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Abstract Evaluative judgement is the capability to make decisions about the quality of work
of oneself and others. In this paper, we propose that developing students’ evaluative judgement
should be a goal of higher education, to enable students to improve their work and to meet
their future learning needs: a necessary capability of graduates. We explore evaluative
judgement within a discourse of pedagogy rather than primarily within an assessment discourse, as a way of encompassing and integrating a range of pedagogical practices. We trace
the origins and development of the term ‘evaluative judgement’ to form a concise definition
then recommend refinements to existing higher education practices of self-assessment, peer
assessment, feedback, rubrics, and use of exemplars to contribute to the development of
evaluative judgement. Considering pedagogical practices in light of evaluative judgement
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may lead to fruitful methods of engendering the skills learners require both within and beyond
higher education settings.
Keywords Assessment for learning . Sustainable assessment . Peer assessment . Feedback .
Graduate attributes . Self-regulated learning

Introduction
How does a student come to an understanding of the quality of their efforts and make decisions
on the acceptability of their work? How does an artist know which of their pieces is good
enough to exhibit? How does an employee know whether their work is ready for their
manager? Each of these and other common scenarios require more than the ability to do good
work; they require appraisal and an understanding of standards or quality. This capability of
‘evaluative judgement’, or being able to judge the quality of one’s own and others’ work, is
necessary not just in a student’s current course but for learning throughout life (Boud and Soler
2016). It encapsulates the ongoing interactions between the individual, their fellow students or
practitioners, and standards of performance required for effective and reflexive practice.
However, current assessment and feedback practices do not necessarily operate from this
perspective. Assessment design is frequently critiqued for being unidirectional, excessively
content and task focused, while also positioning students as passive recipients of feedback
information (e.g. Carless et al. 2011). Worse than failing to support the development of
evaluative judgement, these approaches may even inhibit it, by producing graduates dependent
on others’ assessment of their work, who are not able to identify criteria to apply in any given
context. This may be because evaluative judgement is undertheorised and under-researched. In
particular, although there have been some theoretical arguments about its importance (e.g.
Sadler 2010), evaluative judgement has not been the focus of sustained attention and very little
empirical work exists on the effectiveness of strategies for developing students’ evaluative
judgement (Nicol 2014; Tai et al. 2016). Sadler (2013) observed that ‘quality is something I do
not know how to define, but I recognise it when I see it’ (p. 8), a common experience for those
dealing with abstract concepts. This perceived inability to articulate what quality is has likely
impacted on our ambitions and capability to directly educate learners about quality.
Studies in the field of human judgement have brought to bear better understandings
regarding our own fallibility in evaluating or judging student work (Brooks 2012). We may
default to ‘quick thinking’, assessing intuitively rather than by thoughtful deliberation and
employ referents for judgements which exist outside published criteria. Heuristics and biases
are also likely to influence decision-making (Joughin et al. 2016). Given there are strategies to
assist markers to develop their judgement (Sadler 2013), we may also be able to help learners
develop strategies for refining their own judgement (i.e. surfacing potentially implicit quality
criteria and comparing these to the espoused ones), through a range of activities and tasks
which requires students to examine and interact with examples of work of varying quality.
In this paper, we trace the elaboration of evaluative judgement and related concepts in the
literature and converge on a definition. We then discuss five pedagogical approaches that may
support the development of evaluative judgement, and how they could be improved if
evaluative judgement were a priority. We conclude with implications for future agendas in
research and practice to understand and develop evaluative judgement. We argue that evaluative judgement is a necessary, distinct concept that has not been given sufficient attention in
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higher education research or practice. We propose that evaluative judgement underpins and
integrates existing pedagogies such as self-assessment, peer assessment, and the use of
exemplars. We suggest that the development of evaluative judgement is one of higher
education’s ultimate goals and a necessary capability for graduates.

Tracing the evolution of ‘evaluative judgement’
The origin of evaluative judgement can be traced back to Sadler’s (1989) ideas of ‘evaluative
knowledge’ (p 135), or ‘evaluative expertise’ (p 138), which students must develop to become
progressively independent of their teachers. Sadler proposed that students needed to understand criteria in relation to the standards required for making quality judgements, before being
able to appreciate feedback about their performance. Students then also required the ability to
engage in activity to close the gap between their performance and the standards that were
expected to be achieved. These proposals were specifically made in relation to the role of
formative assessment in learning design: formative assessments were to aid students in
understanding how complex judgements were made and to allow students to have direct,
authentic experiences of evaluating others and being evaluated (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick
2006). The overall goal was to enable students to develop and rely on their own evaluative
judgements so that they can become independent students and eventually effective
practitioners.
The term ‘sustainable assessment’ was coined to indicate a purpose of assessment that had
not been sufficiently encompassed by the previous dichotomy of the summative and the
formative. Sustainable assessment was proposed as assessment ‘that meets the needs of the
present and [also] prepares students to meet their own future learning needs’(Boud 2000, p.
151). This was posited as a distinct purpose of assessment: summative assessment typically
met the needs of other stakeholders (i.e. for grade generation and certification), and formative
assessment was commonly limited to tasks within a particular course or course unit. Sustainable assessment focused on building the capacity of students to make judgements of their own
work and that of others through engagement in a variety of assessment activities so that they
could be more effective learners and meet the requirements of work beyond the point of
graduation.
Similarly, ideas of ‘informed judgement’ also sat firmly within the assessment literature. In
Rethinking Assessment in Higher Education, Boud (2007) sought to develop an inclusive view
of student assessment, locating it as a practice at the disposal of both teachers and learners
rather than simply an act of teachers. To this end, assessment was taken to be any activity that
informed the judgement of any of the parties involved. Those being informed included
learners; many discussions of assessment positioned learners as subjects of assessments by
others, or as recipients of assessment information generated by others. Assessment as
informing judgement was designed to acknowledge that assessment information is vital for
students in planning their own learning and that assessment activities should be established on
the assumption that learning was important. As a part of this enterprise, Boud and Falchikov
(2007, pp. 186–190) proposed a framework for developing assessment skills for future
learning. These steps towards promoting students’ informed judgement from the perspective
of the learner consisted of the following: (a) identifying oneself as an active learner, (b)
identifying one’s level of knowledge and the gaps in this, (c) practising testing and judging, (d)
developing these skills over time, and (e) embodying reflexivity and commitment.
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Returning to pedagogical practices, Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) interpreted Sadler’s
ideas around evaluative knowledge to mean that students ‘must already possess some of the
same evaluative skills as their teacher’ (p. 204). Through making repeated judgements about
the quality of students’ work, teachers come to implicitly understand the necessary standards
of competence. These understandings of quality (implicit or explicit) and striving to attain
them are necessary precursors of expertise. Yet, this understanding had not previously been
expected of students in such a nuanced and explicit way.
Sadler (2010) revisited the idea of evaluative judgement to further explore what surrounds acts of
feedback. Here, he proposed that student capability in ‘complex appraisal’ was necessary for
learning from feedback and that educators needed to do more to articulate the reasons for the
information provided (i.e. quality notions) rather than providing information. Sadler also suggested
that an additional method for developing this capability was peer review or assessment, which was
also taken up by Gielen et al. (2011). By engaging students in making judgements, and interacting
with criteria, it was thought that understandings of quality and tacit knowledge (which educators
already held) would be developed. Nicol (2014) continued this argument and provided case studies
to illustrate the power of peer review in developing evaluative capacity.
In parallel with the development of these ideas, the wider context of higher education had
been changing internationally. The framing of courses and assessment practices around explicit
learning outcomes and judging students’ work in terms of criteria and standards had become
increasingly accepted (Boud 2017). This move towards a standard-based curriculum provided
a stronger base for the establishment of students developing evaluative judgement than
hitherto, because having explicit standards helps students to clarify their learning goals and
what they need to master.
We suggest that the authors identified in this section were discussing the same fundamental
idea: that students must gain an understanding of quality and how to make evaluative
judgements, so that they may operate independently on future occasions, taking into account
all forms of information and feedback comments, without explicit external direction from a
teacher or teacher-like figure. This also aligns with much of the ongoing discussions in higher
education focused on preparing students for professional practice, which is sometimes couched
in terms of an employability agenda (Knight and Yorke 2003; Tomlinson 2012). Employers
have criticised for decades the underpreparedness of graduates for the workplace and the lack
of impact of the various moves made to address this concern, e.g. inclusion of communication
skills and teamwork in the curriculum (e.g. Thompson 2006). A focus on developing evaluative skills may lead to graduates who can identify what is needed for good work in any
situation and what is needed for them to produce it.
This paper therefore makes an argument for evaluative judgement as an integrating and
encompassing concept, part of curricular and pedagogical goals, rather than primarily an assessment
concern. Evaluative judgement speaks to a broader purpose and the reason why we employ a range
of strategies to facilitate learning: to develop students’ notions of quality and how they might be
identified in their actual work. Before we discuss practices which promote students’ evaluative
judgement, it is necessary to indicate how we are using this term.

Defining evaluative judgement
As a term, evaluative judgement has only relatively recently been taken up in the higher and
professional education literature, as a higher-level cognitive ability required for life-long
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learning (Cowan 2010). Ideas about evaluation and critical judgement being necessary for
effective feedback, and therefore learning, have also been highlighted by Sadler (2010), Nicol
(2013, 2014, 2014), and Boud and Molloy (2013). These scholars argue that evaluative
judgement acknowledges the complexity of contextual standards and performance, supports
the development of learning trajectories and mastery, and is therefore aimed at future capacities
and lifelong learning.
Little empirical work has so far been conducted within an explicit evaluative judgement
framework. Firstly, Nicol et al. (2014) demonstrated the ability of peer learning activities to
facilitate students’ judgement making in higher education settings. Secondly, Tai et al. (2016)
also explored the role of informal peer learning in producing accurate evaluative judgements,
which impacted on students’ capacity to engage in feedback conversations, through a better
understanding of standards. Thirdly, Barton et al. (2016) reframed formal feedback processes
to develop evaluative judgement, including dialogic feedback, self-assessment, and a programmatic feedback journal.
Nevertheless, there is a wider literature on formative assessment that has not been framed
under the evaluative judgement umbrella, but which can be repositioned to do so. This
literature supports students developing capability for evaluative judgement either through
strategies that involve self-assessment (e.g. Boud 1992; Panadero et al. 2016), peer assessment
(e.g. Panadero 2016; Topping 2010), or self-regulated learning (e.g. Nicol and MacfarlaneDick 2006; Panadero and Alonso-Tapia 2013). Although they do not use the term, these sets of
studies share a common purpose with evaluative judgement: to enhance students’ critical
capability via a range of learning and assessment practices. We propose that a focus on
developing evaluative judgement goes a step beyond these through providing a more coherent
framework to anchor these practices while adding a further perspective taken from sustainable
assessment (Boud and Soler 2016): equipping students for future practice. However, what are
the features of evaluative judgement and how does it integrate these multiple agendas?
An earlier definition of evaluative judgement by Tai et al. (2016) was
‘… the ability to critically assess a performance in relation to a predefined but not
necessarily explicit standard, which entails a complex process of reflection. It has an
internal application, in the form of self-evaluation, and an external application, in
making decisions about the quality of others’ work’. (p. 661)
This definition was formed in the context of medical students’ learning on clinical placements.
There are many variations of what ‘work’ is within the higher education setting, which are not
limited to performance. Work may also constitute written pieces (essays and reports), oral
presentations, creative endeavours, or other products and processes. Furthermore, many
elements of the definition seemed tautological, and so, we present a simpler definition:
Evaluative judgement is the capability to make decisions about the quality of work of
self and others
In alignment with Tai et al. (2016), there are two components integral to evaluative judgement
which operate as complements to each other: firstly, understanding what constitutes quality
and, secondly, applying this understanding through an appraisal of work, whether it be one’s
own, or another’s. This second step could be thought of as the making of evaluative
judgements, which is the means of exercising one’s evaluative judgement. Through appraising
work, an individual has to interact with a standard (whether implicit or explicit), potentially
increasing their understandings of quality. The learning of quality and the learning of
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judgement making are interdependent: when coupled, they provide a stronger justification for
the development of both aspects, in being prepared for future work. While judgement making
occurs frequently and could be done without any attention to the development of itself as a
skill, we consider that the process of developing evaluative judgement needs to be deliberate
and be deliberated upon. Evaluative judgement itself, however, may become unconscious
when the individual has had significant experience and expertise in making evaluative
judgements in a specific area.
We propose that the development of evaluative judgements can be fruitfully considered
using the staged theory of expertise of decision-making (Schmidt and Rikers 2007). This has
been illustrated through the study of how medical students learn to make clinical decisions by
seeing many different patients and making decisions about them. This involves both analytical
and non-analytical processes; however, as novices, this process is initially labour intensive,
requiring the integration of multiple strands of knowledge in an analytical fashion. Learning to
make decisions occurs through actually having to make decisions, justification of the decisions
in relation to knowledge and standards, and discussion with peers, mentors, and supervisors
(Ajjawi and Higgs 2008). As they become more experienced, medical trainees come to
‘chunk’ knowledge through making links between biomedical knowledge and particular
clinical signs and symptoms. These are chunked further to form patterns or illness scripts
about particular diseases, presentations, and conditions. Thus, the process becomes less
analytical, with analytical reasoning used when problems do not seem to fit an existing pattern,
as a safety mechanism.
In a similar way, we hypothesise that students and teachers develop the equivalent of such
scripts where knowledge about what makes for quality becomes linked through repeated
exposure to work, consideration of standards (whether these are implicit or explicit) and the
need to justify decisions (as assessors do post hoc (Ecclestone 2001)). These help strengthen
judgements in relation to particular disciplinary genres and within communities of practice.
This may explain why experienced assessors find marking of a familiar task less effortful: they
have had sufficient experience to become more intuitive in their judgements based on
previously formed patterns, but they still use explicit criteria and standards to rationalise their
intuitive global professional judgement to others. Indeed in health, the communication of
clinical judgements has been found to be a post hoc reformulation to suit the audience rather
than an actual representation of the decision-making process (Ajjawi and Higgs 2012).
Similarly, we suggest that students can develop their evaluative judgement through repeated
practice. Making an evaluative judgement requires the activation of knowledge about quality
in relation to a problem space. By repeating this process in different situations, students build
their quality scripts for particular disciplinary assessment genres which in turn means they can
make better decisions.
We note that evaluative judgement is contextual: what constitutes quality, and what a
decision may look like, will depend on the setting in which the evaluative judgement is made.
Evaluative judgement is domain specific: one develops expertise pertaining to a specific
subject or disciplinary area, from which decisions about quality of work are made. However,
the capability of identifying criteria of quality and applying these to work in context may cross
domains. Evaluative judgement is also more than just an orientation to disciplinary, community, or contextual standards as applied to current instances of work, it can be carried over to
future work too. There are also likely to be differences between work expected at an entry level
and that conducted by experts. In areas in which it is possible to make practice explicit, the
notion of learners calibrating their judgement against those of effective practitioners or other
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sources of expertise is also important (Boud et al. 2015). To develop evaluative judgement,
feedback information should perhaps focus less on the quality of students’ work and more on
the fidelity of their judgements about quality. Feedback is, however, but one of several
practices which may develop evaluative judgement.

Current practices which develop evaluative judgement
There are several aspects of courses that already contribute to the development of students’
evaluative ability. However, they may not previously have been seen from this perspective and
their potential for this purpose not fully realised. Through the formal and informal curriculum
(including assessment structures), learners are likely to develop evaluative judgement. There
are a range of assessment-related activities, such as self and peer assessment, which are now
imbued with greater purpose through their link with evaluative judgement.
The provision of assessment criteria is an attempt to represent standards to students.
However, such representations are unlikely to communicate the complex tacit knowledge
embedded in standards and quality (Sadler 2007). Teachers are considered able to make expert
and reliable judgements because of their experiences with having to make repeated judgements
forming patterns or instantiations, as well as socialisation into the standards of the discipline
(Ecclestone 2001). However, even experts vary in their interpretation of standards and use of
marking criteria, especially when they are not made explicit from the outset (Bloxham et al.
2016). Standards reside in the practices of academic and professional communities
underpinned by tacit and explicit knowledge and are, therefore, subject to varied
interpretation/enactments (O’Donovan et al. 2004). Students develop their understanding of
standards, at minimum, through the production of work for assessment and then receiving a
mark: this gives them clues about the quality of their work and they may form implicit criteria
for improving the work regardless of the explicit criteria. We argue that through an explicit
focus on evaluative judgement, students can form systematic and hopefully better calibrated
evaluative judgements rather than implicit and idiosyncratic ones. The curriculum may then
better serve the function of inducting and socialising learners into a discipline, providing them
with opportunities to take part in discussing standards and criteria, and the processes of making
judgements (of their own and others’ work). This will help them develop appropriate evaluative judgement themselves in relation to criteria or standards and make more sense of and take
greater control of their own learning (Boud and Soler 2016; Sadler 2010).
Many existing practices have potential for developing evaluative judgement. However,
some of the ways in which they have been implemented are not likely to be effective for this
end. Table 1 illustrates ways in which they may or may not be used to develop evaluative
judgement. We focus attention on these five common practices, as they hold significant
potential for further development.

Self-assessment
Self-assessment involves students appraising their own work. Earlier studies focused on
student-generated marks, comparing them with those generated by teachers. Despite longstanding criticisms (Boud and Falchikov 1989), this strategy remains common in selfassessment research (Panadero et al. 2016). We suggest that persistence of this emphasis lies
in several reasons. Firstly, such studies are easy to conduct and analyse. They involve little or

474

High Educ (2018) 76:467–481

Table 1 Practices to develop evaluative judgement: sub-optimal strategies and potential improvements
Practice

Sub-optimal strategies which may already be Potential improvements
implemented

Self-assessment Self-assessments that solely generate grades Focus on how to identify and choose criteria
for judgement; feedback to indicate how
or contribute to final grades; which do not
the self-assessment might be improved in
involve students in identifying or
future; use of self-assessments which span
considering criteria; which provide no
units and identify future learning needed.
feedback on the quality of the judgements
involved.
Peer assessment which substitutes for teacher Emphasis on perspectives peers can uniquely
Peer
bring to the work (e.g. extent to which it
marking; peer feedback without
feedback/communicates to them quality); focus on
consideration of criteria and the varieties of
review
the how work meets or does not meet
ways in which they may be applied; peer
agreed standards and criteria; appreciation
review without orientation and discussion
that benefits might accrue more to the
of issues that may arise.
provider than the receiver of information.
Feedback as dialogue which looks to future
Feedback
Feedback as ‘telling’ (Sadler 1989) or ‘cortasks rather than just present instances of
rections’ or as information handed to the
work; sufficient detail and justification
student; information provided at times and
which help students understand how their
on tasks, or in a manner which does not
work aligned or differed from the standards
allow it to be easily used for future work;
employed and information that expects a
provision of information without follow-up
response or a plan for action; contains
on whether it was able to be used in subfeedback that responds to students’
sequent tasks.
self-assessment of their own work; maintaining a feedback journal that spans a
course with ipsative feedback per competence or learning outcome rather than task
or unit focused.
Rubrics
Rubrics as checklists in a present/absent di- Rubrics implemented with formative
assessment purposes, rubrics co-created to
chotomy rather than descriptors of quality
develop a shared understanding of criteria
of work; use of criteria that students have
and how they might be applied; rubrics that
not been involved in discussing; rubrics
represent how evaluative judgements are
supplanting evaluative judgement;
actually made in the particular discipline;
standardised templates that do not respond
dialogic use of rubrics where there is disto the different forms of judgement needed
cussion around the descriptors/criteria; use
for each task.
of rubrics in conjunction with exemplars;
movement back and forth from work to
rubrics then to the work to formulate
deeper understandings of quality; rubric
criteria that span multiple tasks across
units.
Exemplars
Exemplars may be merely given to students or Multiple, different exemplars discussed with
peers and teachers to uncover what the
uploaded on a learning management
range of quality indicators might be.
system with little discussion of how quality
is demonstrated within the exemplar.

no changes to curriculum and pedagogy. ‘Grade guessing’ can be added with little disruption
to a normal class regime. Secondly, there remains a legitimate interest in understanding
students’ self-marking: students exist in a grade-oriented environment. What is needed for the
development of evaluative judgement is for the emphasis of self-assessment to be on eliciting
and using criteria and standards as an embedded aspect of learning and teaching strategies
(Thompson 2016). Self-assessment can more usefully be justified in terms of assisting students
to develop multiple criteria and qualitatively review their own work against them and thus
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refine their judgements rather than generate grades that might be distorted by their potential use
as a substitute for teacher grades.
The focus of evaluative judgement is not just inwards on one’s work but also outwards to
others’ performance, about the two in comparison to each other, and standards. Metacognition
and ‘reflective judgement thinking’ (Pascarella and Terenzini 2005) also fall within this
category of largely self-oriented ideas. Self-assessment is typically focused on a specific task,
whereby a student comes to understand the required standard and thus improves their work on
the specific task at hand (Panadero et al. 2016). Evaluative judgements encompass these
elements while also transcending the immediate task by developing a student’s judgement of
quality that can be further refined and evoked in similar tasks.

Peer assessment and peer review
Similar to the literature regarding self-assessment, a significant proportion of studies of peer
assessment have focused on the accuracy of marks generated and the potential for a number
calculated from peer assessments to contribute to grades (Falchikov and Goldfinch 2000;
Speyer et al. 2011). Simultaneously, others have pointed to the formative, educative, and
pedagogical purposes of peer assessment (Dochy et al. 1999; Liu and Carless 2006; Panadero
2016) and consider both the receiving and the giving of peer feedback to be important for
learning (van den Berg et al. 2006), particularly for the development of evaluative judgement
(Nicol et al. 2014). By engaging more closely with criteria and standards, and having to
compare work to these, students have reported a better understanding of quality work
(McConlogue 2012; Tai et al. 2016). Many peer assessment exercises, whether formal or
informal, may already contribute to the development of evaluative judgement. By a more
explicit focus on evaluative judgement, students can pay close attention to what constitutes
quality in others’ work and how that may transfer to their own work on the immediate task and
beyond. Learning about notions of quality through assessing the work of peers may reduce the
effect of cognitive biases directed towards the self when undertaking self-assessment (Dunning
et al. 2004). It is also likely that the provider of the assessment may benefit more from the
interaction than the receiver, as it is their judgement which is being exercised (Nicol et al.
2014).

Feedback
Scholarship on feedback in higher education has progressed rapidly in recent years to move
beyond merely providing students with information about their work to emphasising the
effects on students’ subsequent work and to involving them as active agents in a forwardlooking dialogue about their studies (Boud and Molloy 2013; Carless et al. 2011; Merry et al.
2013). This work suggests that feedback (termed Feedback Mark 2) should go beyond the
current task to look to future instances of work and develop students’ evaluative judgement.
Boud and Molloy (2013) introduced this model to supplant previous uses of ‘feed forward’.
Feedback to develop evaluative judgement would emphasise dialogue to clarify applicable
standards and criteria that define quality, to help refine the judgement of students about their
work and to assist them to formulate actions that arise from their appreciation of their work and
the information provided about it from other sources. Feedback may be oriented specifically
towards evaluative judgement across a curriculum, highlighting gaps in understandings of
quality and how quality is influenced by discipline and context.
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A focus on evaluative judgement requires new ways to think about feedback. Comments to
students are not only about their work per se but about the judgements they make about it. The
information they need to refine their judgements includes whether they have chosen suitable
criteria, whether they have reached justifiable decisions about the work, and what they need to
do to develop these capabilities further. There is no need to repeat what students already know
about the quality of their work, but to raise their awareness of where their judgement has been
occluded or misguided. Guidance is then also required towards future goals and judgement
making. This new focus for feedback could be thought of as occupying the highly influential
‘self-regulation’ level of Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) model of feedback.

Rubrics
Rubrics can be thought of as a scaffold or pedagogy to support the development of evaluative
judgement. There is extensive diversity of rubric practices (Dawson 2015), some of which may
better support the development of evaluative judgement (e.g. formative use (Panadero and
Jonsson 2013)) than others.
If rubrics are to be used to develop students’ evaluative judgement, they should be designed
and used in ways that reflect the nuanced understandings of quality that experts use when
making judgements about a particular type of task while acknowledging the complexity and
fluidity of the practices, and hence standards, they represent. Current understandings of
influences on rater judgement should also be communicated to give students a sense that there
may also be unconscious, tacit, and personal factors in play. Existing work suggests that
students can be trained to use analytic rubrics to evaluate their own work and the work of
others (e.g. Boud et al. 2013); however, the ability to apply a rubric does not necessarily imply
that students have developed evaluative judgement without a rubric. Hendry and Anderson
(2013) proposed that marking guides are only helpful for students to understand quality when
the students themselves use them to critically evaluate work. For evaluative judgement to be a
sustainable capability, it needs to work in the absence of the artifice of the university. Although
students’ notions of quality may be refined with each iteration of a learning task and associated
engagement with standards and criteria, not all aspects of quality can be communicated
through explicit criteria; some will remain tacit and embodied (Hudson et al. 2017).
Student co-creation of rubrics may support the development of evaluative judgement (Fraile
et al. 2016). These approaches usually involve students collectively brainstorming sets of
criteria and engaging in a teacher-supported process of discussing disciplinary quality standards and priorities. These processes may develop a more sustainable evaluative judgement
capability, as they involve students in the social construction and articulation of standards: a
process that may support them to develop evaluative judgement in the new fields and contexts
they move into throughout their lives.

Exemplars
Exemplars provide instantiations of quality and an opportunity for students to exercise their
evaluative judgement. A challenge in using exemplars is ensuring they are sustainable, that is,
they represent features not just of a given task but of quality more broadly in the discipline or
profession. This may be resolved by ensuring assessment tasks are authentic in nature.
However, exemplars are likely to require some commentary for students to be able to use
them to full advantage in developing their evaluative judgement.
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There are a small number of research studies on the use of exemplars to develop student
understanding of quality. Earlier work done by Orsmond et al. (2002) identified that student
discussion regarding a range of exemplars without the revelation of grades aided in understanding notions of quality. To and Carless (2015) more recently have advocated for a
‘dialogic’ approach involving student participation in different types of discussion, as well
as teacher guidance. However, teachers may need to reserve their own evaluative judgement to
allow students to co-construct understandings of quality (Carless and Chan 2016). Students
have been shown to value teacher explanation more than their own interactions with exemplars
(Hendry and Jukic 2014). The use of exemplars in developing evaluative judgement is likely to
require a delicate balance, where students are scaffolded to notice various examples of quality,
without explicit ‘telling’ from the teacher.

Discussion and conclusion
We propose that developing students’ evaluative judgement should be a goal of higher
education. Starting with such an integrative orientation demand refinements to existing
pedagogical practices. Of the five discussed, some have a close relationship with assessment
tasks; others can be part of any teaching and learning activity in any discipline.
Common to these practices is active and iterative engagement with criteria, the enactment
of judgements on diverse samples of work, dialogic feedback with peers and tutors oriented
towards understanding quality which may not be otherwise explicated, and articulation and
justification of judgements with a focus on both immediate and future tasks. Evaluative
judgement brings together these different activities and refocuses them as pedagogies to be
used towards producing students who can make effective judgements within and beyond the
course. We identified these pedagogies as developing evaluative judgement through the
consideration of previous conceptual work which touched on the notion that students need a
sense of quality to successfully undertake study and conduct their future lives as graduates
(e.g. Sadler 2010; Boud and Falchikov 2007). In doing this, we have gone beyond using
evaluative judgement as an explanatory term for student learning phenomena (Tai et al. 2016;
Nicol et al. 2014) and sought to broaden its use to become a key justification for requiring
students to engage in certain pedagogical activities.
Developing students’ evaluative judgement is important for several reasons. It provides an
overarching means to communicate with students about a central purpose of these activities,
how they may relate to each other and to course learning outcomes. With sceptical studentconsumers, a strong educational rationale which speaks to students’ future use is necessary
(Nixon et al. 2016). It may also persuade educators that devoting time to work-intensive
activities such as using exemplars, co-creating rubrics, and undertaking self and peer assessment and feedback is worthwhile. Since the development of evaluative judgement is a
continuing theme to underpin all other aspects of the course (Boud and Falchikov 2007),
opportunities are available at every stage: in classroom and online discussions, in the ways in
which learning tasks are planned and debriefed, in the construction of each assessment task
and feedback process, and, most importantly, in the continuing discourse about what study is
for and how it can be effective in preparing students for all types of work.
The explicit inclusion of evaluative judgement, in courses, might also actively engage
student motivations to learn. The development of evaluative judgement complements and adds
to other graduate attributes developed through of course of study. The notion of evaluative

478

High Educ (2018) 76:467–481

judgement is not a substitute for well-established features of the curriculum but a way of
relating them to the formation of learners’ judgement. This additional purpose is likely to
empower students in their learning context. Students will transition from being dependent
novices and consumers of information to becoming agentic individuals able to participate in
social notions of determining quality work. This sort of journey will require students to be
supported in becoming self-regulated learners who take responsibility for their own learning
and direct it accordingly (Sitzmann and Ely 2011).
Researchers and educators should be concerned not only with the effectiveness of interventions to develop evaluative judgement but also understanding the quality of student
evaluative judgement. Existing ‘grade guessing’ research comparing student self-/peer marking against expert/teacher marking provides only a thin measure of evaluative judgement.
Determining whether evaluative judgement has been developed could occur through particular
self- and peer assessment activities in which students judge their own work and that of others
and the qualities of the judgements made. The quality of an evaluative judgement lies not only
in its result but in the thought processes and justifications used. High quality evaluative
judgement involves students identifying and using appropriate criteria (both prescribed and
self-generated) and discerning whether their own work and that of others meets these requirements. Through this process, students can be supported to refine their understanding of quality
for future related tasks and come to know how to manage the ambiguities inherent in criteria
when applied in different contexts. This presents a complex phenomenon for researchers and
educators to understand or measure, for which correlations between teacher and student marks
are inadequate.
This paper has developed a new definition and focus on evaluative judgement to describe
why we might want to develop it in our students and how to go about this. Evaluative
judgement provides the reason ‘why’ for implementing certain pedagogies. Further theoretical
work may assist in better understanding how to develop evaluative judgement amongst
students. While we have characterised it as a capability, there may also be motivational,
attitudinal, and embodied aspects of evaluative judgement to consider. Empirical studies are
also required to test aforementioned strategies for developing evaluative judgement, tracking
the longitudinal development of evaluative judgement and professional practice outcomes over
several years. Returning to Sadler’s (2013) statement that quality is something I do not know
how to define, but I recognise it when I see it, we have argued that a focus on evaluative
judgement might enable a frank and explicit discussion of what constitutes quality and
explored a range of common practices which may develop this capability. The exercise of
evaluative judgement is a way of framing what makes for good practice.
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