UCLan Statement on Assessment Procedures and British Sign Language

“Assessment and examination policies, practices and procedures should provide disabled students with the same opportunity as their peers to demonstrate the achievement of learning outcomes.”      (QAA Code of Practice – Precept 13)
“The purpose of an assessment (…), is to determine a student’s academic achievement and skills.  To do this, examinations and assessments must be rigorous regarding standards so that all students are genuinely tested against an academic benchmark.  But, similarly, if they are to fulfil their purpose, they must also be flexible regarding the mode of measurement so that each student has an equal opportunity to demonstrate their achievement.

In some cases this may mean changing the existing examinations or assessment practices within an institution.

In all cases it will mean being clear about precisely what is being assessed so that modifications may be made without compromising academic standards.”

(DDA Part 4; Examinations and Assessment Good Practice Guide)

The aim, wherever possible, is to change the delivery or mode of assessment. Academic standards should not be compromised.
Aims of this UCLan statement:

· To enable colleagues to have due regard to the assessment requirements of deaf students

· To assist colleagues in making reasonable adjustments based on guidance from experienced practitioners

· To offer some indication of anticipated needs

Preamble

It must be remembered that deaf people, like all people, are different and whilst the information contained in this guidance may suit many deaf students it may not suit all of them. It should be stressed that consultation with the students themselves is vital in determining the best practice.

Literacy Development and Deaf Learners

In exploring alternative assessment strategies for deaf students in higher education it is necessary first to understand the reasons these might be necessary, namely the implications of deafness and education policy for deaf learners. 

Research on language, literacy and deafness is common-place, as attention to the low attainment levels of deaf children in schools remains a high priority for educationalists in the field.  In particular, Paul, (1994, 1998a, 1998b) documents the difficulties deaf pupils have in acquiring English as a first language, and in particular text-based literacy skills.  Whilst literacy achievement; both in terms of reading and writing is based on formal tests normed on students with typical or normal hearing ability ( Paul, 1998b), research clearly shows that  deaf school leavers are not functionally literate in English ( See Conrad, 1997, Powers et al 1998). 

Paul (1998b) makes a distinction between communicative and academic proficiency. Without BSL, or a native first language, he is doubtful whether deaf students can ever develop high-level English text-based literacy skills (p6). This in turn has led  some researchers to question whether text-based literacy is a realistic goal for the majority of students with severe to profound deafness. (Paul, 1998a; O Neill, 1999) This has direct relevance to the assessment of deaf students, particularly text-based assessment.

Put more simply, any first language is acquired through plentiful exposure to meaningful linguistic interaction in early childhood. For many deaf children, this exposure will be limited – they simply cannot hear fully the spoken language being used around them.  As ninety percent of deaf children are born to hearing parents, the majority have little or no early exposure to signed interaction. Furthermore, most past and current educational policy and practice with regard to deaf pupils excludes the use of BSL, which in turn excludes the child from full genuine participation in the linguistic environment around them. The result is typically a delay in the acquisition of both languages and is not a reflection on intelligence.
Implications for Assessment
Given the above, it is clear that assessing some deaf students in the time honoured tradition of written examinations and dissertations may not be the most appropriate method, although, as intimated earlier, it is unwise to be prescriptive.

It is expected that a deaf student will have their ‘needs’ assessed prior to or immediately after enrolment, where the issue of exams and other forms of academic assessments will be discussed. For some students, their assessment requirements may change during the period of their study, as academic levels and the demands of the course change.  The student will be invited to consider the options suggested as appropriate by the assessor. One of these options might be for the student to deliver their exam answers or assessments in British Sign Language.

The principle of assessing Deaf students in British Sign Language is commonly accepted across the sector; it is a written recommendation/example of Good Practice suggested by:

· Disability  Rights Commission :The DDA Part 4: Examinations and Assessment Good Practice Guide; (p8)

· QAA for HE (1999) Code of Practice (Section 3): Assurance of Academic Quality and Standards in Higher Education (p16)

· CACDP (2005) Guidance for Awarding Bodies; Access to External Assessment for D/deaf Candidates; (p18)

· Federation of Awarding Bodies (FAB) (2005) Good Practice Guide: The Application of Reasonable Adjustments and Special Considerations in Vocational Qualifications: Section 8.3.17 (p27)

· Scottish Higher Education Funding Council (2000) Teachability: Creating an Accessible Curriculum for Students with Disabilities; (p46)

· South West Academic Network for Disability Support (SWANDS) (2002) SENDA Compliance in Higher Education; (p93)

· [Case Studies from the above document students with dyslexia and cerebal palsy submitting dissertations in both audio and CDRom format] ( pp93-94)

· Doyle, C & Robson, K. (2002) Accessible Curricula: Good Practice for All; (p50)

Principles for Making Reasonable Adjustments to Assessments (F.A.B. (2005)
Adjustments to Assessments:

· Should not invalidate the assessment requirements of the qualifications

· Should not give the candidate an unfair advantage

· Should reflect the candidate’s normal way of working

· Should be based on the individual needs of the candidate
Furthermore

· Adjustments to assessment should not compensate the candidate for lack of knowledge or skills

· Any adjustment must not invalidate the assessment requirements of the qualification or the requirements of the assessment strategy

· The qualification of a candidate who had an adjustment to assessment must have the same credibility as that of any other candidate

Alternative assessment strategies should be pursued to minimise the impact of impairment on a student’s performance at assessment.  Alternative assessments should accommodate the student’s functional differences that arise as a consequence of disability, their methods of communication, learning styles and physical considerations.  Using such approaches, disabled students will be better able to demonstrate their abilities and skills.  Accepting such criteria, it appears reasonable to allow a student whose first or preferred language is British Sign Language, to sign written exam responses or submit written assessed coursework in British Sign Language.

Procedures and Quality Assurance

1. Course Work: Continuous Assessment

· Student to sign to video/DVD 

· Student to come prepared with draft written notes, preferably in the format of key points 
· Student to sign to camera (interpreter may or may not be present)
· Appropriately skilled/qualified interpreter* to take completed video tape/DVD of presentation and student notes.

· Interpreter to type a translation (using laptop, video/DVD playback and student notes)

· Second interpreter to sample the translation, checking for tone, register etc.

· Interpreter to prepare a ‘translator’s notes’ document, explaining the process, highlighting any key issues 

· A copy of all documents, including the video/DVD to be filed securely

· Interpreter to provide the student with a “back translation”, either in person, or on video/DVD, in order for the student to verify and authenticate their work.  This should be signed off by the student

· Any further work on the assessment to be completed by the student, if necessary with the support of their Language Tutor.  

· Student to hand in their notes, the translation and the translator’s notes, along with the final piece of work to be assessed

NB. The student will very likely meet with their Language Tutor in addition to the above process – for clarification of written text, advice on structure, referencing etc. However, it should be noted that this contact will be very much reduced   

2. Course Work: Dissertation

· Student to liaise with dissertation supervisor throughout this process as usual

· Student to prepare each separate chapter using draft written notes, preferably in the format of key points (approx 1,000 words)
· Student to sign each chapter to video/DVD and hand this to interpreter

· Interpreter to take video tape/DVD and translate

· Second interpreter to sample the translation

· The chapter is returned to the student

· The student will meet with their Language Tutor to go through their “written” chapter, add references etc ( if appropriate)

· Repeat process with each chapter

· Interpreter to prepare a ‘translator’s notes’ document, explaining the process, highlighting any key issues 

· Student hands in the full translation and the translator’s notes.
· NB. It may be necessary for the Language Tutor and the interpreter to liaise

3. Exams in BSL (1)

· Questions 

· To be pre-prepared.  They will be filmed – put on CD, DVD etc. DVD is best medium
· This allows students the same access as hearing students, allowing them to go back and forth to whichever questions they wish.

· If live, each interpretation will be ‘tweaked’ and might give a different perception (no two interpretations ever the same).  Students might ‘lose’ the thread or train of thought if presented with a different translation.

· This system would allow greater parity for multiple students doing the same exams. 
· The DVD or CDRom becomes part of a ‘past papers’ collection, with a file kept in the office.

· Aim is standardisation.
· Answers

· An invigilator is required (and access to technical assistance)

· Students watch the DVD – skipping back and forth etc.

· Student makes notes and then signs to camera. It is best if an interpreter is present.
· Interpreter is given tapes, and student’s notes, and prepares translation. Interpreter also prepares translator’s notes

· Second interpreter to sample the translation

· Translation, student notes, and translator’s notes passed to tutor for marking. Copies filed securely

4. Exams in BSL (2)

· Live interpretation

· Interpreter present throughout.

· Exam paper is read by student and a BSL interpretation is given by the interpreter, if required

· Student considers the question and may make brief notes and then gives response in BSL to video camera/digital camera
· At the end of the exam, the tapes and student’s notes are passed to the interpreter, who prepares a translation, with accompanying translator’s notes

· Second interpreter to sample the translation

· Translation, student notes, and translator’s notes passed to tutor for marking. Copies filed securely.

Lynne Barnes

Principal Lecturer

Divisional Co-ordinator: BSL & Deaf Studies Team
    Adviser for Deaf Students

University of Central Lancashire

Preston

PR1 2HE

01772 893098

lbarnes@uclan.ac.uk 

