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Project overview
The AFTER project explored embedding ‘authenticity’ in the ‘delivery’ of assessments, since considerations of authenticity are largely confined to the ‘design’ of assessment tasks. We were particularly interested in exploring this area since the pedagogic literature has repeatedly reported the myopic interpretation and implementation of ‘authentic assessments’ in higher education. Under current assessment practice, students are often driven to perfect a piece of work against rigid marking rubrics, often right until the submission deadline. This is in contrast to actual professional practice, which tends to value the pursuit of multiple creative outputs over perfection and incentivises early submissions through feedback loops and continuous improvement of the produced output. 
With the increasing influence of Generative artificial intelligence in the assessment space, this project is timely as it proposes methods to modify assessment design and delivery in a way that it robustly evaluates and develops critical thinking and professional competencies. The outputs of this project can be leveraged by educators across disciplines to critically reflect on their assessment practice and how assessments can be modified to prioritize student graduate outcomes through a flexible assessment approach.   

Project objectives
•  To evaluate student and staff perception of assessment authenticity and flexibility in higher education
•  To pilot authentic and flexible assessments in engineering modules to improve student assessment outcomes and experience
•  To propose recommendations for enhancing assessment authenticity and flexibility based on stakeholder perceptions and assessment pilot

Methods
The AFTER project used a combination of qualitative and quantitative research methodologies. An explanatory mixed-method design was used to capture student voice on their experience of flexible and authentic assessments using a survey distributed to students in the Faculty of Engineering & Physical Sciences at the University of Leeds.
Semi-structured interviews were used to collate academic staff and student education service staff opinion on the benefits and challenges of flexible assessments. These were analysed by reflexive thematic analysis from two positionalities: academic researchers and student research assistants bringing students’ voice into the data analysis.   
Following analysis of student and staff opinion, flexible assessments were designed and piloted in three course modules with data being collected and analysed on student performance (assessment marks) and experience (surveys and journaling exercise).

Key findings
•  The manner in which students work towards assessment deliverables is often misaligned with professional practice, with a comparative paucity of peer review and feedback practice
•  Staff resistance to flexible and authentic assessments stem from concerns about marking equity, increased workload and appropriate support required for implementation of such assessments 
•  Leveraging flexibility as part of authentic assessments helps provide students with timely, detailed and actionable feedback
•  Best assessment practice would require shifting focus from outcomes to learning processes, balancing structure and flexibility for professional alignment

Implications for practice
The findings of this project encourage educators to consider student assessment working practice with as much importance as the design of the assessment task to foster professional competencies in students
The assessment pilots trialled in this project can be used as case studies by educators to inform and adapt their assessment practice
The findings show that flexibility in assessments can be used to unlock creativity – an important skill to develop professional practice
Project findings can feed into institution-wide guidelines recommending authentic, flexible, and student-centred assessments as well as assessment toolkits currently under development at institution level

Outputs
The AFTER project had led to several dissemination outputs as listed below: 

1.  Academic paper published in European Journal of Engineering Education:  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03043797.2025.2480116 
2.  Podcast published in LITE podcasts by Leeds Institute for Teaching Excellence: https://rss.com/podcasts/litebites/1702356/ 
3.  Conference workshop paper in The SEFI (European Society for Engineering Education) Annual Conference 2025 (to be published by end of 2025)
4.  Academic paper 2: Due to be submitted to Innovations in Education and Teaching International journal


Challenges
At the start of the project, we had limited expertise in qualitative research methods, such as reflexive thematic analysis. However, working with qualitative data was a critical component of this project. It was initially a steep learning curve but as researchers, we have greatly benefitted from upskilling out competence in this area with support from the LITE team. Navigating the academic publishing system in pedagogic research was also a new learning. In terms of what could have been done differently, we would want to move away from student surveys as the core or main data collection methodology. Challenges around survey fatigue are persistent among students and hence, thinking of different methodologies to collect the required data would be useful.

Next steps
We would be very happy to work with academic staff at Leeds and elsewhere to re-design their assessments by centralising aspects of assessment authenticity and flexibility. A key finding from this work has been the importance students associate with formative feedback. However, providing individual, actionable and timely formative feedback to large student cohorts is not straightforward. Coupled with the growing impact of AI, we are keen to investigate how digital tools including AI could potentially be harnessed to facilitate authentic assessments and high-quality formative feedback.
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