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Introduction
The traditional task of a university, to produce knowledge whilst (re)producing a small cadre of elite intellectuals has
recently shattered in the face of the multiplicity of purposes which are demanded of higher education. It is expected to
provide employability, professional development, wealth creation and global competitiveness alongside specialized
knowledge for a widely diverse group of lifelong learners. Moreover the nature of knowledge itself, already called into
question within the elite (Lyotard 1979) has been amplified by the diversity and made immediate through globalized
technologies. Pedagogies, curricula and forms of assessment which have been deemed successful for the limited
purposes of the past are no longer adequate and need to be rethought.

In efforts to develop new approaches, scholars of higher education and academic developers have sought to draw
lecturers into a discourse of teaching and learning. This task is inevitably limited by inadequacies in our imaginations
and theory. However even more pressingly problematic is getting academics to attempt more equitable and engaging
pedagogies when often their prime interest is the discourse of their own subject disciplines. As Haggis (2006) has
suggested, generalized notions such as deep and surface learning are inadequate to this purpose. What is needed are
approaches that emphasize ‘learning how to do the learning in that subject - how to think, question, search for
evidence, accept evidence, and put evidence together to make an argument that is acceptable in that discipline'
(p.532). Ashwin (2008) also stresses the importance of attending to structural and institutional forces although he
relates this more to educational research than to pedagogy.

In this paper we look at formative assessment as a set of practices that sits at the intersection of teaching, learning and
assessment. Drawing on poststructural theories of communication and performative notions of education (Biesta 2004)
we propose a conceptualization of formative assessment which might can help us confront the complex challenges
outlined above and create a university where (inter/ post) disciplinary knowledge and equity are in critical dialogue and
which attends to discourses of the discipline and the institution. As a result we suggest that despite its complexity it may
be attractive to academics in seeking to producing new knowledge and knowledge workers.

Teaching as responding
Pedagogies in higher education continue to be organised to a great extent in ways that assume that teaching involves
‘expounding’ what is to be learned – indeed it is very difficult to conceive of higher education where ‘lecturing’ is not the
dominant mode of pedagogy. The massification of higher education creates further pressures that make this model
attractive. It is considered efficient in bringing forward information and covering a curriculum but its shortcomings as a
vehicle for learning are universally accepted. Its assumptions about communication are simplistic entailing a ‘sender-
receiver’ model of input and output fail to take account of participants’ interpretation and meaning-making processes,
assuming that the ‘inputs’ and ‘outputs’ of the communication process are identical. On the other hand, across
disciplinary boundaries and institutional contexts most teachers accept that pedagogy includes responding as well as
‘expounding’ didactically. Thinking of teaching in this way makes the cultural contexts of teaching, learning and
assessment more obviously important and they are implicated in sociocultural learning theories. However, as Biesta
(2004) points out, despite this greater complexity, many versions of sociocultural theory also lack a theory of
communication - this remains implicit and unproblematic. In other words: ‘successful communication is communication
without change, without interpretation, without creativity. Successful communication is nothing but repetition’ (Biesta,
2004, p. 14). As Wegerif (2008) also notes, sociocultural learning theories (building from Vygotskian theories of
mediation) assume dialectical, as opposed to dialogical understandings of communication, where differences in
understandings are seen as something to be overcome in a modernist desire to construct more rational societies
(p.350).

By contrast we argue for a poststructural theorization of language which asserts the relational and dialogic nature of
educational encounters, in which difference is a constitutive and necessary element. Instead of a one-to-one relation of
correspondence, meaning-making arises through the play of oppositions or the negative relations between signifiers
within socially constructed patterns of language use where what counts as true is a product of an axis of
power/knowledge (Foucault, 1984). Difference is what makes meaning possible (Derrida, 2002). Bakhtin (1981) puts
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dialogue with ‘the Other’ and the interanimation of different voices at the heart of meaning-making, involving struggle
between different speakers and the tension between forces of centralization and diversification (centripetal forces
reproducing the authoritative discourses of a cultural canon, while centrifugal forces pull in opposition to these). This
dialogical understanding sees struggle, conflict and difference as a necessary part of meaning-making, rather than
something that should or could be overcome. Meaning arises in situations of being met by the Other. This means that
communication ‘works through difference and change and not through identity and stability’ (Biesta, 2004, p.17).
Instead of attempting to erase differences, education is dependent upon the contingent spaces of meaning-making that
can only arise in response to otherness.

Education as a response is also consonant with a shift from a purely epistemological understanding of learning (i.e.
knowledge as ‘information’ that can simply be ‘expounded’ or ‘delivered’), to a recognition of its performative nature,
whereby knowledge has constantly to be brought into being. Biesta (2004) cites Bhabha’s (2000) notion of the Third
Space between the subject and the Other where meanings are produced and constantly reconstituted. Nevertheless,
these are not spaces where ‘anything goes; on the contrary, they are constituted within an overarching hierarchical
system of values, including disciplinary, institutional, or gendered hierarchies. Yet their performative rather than just
situated nature, suggests that they relationally constructed rather than having fixed, positive identities (Lapping, 2006).

Formative assessment
We now consider some implications of this for formative assessment theory and practice, building from earlier work in
different educational contexts. Formative assessment aims to support learning, while the primary purpose of summative
assessment (FA) is to bring institutional recognition to learners’ performances. While much research into FA
approaches assessment from a ‘technical’ perspective, Torrance and Pryor (1998; 2001) were concerned to highlight
that the social rules, or ‘rules of the game’ of the educational context were very much in play in the enactment of FA,
and that learners were differently positioned with respect to such rules. Being attuned to the social practices of the
classroom was crucial in students’ engagement – although often this aspect of learning was misrecognised. As well as
spelling out the procedures by which formative assessment is accomplished, they advocate through them bringing a
‘meta-social’ element into FA to support learners in developing an awareness of these social aspects.

The concepts of convergent and divergent assessment were also developed from this research, as two ideal types of
FA. They represent poles on a continuum of practice. Convergent assessment addresses the successful completion of
the task in hand so has a primary concern for the relay of the curriculum. Divergent assessment involves a more open
concern to establish what the learners know, understand or can do and involves a more dialogic, conversational form of
language in which a stronger concern was for the learner’s agenda. The poles of convergent and divergent thus mirror
Ashwin’s (2008) concern to attend both to structure (in the form of institutional requirements) and to agency (from
learners’ responses within these institutionalised spaces). Within western cultural positions, especially in higher
education where ‘criticality’ is privileged ‘divergence’ can often seem more desirable. However recognition that
subjectivities are produced within particular cultural contexts makes the convergent imperative. At its best, FA would
involve constant movement along the convergent/divergent continuum according to circumstances – where both are
seen as necessary and important and they are remain in dialogic relationship with their tensions unresolved. Here the
meta-social elements potentially generate awareness of the socially constructed nature of the wider structures
impinging upon learning, so that these are open to change at some level and that education is more than a process of
enculturation. In later work in postgraduate contexts (Crossouard and Pryor, 2008), issues of identity and power
became more salient. In particular this worked demonstrated how the meta social agenda might be advanced through
different teacher repertoires, which reflecting different ‘identity’ positions. Performing identities such as expert, learner
or critic could also elicit different student identities and involve deeper engagement with the subject matter (Pryor and
Crossouard, 2008).

Biesta’s work on performative, relational education and the Third Space is very useful as it helps to clarify key issues in
our theorization of formative assessment, which we have perhaps not highlighted sufficiently. Convergent assessment
practices generate texts of certainty from positions of epistemological and social authority, relating students’ work to
more fixed curricular and disciplinary structures. They appear to be incommensurable with a performative theory of
communication and learning. Indeed initially we identified them with behaviourist teaching practices and with
communication as transmission. However our empirical work has always suggested that no matter how committed
teachers and learners are to embrace the divergent, the convergent coexists. If learning is about engagement with the
Other, convergent assessment seems necessary to conjuring of the Other. Disciplinary and institutional norms may not
have a material fixity that is directly communicable, but they need to be brought into play or the student is left with
nothing to engage with. Working (within) the Third space involves both recognition of its boundaries and attempts to
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bridge it, albeit fleetingly. At some point teachers’ responsibility is to represent or embody these norms. A reading of
Biesta’s argument for relational pedagogy might align it with divergent assessment. However, in the quotation below
Biesta and Osberg pick up on teachers’ responsibility as being both for the opening and closure of students:
We cannot educate without in some way shaping the ‘who’ that is called into presence. This is not only unavoidable, but
any attempt to avoid it would be an act of neglect, for it would mean leaving the student alone (i.e. not educating). In
this sense educators are responsible for a closure (a particular ‘who’ is called into presence through our actions) at the
same time as being responsible for the opening of this ‘who’. The educational responsibility must therefore be
understood in a double sense. As educators we are responsible not only for the unsettlement (violating, opening) of the
one called, but also for the particular one called (which is a closure). In other words we are responsible, at the same
time, for the opening and closing of subjectivity. (2008:326)

We contend that just as this is more important than this health warning at the end of a paper would suggest, so it is the
movement between the convergent and the divergent. Our attention therefore needs to focused not just on how this
form of convergence coexists with the divergent but also how the movement is effected.

A first implication of the need to attend to the ‘opening’ and ‘closure’ of learners’ subjectivities relates to the design of
HE learning environments and consideration of the kinds of relational spaces available to students to engage with the
different disciplinary cultures their learning is located within. The performances of disciplinary identity of teachers are
themselves potential sites of convergent assessment. This broader sense of ‘expounding’ recognises that teacher
performances involve embodied, dispositional aspects and the positioning of the teacher within local and wider
structures. To translate this into FA practice, a meta-discourse from the teachers could encourage students to ‘read’
teacher discourses and actions as performances, making this a more visible part of pedagogy. Given that these
performances will themselves be implicit/enunciative, an invitation to ‘read’ their practices would probably be as
significant as ‘propositional’ reflections teachers might offer on their disciplinary identities. Enabling this more extended
student involvement requires imagination– but interestingly also blurs the invidious separation of teaching and
research, by embracing disciplinary research as a pedagogic resource.

Convergent assessment can also be associated with making explicit teachers’ positionality both within wider and more
specific institutional/disciplinary cultures.. This locates the teacher’s authority more clearly within such structures,
recognizes how they constrain a teacher’s agency and potentially makes these structures available for critique.

Implications arise here for pedagogic design at the level of the overall planning of the course and also within teaching
encounters. ‘Teaching as response’ requires tasks which accommodate an iterative series of engagements between
students and tutors allowing opportunities for engagement with wider disciplinary and institutional structures. What this
looks like in practice will depend on the substantive area, but it is not just a question of how a series of procedures or
activities are sequenced. Pedagogic design in this sense is about enabling relational spaces which are both temporal
and social, paying attention to the discursive construction of teaching and learning encounters. We have suggested that
different power relations can be invoked through ‘code-switching’ between different pedagogic repertoires reflecting
different teacher ‘identities’ (Pryor and Crossouard 2008). Paying more explicit attention to the authority of a teacher’s
discourse and their positioning through this may be especially important to in considering the particularities of the
‘enunciative spaces’ that are available to students – see Crossouard and Pryor (2008) for an analysis of the powerful
constraints on what kinds of engagement were possible in the contexts we investigated. An openness on the part of the
tutor and a willingness to recognize the continuousness of their own learning may be important – e.g. through using
their own learning within their pedagogy, recognizing aspects of learning that has come from their students, or by
acknowledging constraints upon their learning. This is a position that shows a willingness to ‘work in the gap’ in their
engagement with students, in ways that are receptive to their agency and their vulnerabilities. It is here that returning to
the more concrete manifestations of both convergent and divergent assessment may be helpful.

We suggest above that teachers’ positionality be addressed within FA meta-discourses – but these positionalities are
also conflictual, constructed in opposition to others both within their field and between other fields. Rather than focusing
on an assumed ‘positivity’ of such identities, meta-discourses might address more openly the conflicts or antagonisms
that underlie the differential positioning of teachers and their disciplinary cultures – e.g. by acknowledging differences in
epistemological positions, differences in the social functions served in departmental research, or tensions in the role of
education in society. This could be extended towards particular identity performances that are privileged within different
disciplinary and institutional contexts – including for example the gendered dimensions of participation and the extent to
which privileged performances might coincide or conflict with student positionalities (Lapping 2006). Provoking more
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thought and discussion about the constitutive ‘other’ against which identity positions are defined could bring them into
‘the gap’, potentially offering opportunities for agency and for change.

Conclusion
This paper has opened up the possibility of formative assessment as encompassing a disciplinary metadiscourse
which, in moving constantly between the convergent and divergent will be enacted differently in different disciplinary
and institutional contexts. Recognizing the conceptual specificities of different disciplines, it asserts the salience of
issues of power and sociological structure in the classroom. It anticipates that the intersections of disciplinary cultures
and their pedagogies both coincide and conflict with student identities. However associating formative assessment with
recognition of this play of power and identity calls forth opportunities for negotiating new understandings, where
disciplinary knowledge and practices more overtly confront students’ experiences and aspirations.

We suggest that asserting the centrality of disciplinary knowledge within formative assessment may act as a base from
which to entice academics into thinking more specifically and organically about appropriate pedagogies. Against this
the complexity and philosophical turn of this argument means formative assessment becomes infused with
complications which may give rise to resistance. The third space is essentially one where learning becomes less
predictable but therefore opens up possibilities of learner and teacher agency. Moreover, embracing this
conceptualization may be seen as subversive of lecturers’ field position and antagonistic to ‘fixed’ academic identities.
Nevertheless, the justification for embracing such complexities lies in its practicality in the addressing the inequity and
obsolescence described at the start of the paper.
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