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Strong students find exams easy. They often do well on the basis of the first idea that comes into their heads.  As a result - without inspirational teachers - they have little incentive to think more carefully. At the same time, weak students struggle with inefficient rote-learning strategies to try to keep up.  Experience with medical students shows that many do not truly understand what it means to understand something they have learned about, or what constitutes a rigorous argument. Even essays often fail to test understanding effectively, while automated ('objective') testing can be perceived as making things worse and regarded (unfairly, I think) as a necessary evil. 

At UCL we have for 10 years been tackling this problem with a simple yet carefully designed Confidence-Based Marking scheme (CBM) that rewards students for thinking about an answer to the point that they can either justify high confidence in it, or reasons for reservation. By expressing confidence on a scale C=1,2,3 they gain 1,2 or 3 marks if the answer is right, and 0,-2 or -6 marks if it is wrong. They benefit with C=3 if they can justify the answer, or with C=1 if there is reason to suspect they may be wrong. 

The workshop will explain and give experience of CBM and invite discussion and feedback of what appear to participants to be potential + and - features of using it.  The success of CBM in formative and summative assessment at UCL - both from student evaluation and statistical perspectives, together with decades of research supporting theoretical and pedagogic merits for both teaching and assessment, make it a mystery why CBM has not become much more widely used in education, in many disciplines and at many levels. 

CBM exercises, publications and references are available at www.ucl.ac.uk/lapt .
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