment moderation contended that assessment moderation is highly subjective and as a result it leads to generating sensitivities among faculty. In excerpt (4), for example, a faculty member argues that some faculty tend to “weaponized” assessment moderation by using it to attack those who had given them negative feedback. This discourse is confirmed in faculty response to a quantitative question where 68% of faculty believed that assessment moderation may cause conflict with other faculty. Despite this belief, 77% of faculty believed that they freely provide feedback to other faculty.

(4) Dealing with the subjective comments of moderators especially those who lack expertise or have personal bias. Unfortunately, some moderators use it as a weapon to take revenge. You wrote a negative comment, I'll write an even more negative comment. Some other colleagues sadly use it to show off. They write irrelevant comments. They force their colleagues to change the whole assessment or rubric. Additionally, it all depends on who the moderator is. If the moderator does not like the grades or the assessment, he has the right not to sign the form!! This makes the assessment very subjective. I've seen this happen to my colleagues.



Equity

The second most common discourse that emerged from the data was that of moderation as an activity promoting equity. About 37% of faculty who provided a response to the question, “What criteria should an ‘ideal' moderation process seek to moderate/measure?” and 29% of the ones who responded to the question, “What should be the strategic objective of the moderation of assessments process?” believed that assessment moderation should help promote equity. This compares with 22% who believed that assessment moderation practice as is helps promote equity. This does not necessarily mean that the remainder of faculty felt that assessment did not promote equity. It only means that when faculty were asked about the values of moderation as is or as envisioned, they articulated that it helps promote equity. Nonetheless, it is clear from the data that the faculty who expressed that assessment moderation should promote equity are more than those who thought that current practice promotes equity (compare 22% with 37% and 29%). As an example, faculty members provided responses 4–6 to the questions, “What value does the assessment moderation process have for you?” and “In the current system, what value does the pre-moderation process confer to teaching quality/excellence?”

(5) The assessment moderation process is invaluable as it ensures … fairness of evaluations and assessments. By having multiple assessors review and compare assessments, potential biases or errors can be identified and corrected.

(6) Ensure that students' rights to their results are preserved.

(7) Fairness: The extent to which assessments are free from bias, discrimination, and unfair advantage, ensuring equal opportunities for all students to demonstrate their knowledge and skills.

Faculty members used the word fairness or its stem words (e.g., fair, fairly) in 38 instances to talk about the values associated with moderation. This word occurred the most in faculty responses to the questions, “What should be the strategic objective of the moderation of assessments process?” and “What criteria should an ‘ideal' moderation process seek to moderate/measure?” Synonyms of fairness also appeared (e.g., impartiality, justice, and equity) in a few responses. The second most occurring component of equity that appeared in the data was that of consistency. Faculty used the word consistency and reliability in about 20 instances. Excerpt (5) underscores moderation as a mechanism for equitable practice. The involvement of multiple assessors introduces diverse perspectives that interrogate hidden biases in assessment design or grading criteria. For instance, peer scrutiny can reveal whether tasks inadvertently privilege certain cultural or linguistic backgrounds, thereby disadvantaging marginalized students. Equity demands not only error correction but also proactive inclusivity—ensuring assessments are accessible to diverse learners. By collaboratively refining tasks, faculty mitigate structural inequities, aligning with equity's goal of leveling the playing field. Excerpts (6) and (7) operationalize equity as active inclusivity. Equity-driven moderation scrutinizes assessments for cultural relevance, language accessibility, and alignment with varied learning modalities (e.g., visual, kinesthetic). Peer dialogue during moderation can challenge assumptions about “standard” knowledge demonstrations, advocating for tasks that accommodate neurodiverse or multilingual students. Equity here is not passive fairness but intentional design—ensuring assessments do not systematically exclude or disadvantage groups (cf. Grainger et al., 2016; Hand and Clewes, 2000).

Faculty also spoke about equity as a tool for improving accessibility of assessment content to students. Following Cumming and Miller's (2023) work, equity—in the context of assessment—is not viewed as a tool that is achieved at the end of the assessment, instead it “permeates throughout the entire process” (p. 40). In talking about this component of equity, faculty believed that moderation helps ensure that students are not confused during the exam, ensure the clarity of instructions given to students, and individual differences of students are considered at the time of assessment design. In doing so, faculty members “ensure that tasks enable students to demonstrate outcomes” during the assessment design phase (Bloxham et al., 2016, p. 641).



Accountability

Another common theme that emerged from that data was that of moderation as a tool for accountability, which appeared in 52 responses to open-ended questions. Many faculty members thought that moderation assists them in complying with institutional and regulatory requirements. The most dominant subthemes under accountability were assessment validity and alignment with course learning outcomes (23 instances), compliance with institutional and regulatory requirements (13 instances), and grade distribution (4 instances). As an example, faculty members provided responses 7–9 to the questions, “What value does the assessment moderation process have for you?”; “In the current system, what value does the pre-moderation process confer to teaching quality/excellence?” and “In the current system, what value does the post-moderation process confer to teaching quality/excellence?”

(8) It appears that the current process is designed to create a tool to meet a regulatory requirement to support a quantitate measurement of an inherently qualitative action. The CLO Attainment sheet is designed to provide support for evaluating teaching quality and excellence. The way grades are produced is with assessments that provide some measure of student achievement and hence teaching quality. The moderation process is designed to produce a mixed means of evaluating and documenting the quality of the underlying assessment. The moderation process produces the necessary paperwork. Mission accomplished.

(9) Value is in adherence to technical institutional guidelines like course files, etc.

(10) The post-moderation process compels faculty members to adhere to a bell curve and manipulate grades or be subjected to intense scrutiny and criticism that, frankly, isn't worth the effort. The system punishes people for grading properly and enforces the normalization of marks around an arbitrary magic number range regardless of student performance in any given section of a course.

In excerpts (8), (9), and (10), faculty members speak negatively about assessment moderation owing to it being used as an accountability measure to comply with institutional and regulatory requirements such as grade distribution. However, a majority of faculty members spoke about accountability in a positive sense as supported by the appearance of accountability as a major theme in responses to questions, “What should be the strategic objective of the moderation of assessments process?” and “What criteria should an ‘ideal' moderation process seek to moderate/measure?” In responding to the first question 18% of responses thought that accountability should be a strategic objective for moderation while 20% of responses indicated that moderation should ideally measure accountability.

Some faculty members argued that moderation assists them in evaluating the distribution of grades across different sections of the same course or across the department. In excerpt (10), for example, the faculty member argued that the institution is requiring that faculty adhere to a bell curve. This interpretation of the policy can be seen as a discourse of accountability for grade distribution. In excerpt (3), however, the faculty member thought that grade distribution was a community building helping him/her understand how the assessment has worked considering grade distribution. In excerpt (14) [next section], the faculty member is arguing that moderation helps him/her justify grading by comparing a group with other groups from the same department.



Justification

The least recurring theme that emerged from the data was that of moderation as a means to justify faculty decisions. This was typified by responses indicating that moderation builds faculty confidence in making judgements in relation to student work, providing accurate feedback to students, and justifying results. As an example, faculty members provided responses 11–15 to the questions, “What value does the assessment moderation process have for you?” and “In the current system, what value does the pre-moderation process confer to teaching quality/excellence?” “What should be the strategic objective of the moderation of assessments process?” and “In the current system, what value does the post-moderation process confer to teaching quality/excellence?”

(11) It should help mitigate any grade inflation tendencies.

(12) Contribute to reviewing and verifying the correct entry of grades and reducing the burden of grievances.

(13) It's good to see where instruments across the faculty are resulting in very high/low grades have occurred and a discussion can then be had about why. This acts as an interrater reliability check across faculty.

(14) … benchmarking the class performance with others in same department.

(15) … the feedback is translatable to other assessments and personal to each student.

There were four main arguments emerging from the data in relation to the “justification” value of assessment moderation. First, faculty members thought that assessment moderation provides faculty with confidence in marking assessments by means of reducing marking and grading errors and validating their grades. In excerpt (12), for example, the faculty members are arguing that assessment moderation supports them in reviewing marks for accuracy. When errors are minimized, faculty confidence in their decisions increases, reducing the likelihood of grievances. This aligns with the need for equitable outcomes—students are less likely to contest grades perceived as fair and procedurally consistent. Second, faculty members utilize moderation as a tool to discuss grade inflation or deflation as shown in excerpt (11) and excerpt (13), supporting them in justifying their grading to the institution. Discussing extreme grade patterns (high/low) fosters consistency across markers, a cornerstone of justification. By aligning grading practices, faculty ensure assessments are reliable and comparable, enabling them to defend grades as products of shared standards. Third, faculty argued that assessment moderation helps improve the defensibility of their grading to students. For example, in excerpt (12) the faculty member is contending that assessment moderation helps him/her reduce the burden of student appeals. Finally, some faculty members believed that assessment moderation helps them in providing appropriate feedback to students. This is evident in excerpt (15), where the faculty is contending that moderation supports him/her in providing individualized feedback directly addressing student strengths/weaknesses, thereby validating the assessment's role in learning.



Little to no purpose discourse

The findings revealed a fifth discourse category that extends beyond the four-category framework proposed by Adie et al. (2013). This additional category encompasses faculty perceptions characterized by minimal or negligible valuation of assessment moderation practices. As demonstrated in Table 2, this perspective is substantiated by the notable proportion of faculty respondents who expressed disagreement with key evaluative statements: 30% disagreed with “I see value in [the current] assessment moderation process,” while 25% disagreed with “assessment moderation has a positive impact on my teaching quality/excellence.” These results indicate a notable segment of the faculty population maintains skeptical attitudes toward the perceived utility and pedagogical benefits of institutional assessment moderation procedures.

TABLE 2  Assessment moderation value and impact.


	Agreement
	Value of assessment moderation
	Impact of assessment moderation on teaching quality/excellence





	(Strongly) agree
	48.61%
	43.66%

 
	Neutral
	20.83%
	30.99%

 
	(Strongly) disagree
	30.56%
	25.35%






The data further shows that 34 faculty members (46% of respondents) indicated that they did not have assessment moderation as a practice before joining Muhra University. Cross-tabulation analysis of these respondents' evaluations regarding moderation utility revealed that 50% maintained negative perceptions toward assessment moderation protocols, 25% expressed neutral evaluative positions, while the remaining 25% demonstrated positive attitudinal orientations toward the institutional moderation framework. Deeper statistical analysis examined the relationship between faculty members' prior experience with assessment moderation and their perceptions of its value within the institutional context. Results revealed a statistically significant positive association between previous exposure to assessment moderation practices and endorsement of its pedagogical value. Independent samples t-test revealed significant differences between groups. As visualized in Figure 2, faculty with prior experience (n = 27) reported substantially higher agreement scores (M = 3.89, SD = 1.19) compared to their inexperienced counterparts (n = 32; M = 2.56, SD = 1.37), t(57) = −3.99, p < 0.001. The magnitude of this difference, as indicated by Cohen's d = 1.03, represents a large effect size, underscoring both the statistical and practical significance of these findings. Linear regression analysis further substantiated these results, indicating that prior experience with assessment moderation predicted a 1.33-point increase in agreement ratings on the 5-point Likert scale (β = 1.33, 95% CI [0.66, 1.99], p < 0.001). The model accounted for 21.4% of the variance in perceived value ratings [R2 = 0.214, F(1, 57) = 15.52, p < 0.001]. Of the 59 participants providing complete data, 54% (n = 32) reported no prior experience with assessment moderation, while 46% (n = 27) indicated previous exposure. Response distributions differed markedly between groups: inexperienced faculty demonstrated greater variability in their ratings across the full range of the scale, whereas experienced faculty responses concentrated predominantly at higher agreement levels.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Previous experience and perception of value of moderation.


The data further suggests that faculty members' negative perceptions regarding the value and impact of assessment moderation practices were not significantly associated with their perceived levels of assessment literacy. Table 3 presents the assessment literacy profile of faculty with negative perceptions about assessment moderation (n = 22 for value and n = 18 for impact). These faculty expressed strong positive perceptions of their technical competencies in marking and design skills. This finding suggests that skeptical attitudes toward moderation processes cannot be primarily attributed to deficiencies in assessment knowledge or competencies, indicating that resistance to these practices may stem from alternative factors beyond pedagogical understanding.

TABLE 3  Assessment literacy and value and impact of assessment moderation.


	Assessment skills
	Value, assessment moderation
	Impact, assessment moderation


 
	
	Responses
	Mean
	SD
	Responses
	Mean
	SD





	Assessment design skills
	22
	4.18
	0.9
	18
	4.17
	0.98

 
	Assessment marking skills
	22
	4.5
	0.5
	18
	4.56
	0.51






On the other hand, a subset of faculty participants articulated a more circumscribed conceptualization of assessment moderation's relevance, positing that its utility is predominantly confined to educators transitioning into the institutional context. This attitude is clear in the relatively large percentage of faculty who expressed neutral positioning to the value and impact of assessment moderation, 21% and 31%, respectively. These respondents contended that moderation processes serve primarily as socialization mechanisms for faculty who are new to the country, institution, or teaching profession, facilitating their acculturation to localized assessment norms and expectations. This perspective positions moderation not as a universally valuable practice but rather as a contextually specific scaffold that diminishes in significance as faculty develop familiarity with institutional assessment cultures.




Discussion

The findings of this study revealed that community building surfaced as the most dominant discourse in faculty responses to questions on the values they associate with assessment moderation in its current or desired form. This finding agrees with those of Grainger et al. (2016) who concluded that casual staff in Australia prioritized community building over other discourses in Adie et al.'s (2013) framework and expressed a strong desire for professional dialogue opportunities regarding standards. Notably, however, the data also shows that the learning dimension of community building prevailed over collegiality and collaboration. Although faculty—many of whom are non-native English speakers—acknowledged the collaboration opportunities afforded by assessment moderation, they placed greater emphasis on its role in facilitating navigation of the institutional context. Specifically, they highlighted its value in strengthening assessment literacy and accuracy, clarifying institutional expectations, and improving linguistic precision and appropriacy. In doing so, faculty develop shared understandings not only of standards but also of broader expectations pertaining to student competence, linguistic proficiency, and institutional policy. Emphasis on linguistic accuracy is not surprising considering that a majority of faculty members are non-native speakers of English, and students are speakers of English as a second or even a foreign language. In this vein, O'Hagan and Wigglesworth (2015) argue that language “may obfuscate assessor judgements of content” (p. 1743). Therefore, assessment moderation could serve as a learning tool for both native and non-native speakers of English. The link between assessment moderation and faculty learning is corroborated by the findings of Smaill (2020) who demonstrated that teachers' involvement in moderation practice has the potential to bolster their assessment skills. The prevalence of “learning” as a major subtheme in the data under the theme “community building” gives some credibility to the framework proposed in Tuovinen et al. (2015) which places “learning” as a standalone purpose of assessment moderation. Therefore, this paper argues that the community building component of Adie et al.'s (2013) framework effectively accounts for relevant “positive” faculty responses to the purposes of assessment moderation. At the same time, this paper recommends renaming the community building discourse to “capacity and community building” to clearly account for the values of learning associated with assessment moderation and increase the framework's usability.

On the other hand, the results further suggest that assessment practice in its current form at the target institution could benefit from increased provision of safe spaces for professional dialogue regarding standards. This was supported by a response to a quantitative question where about 70% of faculty believed that assessment moderation in its current form may cause conflict among faculty, largely because communication among faculty in relation to moderation is normally carried out through email. This finding is consistent with Mason et al. (2023) who concluded that sessional faculty members in Australia are challenged by the power dynamics and subjectivity of assessment moderation. The literature consistently argues that opportunities for informal discussions at various points in the semester accelerate faculty learning, enhance assessment literacy, and mitigate tensions (e.g., Grainger et al., 2016; O'Connell et al., 2016; Smaill, 2020).

The findings further show that community building and learning prevailed over accountability, which came third in faculty responses. Interestingly, despite the negative connotations often associated with accountability in the literature, faculty members in this study conceptualized accountability in predominantly positive terms. This finding is particularly noteworthy because the limited literature on education in the UAE typically foregrounds accountability and managerialism as dominant themes. For example, Ajayan and Balasubramanian (2020) found that monitoring is one of the most dominant new managerial factors faculty members experience in the UAE. Similarly, Hudson (2013) found that faculty evaluation practices UAE institutions are excessively managerialist and punitive. Vanvelzer (2021) also concluded that assessment practice in higher education institutions in the UAE is excessively focused on accountability.

The results emerging from this study also suggest that “justification” and “community building” intersects with some aspects of “accountability”. While grade distribution is used by Adie et al. (2013) as a typical example of assessment moderation being an accountability instrument, faculty at Muhra University argued that it could also promote community building and justification. This finding agrees with Bloxham et al. (2016) who contend that discourses of grade distribution could include community building when focus is on discussions about grade distribution and whether it should be amended and justification when academics are concerned with explaining their grade distribution and the soundness of applied standards. When assessment moderation places faculty members in a position where they are expected to justify their decisions, they are giving an account of the grounds for their decisions, which can be argued to constitute a level of accountability. This is corroborated by Leithwood and Earl (2000) who argue that the levels of accountability include–from lowest to highest–description, explanation, and justification. This is also supported by Bovens (2007) who defines accountability as a “relationship between an actor and a forum, in which the actor has an obligation to explain and to justify his or her conduct, the forum can pose questions and pass judgement, and the actor may face consequences” (p. 12). As such, whether justification is upward (i.e., to an accrediting agency or to a line manager), downward (to a student), or horizontal (i.e., to a colleague), justification as a concept encapsulates a form of accountability. Therefore, this paper argues that the framework proposed in Adie et al. (2013) could benefit from combining justification with accountability under one discourse. Associated discourses of giving feedback to students and promoting confidence in marking, currently under justification, can be grouped under the capacity and community building discourse, thereby accounting for all the different concepts falling under Adie et al.'s (2013) concept of justification.

Additionally, the results show that Adie et al.'s (2013) framework does not sufficiently account for scenarios in which faculty members fundamentally contest the underlying premises of moderation or perceive it as having negligible to minimal pedagogical or institutional value. This paper argues that there are two reasons for this position. First, the faculty composition at the target institution is predominantly comprised of social scientists who, as Knight (2006) argues, demonstrate a propensity toward more subjective assessment practices compared to their natural science counterparts. This tendency is theoretically grounded in their interpretivist epistemological orientations, which acknowledge the absence of singular, objective truths in knowledge construction (Bloxham, 2009; Boud et al., 2018). Consequently, this disciplinary positioning may influence faculty attitudes toward standardized assessment moderation processes that emphasize consistency and objectivity. In this vein, Bloxham and Price (2015) question the underlying assumptions supporting moderation as a safeguard for quality assessment. This position could also be viewed as a form of epistemic resistance where faculty are challenging the underlying assumption of assessment moderation as a quality improvement tool. As an example, one faculty noted that “[t]he premise of this thing is invalid and wrong and deleterious to the faculty.” Another remarked that “every element of the current practice is deeply insulting to faculty members. It assumes that we have neither the knowledge, skills, experience, or basic intelligence to carry out the task.” This finding comports with the findings drawn by Deneen and Boud (2014) who concluded that epistemic resistance is one of the key challenges associated with change to assessment paradigms in higher education. Second, assessment moderation is not commonly practiced in the UAE or in many other parts of the world, especially in North American institutions. This was supported by the answer to a question asking faculty to indicate whether they had assessment moderation in their previous institution. In responding to this question, 34 faculty members (46% of respondents) indicated that they did not have this practice before joining Muhra University. Prior experience with assessment moderation significantly influences faculty attitudes, with experienced practitioners reporting substantially higher endorsement scores (Cohen's d = 1.03). This experiential divide, affecting 54% of participants who lacked prior exposure, represents a critical gap in professional development that may impede institutional implementation of collaborative assessment practices. Notably, faculty skepticism toward moderation practices cannot be attributed to assessment literacy deficiencies, as those expressing negative views demonstrated strong self-perceptions of technical competencies. This dissociation suggests that resistance stems from factors beyond pedagogical understanding, potentially including institutional culture or philosophical differences regarding assessment autonomy (Brown et al., 2011; Looney et al., 2018). The substantial predictive power of prior experience (R2 = 0.214) indicates that institutional strategies should prioritize hands-on moderation activities rather than theoretical knowledge transfer to cultivate faculty buy-in and optimize quality assurance implementation in higher education assessment practices. Nonetheless, the literature establishes that faculty self-perceptions of assessment competence (or assessment self-efficacy) may not accurately correspond to their demonstrated assessment literacy levels (cf. Gotch et al., 2021). Therefore, this discrepancy between perceived and actual competency suggests that self-reported measures of assessment knowledge should be interpreted with caution, as they may not provide reliable indicators of genuine pedagogical expertise in assessment practices.

This paper argues that the gap in Adie et al.'s (2013) framework can be reconciled in one of two ways. First, the framework could be expanded to include an additional category that explicitly conceptualizes faculty contestation of assessment moderation's fundamental value. Alternatively, the framework's scope could be recalibrated to explicitly acknowledge its applicability only in contexts where participants attribute some degree of value to moderation processes. Either modification would enhance the framework's analytical robustness when examining assessment moderation as a contested practice within diverse institutional environments. Drawing upon preceding discussion, a proposed revision of the framework is presented in Figure 3. This revised conceptualization incorporates lexical indicators and discursive markers that researchers may employ as analytical heuristics when identifying and categorizing the assessment moderation discourses articulated by study participants. These linguistic signifiers serve as methodological entry points for discourse analysis, facilitating more systematic identification of the underlying conceptual orientations that faculty members express when discussing assessment moderation practices. The inclusion of these discursive indicators enhances the framework's operational utility for qualitative researchers, providing a more robust analytical apparatus for examining the nuanced ways in which faculty conceptualize and position themselves in relation to assessment moderation processes within diverse institutional contexts.


[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3
 Revision of Adie et al. (2013) framework.




Conclusions and recommendations

This study has provided valuable insights into faculty perceptions and discourses regarding assessment moderation within the non-Western context of Muhra University in the UAE. Through a mixed-methods case study approach, this paper has examined how assessment moderation is experienced by faculty members, revealing several significant findings that contribute to the broader literature on assessment practices in higher education. This study demonstrates that while Adie et al.'s (2013) framework effectively captures significant dimensions of faculty perceptions regarding assessment moderation, it exhibits notable limitations in conceptualizing faculty contestation of moderation's fundamental premises. The framework inadequately addresses instances where faculty articulate perceptions of minimal or negligible value in moderation practices. Furthermore, our analysis suggests two substantive refinements to enhance the framework's analytical precision: first, consolidating the justification and accountability discourses into a unified category, recognizing their conceptual overlap in faculty narratives; and second, reconceptualizing the community building discourse as ‘capacity and community building' to more accurately reflect the professional learning dimensions that emerged prominently in our data. Additionally, we propose an enhanced version of the framework that incorporates specific lexical indicators as methodological heuristics for researchers, thereby increasing its operational utility in qualitative analysis of assessment moderation discourses across diverse institutional contexts.

The paper further demonstrates that faculty at Muhra University predominantly perceive assessment moderation through a community-building discourse. This finding extends Adie et al.'s (2013) four-discourse framework by highlighting the contextual nuances that shape faculty perceptions in internationalized, non-Western settings. The prominence of community building as a discourse reflects the value faculty members place on collegial dialogue, shared understanding of standards, and collaborative professional development—elements that are particularly salient in a diverse academic environment where faculty come from varied linguistic and cultural backgrounds. While community building emerged as the dominant discourse, our findings also reveal the multifaceted nature of assessment moderation, with faculty simultaneously recognizing its role in ensuring equity, maintaining accountability, and providing justification for assessment decisions. This multidimensionality suggests that assessment moderation serves multiple purposes simultaneously, though not without tensions and contradictions. Faculty expressed concerns about subjectivity, workload implications, and potential interpersonal conflicts that can arise during moderation processes, indicating that the implementation of moderation policies requires careful consideration of both procedural and relational aspects.

Despite its contributions, this study has limitations that should be acknowledged. The focus on a single institution and the predominance of social science faculty in the sample limit the generalizability of findings. Additionally, the reliance on self-reported data and the evolving nature of assessment moderation practices at the institution may influence the stability of perceptions over time. One methodological limitation concerns the lack of demographic data collection, which prevented the investigation of relationships between faculty background characteristics and their expressed perceptions.

Future research should expand the empirical scope to include multiple institutions and disciplines within the UAE and other non-Western contexts. Longitudinal studies would be valuable in tracking how perceptions and practices evolve with policy changes and professional development initiatives. Further investigation into effective strategies for fostering collegial dialogue and reducing conflict in moderation processes would also be beneficial, as would research examining the impact of assessment moderation on student learning outcomes and institutional quality assurance.
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