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ABSTRACT
Summative assessment is often considered a motivator that drives students’ 
learning. Higher education has a responsibility in promoting lifelong learning 
and assessment plays an important role in supporting students’ capability 
to make evaluative judgements about their work and that of others. However, 
as research often focuses on formal pedagogical design, it is unclear what 
behaviours summative assessment prompts, thus the relationship between 
summative assessment, learning and evaluative judgement requires further 
investigation. Drawing on a small-scale ethnography-informed study, this 
paper adopts a practice theory approach to explore how undergraduate 
physics students from three year levels make evaluative judgements in the 
context of summative assessment tasks. The contexts explored through 
observations and interviews include a graded in-class tutorial, an out-of-class 
study group for an in-semester assignment, and individual preparation for 
examinations. The findings suggest that while summative assessment is a 
crucial aspect of students’ learning context, it does not fully shape students’ 
practices. Instead, students engage in incidental conversations about the 
quality of their work and how to do things in their studies. By focusing on 
what students actually do, this study integrates formal and informal aspects 
of students’ learning, highlighting the tensions between undergraduate prac-
tices and intended learning outcomes.

Introduction

Researchers and practitioners in higher education widely accept that summative assessment plays an 
important role in student learning. It is a longstanding truism that assessment drives learning: if 
grades prompt students to focus on certain tasks (Rust 2002), summative assessment should align 
with the intended outcomes of a given curriculum (Biggs 1999). However, while the literature on 
assessment often frames summative assessment as a motivational device to drive students’ behaviours, 
it is not necessarily clear what these behaviours are or what signals a task sends to the student. From 
a learning perspective, summative assessment can offer students the opportunity to make judgements 
about their work, building lifelong learning capabilities and reducing their dependence on teachers 
or other authority figures (Boud 2000; Tai et  al. 2018). In short, more nuanced investigation of the 
relationship between assessment and learning may be necessary (Joughin 2010).
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Learning is not just a matter of what is intended in a pedagogical design, but rather it occurs 
as a consequence of what students actually do (Goodyear, Carvalho, and Yeoman 2021). Learning 
therefore may bear little resemblance to articulated learning outcomes or even tacit professional 
skills objectives. A valuable approach to exploring the relationship between summative assess-
ment and learning is to focus on what students do when they engage in different graded tasks, 
paying close attention to how multiple layers of context frame students’ work, avoiding the 
implicit assumption that the main influence on learning resides in the quality of the task. This 
kind of inquiry offers a means to apprehend what students de facto learn when they work 
towards summative tasks, and whether this includes other (un)desirable outcomes besides those 
expressed in the course guide.

In this paper, we empirically explore the relationship between summative assessment and 
student learning activities, particularly how students make evaluative judgements in connection 
with graded tasks. By evaluative judgement we mean ‘the capability to make decisions about 
the quality of work of self and others’ (Tai et  al. 2018, 471). We propose evaluative judgement 
as a useful anchor for understanding how students engage with summative assessment because 
it is not tied to the formal curriculum and represents a key means of learning into the future. 
We outline literature on assessment, learning and evaluative judgement before providing an 
in-depth analysis of what a group of undergraduate physics students do in the context of three 
assessed tasks. These contexts are an in-class tutorial with a graded worksheet, a study group 
for an in-semester assignment, and individual preparation for final examinations. Our qualitative 
analysis draws on a quasi-ethnographic study and is informed by practice theories (Nicolini 
2012; Schatzki 2012). It pays specific attention to students’ decisions about what good work 
should look like and how to accomplish it. The aim is to conceptualise how assessment influ-
ences the development of evaluative judgement and, by focusing on what students do, we 
reframe summative assessment as an important element of the context for students’ learning 
while highlighting the open-ended nature of student practices and evaluative judgements.

Background: assessment, learning and evaluative judgement

Graded assessment tasks in higher education play a key role in assuring that students have 
achieved the learning outcomes prescribed by the university, the degree or the unit of study. 
Summative assessment is commonly described as directing learning (Joughin 2010), mostly in 
terms of communicating what students need to learn (Boud 2000), mediating their learning 
approaches (Joughin 2010), and even as a motivational device necessary to prompt students 
to engage with specific tasks (Rust 2002). Summative assessment may also play a formative 
role as task design can prompt students to engage in activities that align with the intended 
outcomes of the course or unit. Notions like constructive alignment emphasise the necessity 
of aligning different aspects of the curriculum to optimise the chances of students carrying out 
tasks conducive to the intended learning (Biggs 1999). Under ideal circumstances, it could be 
argued that ‘teaching to the test is exactly what you want because it is teaching the intended 
curriculum’ (Biggs 1998, 108).

However, Joughin (2010) argues that the view of assessment as a motivational tool is based 
on studies from the 1950s-1970s, and the relationship between assessment and learning needs 
contemporary insights. Others articulate that the relationship between assessment and learning 
needs to be understood beyond the immediate aspects of task design. For example, Cilliers 
et  al. (2012) showed how specific task requirements and general curriculum design have effects 
on student planning and behaviours before engaging in the task itself. Similarly, Harland et  al. 
(2015) showed how, at an institutional level, courses studied in parallel may compete for stu-
dents’ attention, resulting in an unsustainable assessment ‘arms race’, in which students would 
not work without grades while feeling generally stressed by constant assessment. Conversely, 
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Häsä, Rämö, and Nieminen (2021) showed that, in a context where assessment and grades are 
not high stakes and students receive relevant training and feedback, summative self-assessment 
can be used for learning and certification purposes, without fear of cheating. Brown (2021) 
adds a layer of complexity by arguing that all assessment tasks involve learning, since students 
either need to prepare for a test or learn something from the experience of being tested. 
Collectively, these studies suggest that summative assessment can have a deeper impact on 
student learning beyond prompting engagement with specific activities, and that context needs 
to be understood as more complex than a short series of tasks.

From a conceptual perspective, understanding how assessment influences learning also 
requires exploring how it may contribute to equipping students with the necessary tools to 
drive their own lifelong learning. The concept of sustainable assessment was introduced in 
awareness that evaluating students’ work needs to not be the monopoly of teachers and insti-
tutions, as students need to become the judges of their own work when teachers or other 
authority figures are not available (Boud 2000).

The notion of sustainable assessment contributed to the subsequent conceptualisation of 
evaluative judgement as defined above. These concepts have helped reframe rubrics and exem-
plars as artefacts that mediate students’ discussion about quality (To, Panadero, and Carless 
2022); feedback as a process in which learners use information from diverse sources to improve 
their work moving away from feedback as the comments teachers make (Henderson et  al. 2018); 
and self and peer assessment as qualitative judgements about how students’ work reflects 
quality standards (Adachi, Tai, and Dawson 2018). However, the relationship between summative 
assessment, learning and the development of evaluative judgement remains empirically 
unexplored.

The research mostly focuses on the effectiveness of assessment design in promoting learning, 
including evaluative judgement. Research on the development of students’ evaluative judgement 
might fruitfully benefit from adopting an alternative view that distinguishes educational design 
from what students actually do, which ‘for better or worse… may differ considerably from what 
their teachers think they are doing or what their teachers intend them to do’ (Goodyear, Carvalho, 
and Yeoman 2021, 446, emphasis in the original). Some studies have moved in this direction 
by adopting observational methods to explore how teachers and students use rubrics and 
exemplars in specific contexts (Hawe et  al. 2021), by qualitatively analysing the content of 
students’ judgements in peer-review tasks (Chen et  al. 2022) or reflective portfolios (Gladovic, 
Tai, and Dawson 2022), or by exploring how training doctors develop their evaluative judgement 
in clinical settings (Bearman et  al. 2022). However, they do not consider the effects of summative 
assessment itself.

Considering the importance of understanding the role that summative assessment plays in 
learning and the key goal of higher education in supporting lifelong learning, we aim to answer 
the question ‘how do students come to make evaluative judgements in the context of summa-
tive assessment?’

Theoretical framework: practice theories

To explore the relationship between evaluative judgement and summative assessment, we 
identified the general lens of practice theories as a useful theoretical framework for examining 
students’ actions and learning in terms of how these emerge in socially and materially situated 
contexts. This perspective helps reframe assessment as ‘sets of complex relations between people 
and material things’ (Boud et  al. 2018, 1115) that need to be understood as they happen in 
everyday life and not in terms of what good assessment claims to be. In this sense, practice 
theories allow us to examine what people do in situ, without assuming replicability. For this 
paper, we have adopted two major features of practice theories: 1) the entanglement of 
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practices and the contexts in which they emerge, and 2) a conception of learning as mastery 
of socially shared practices.

We talk about a ‘general lens’ because practice theories are a diverse group of theories that 
seek to explain how social life is (re)produced through everyday human practices. According 
to Hager, Lee, and Reich (2012), these theories generally understand practice as a socio-material 
phenomenon that involves embodied interactions involving humans, objects (books, chairs) and 
places (classrooms, landscapes). Rather than a directed application of knowledge, ideas and 
beliefs, practices emerge and evolve in undetermined ways. Practices are historical and contex-
tual instead of being stable or homogeneous routines, and knowledge is viewed as a product 
of collective practice, not just information that can be transmitted to others. That is, knowledge 
is considered ‘a form of mastery that is expressed in the capacity to carry out a social and 
material activity’ (Nicolini 2012, 5). Thus, knowledge and learning are considered social not just 
because they often happen in direct interaction with other people but because what is learnt 
is ‘how to go on in practices’ that precede the individual and are shared with others (Kemmis 
et  al. 2014).

From this perspective, learning is conceptualised as a process that involves the ‘whole person 
acting in the world’ (Lave and Wenger 1991, 49) that results in an ontological transformation 
from participating in social practices (Kemmis 2021). In other words, it involves people learning 
how to do things and recognise the world around them, learning how to think, talk, relate to 
one another and, in general, ‘come to practise differently’ (Kemmis 2021, 282). Kemmis et  al. 
(2014) describe this process as being stirred into practices, conveying the happenstance, move-
ment and dynamism of learning as something that occurs by participating in everyday practices, 
where the learner may be guided by others and themselves, not always deliberately but always 
mediated by the local context in which practices occur. In this sense, formal teaching and other 
educational arrangements are reframed as ‘the landscape across which students walk’ (Goodyear 
2015, 34), distinguishing them from the actual learning that results from what students do 
during and beyond the activities teachers propose. Therefore, practice-based research on learning 
requires focusing on how students’ practices emerge within specific socio-material contexts, 
including but not limited to assessment design, besides exploring students’ accounts of what 
occurs during their studies.

The value of practice theories has been demonstrated in recent higher education research 
on issues of teaching and learning. These works have explored issues like how teachers design 
assessment tasks (Boud et  al. 2018), how feedback can be framed as a socio-material practice 
beyond individual learners (Gravett 2022), and even conceptualisations of evaluative judgement 
as entangled in disciplinary practices (Bearman 2018). However, these have been largely con-
ceptual or have focused on teacher practices and formal educational arrangements. Hence, we 
use ethnographic methods to explore student learning and evaluative judgement through direct 
observation and interaction with students.

Methodology

In our study, we adopted an ethnography-informed approach, as it is widely accepted among 
practice theorists that practice-based research requires proximal methodologies like ethnography 
or case studies (Nicolini 2012; Schatzki 2012). This approach focuses on observing how practices 
unfold in particular times and spaces, how people interact and how participants experience 
them, resulting in ‘thick descriptions’ (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). These descriptions address 
the complexity of social life through its relationships, processes and histories, and aim for con-
ceptual development rather than generalisations from specific cases. For this paper, we present 
an in-depth analysis of the practices of a small group of students during and in preparation 
for graded assessment tasks, to uncover how summative assessment may prompt students’ 
evaluative judgements in situ.
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Context

This study took place in an undergraduate physics program at a large Australian university, 
which offers core physics units across three year-levels in physics major degrees, and two 
year-levels for minor degrees. The units include theoretical and laboratory-based components, 
with the former offered through lectures and tutorials, which in first year are combined in single 
sessions, while remaining separate in following years. The summative assessment tasks in the 
theoretical component are largely a series of written assignments and a final examination cov-
ering physics questions and problems, while second and third-year tutorials also include graded 
worksheets despite having a primarily formative intention. For this paper, we focused on the 
summative tasks of the theoretical component.

Data collection and participants

The first author collected data during the second semester of 2019 and the first semester of 
2020, through participant observations on campus (only during 2019 due to restrictions from 
Covid-19) and repeated interviews with key student informants. Students were invited to par-
ticipate early in their semester, resulting in five main participants agreeing to be interviewed 
and, when possible, observed as they studied. Some of these participants became informants 
(Glesne and Peshkin 1992), who shared important information about the evolution of the 
semester and invited other students to participate in observation sessions. Table 1 summarises 
the students’ participation as main or secondary participants by the period of data collection 
and year level, using pseudonyms to keep their anonymity. All participants received oral and 
written explanations about the study and signed consent forms.

Observations were captured through fieldnotes, and semi-structured interviews with the main 
participants were recorded and transcribed for subsequent analysis. Depending on their avail-
ability, students were interviewed between one and six times during the semester, with one 
student participating across two semesters. Interviews covered general aspects of the physics 
course as well as clarifications of previous observation sessions and descriptions of practices 
that were not accessible during fieldwork (i.e. off-campus practices or events that occurred 
without the presence of the researcher). For this paper, we focus on observations of one 
second-year tutorial session and one first-year study group in preparation for a written assign-
ment, and interviews about how students prepare for examinations throughout the year levels. 
We chose these activities because they illustrate student practices that emerged during low 
and high-stakes tasks, while also being restricted to one type of student work (i.e. mathematical 
problem-solving, as opposed to laboratory work).

Data analysis

Data analysis started as the first author’s reflective diary, which was a part of the fieldnotes, 
and it included discussions with the rest of the team during the longitudinal data collection. 
Accounts of student practice in response to assessment were constructed, with explicit attention 
to the socio-material arrangements involved (Kemmis et  al. 2014). These were interrogated by 

Table 1. list of participants.
collection period Year level main participants secondary participants

2019-2 1st year malcolm linnea, carina, James (study group)
tony —

2nd year steve tarja, ronnie (tutorial)
nita

2020-1 2nd year malcolm (continued) —
3rd year ian —
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the research team to identify the points where students were making decisions about quality. 
Recurring contexts and scenarios were noted, and the three most significant for evaluative 
judgement were selected for this paper.

Findings

In this section, we explore how student practices emerge among socio-material affordances as 
they relate to prescribed summative activities, with special attention to how they make judge-
ments about their work. These findings derive from observations of collaborative work during 
a tutorial and towards a written assignment, and students’ accounts of their preparation for 
final examinations.

Working with peers and teachers in a tutorial

Second-year tutorials in the physics course combine formative and summative assessment. 
Students work collaboratively on problem sets, with the occasional help of tutors, which are 
submitted for marking at the end of the class. Observing this activity showed students coming 
together in physical spaces like the classroom with round tables and mobile whiteboards, which 
allowed them to share and discuss their solutions with the rest of the group, and using material 
artefacts like textbooks, lecture notes and computers to consult for information. However, as 
students worked on the questions at hand, their conversations also moved to discussions about 
how to approach physics problems more generally, and sometimes about how to go about 
their studies beyond the current task.

Nita arrived a few minutes late to the tutorial and joined her friends Tarja and Ronnie, who she met in 
class in the previous semester and with whom she and Steve usually worked. Nita asked them if the problem 
set related to magnetism, as she was behind in her studies in this area. Later, she noticed that Ronnie tried 
to solve a problem by starting on one of the multiple-choice options, and she told him off and asked, ‘what 
will you do in the exams when you don’t have the answer options?’ As they continued working, Nita mentioned 
being stressed by other assignments and forgetting to submit an assignment, and then they moved on to 
talk about the weight of pre-workshop tasks on their final grade. Later, Steve (who joined the group later 
than Nita) checked the upcoming assignment task on his phone and pointed out that ‘the first question is 
only 3 marks. They basically want you to write anything’, and eventually, the group discussed the grades needed 
for applying to an honour’s degree. At this stage, Steve and Tarja were working on a mobile whiteboard 
next to their table, and Ronnie and Nita were trying out solutions on their notebooks.

These conversations revolved around what to prioritise in their studies and what constitutes 
‘good enough’ work, decisions that seemed mediated by the marks awarded by each task or 
question. However, when focusing on the task at hand, their conversation seemed to evolve 
into how to do things in physics.

When the tutors approach the table, Steve and Tarja explained their current approach before the teachers 
offered their views. On one occasion, the tutor offered an alternative approach and Tarja responded, ‘I find 
it not that intuitive. I know where you came from, but I wouldn’t have done that’. This prompted the tutor to 
explain that it is a complex solution in electromagnetism that someone creatively developed in the past 
and it is now accepted as an effective approach, while not necessarily an obvious one. This mirrored 
another conversation heard in a first-year workshop when Tony explained his point of view to a tutor, and 
the tutor recommended a common form of looking at a problem in physics: ‘take a limit in your head: what 
if this angle gets closer to 0?’ or ‘take the approximation when Z is way, way bigger than R, when it tends to 
infinity’. Tony described this as the ‘physicist mindset’, which involves ‘how they look at problems and solving 
problems and how they conceptualise and stuff like that’.

Overall, tutorials seemed to privilege opportunities for engaging in incidental conversations 
about quality. But rather than talking about how to do things well in abstract terms, students 
made evaluative judgements in real time about how to address the problems at hand and how 
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these approaches may be applied in other situations. Moreover, they also seemed to discuss 
quality in terms of how to do things well as they navigate their course. Just as tutorials seemed 
to support students’ learning despite resulting in graded work, we show in the next sections 
that students may engage in similar processes during summative tasks with higher stakes.

Working with peers towards a summative assignment

In a formal sense, assignments focus more on the summative aspects of assessment, as they 
are submitted individually for marking with less guidance from teachers than tutorial work. 
However, as students engage in high-stakes assessments, they seem to do more than what the 
finished assignment shows. During the observed study session, the first-year students shared 
and discussed solutions, found roadblocks, proposed alternative approaches, double-checked 
each other’s work, retrieved examples from textbooks, lecture slides or other assignments, 
recommended online resources, and put all of this together trying to work out problems they 
have not solved before.

Malcolm and I caught up to talk about the semester and plan future interviews and observations. In this 
meeting, Malcolm said that his group of friends had agreed to meet up in the student lounge after class 
to work on the assignment. This was an impromptu study session of a relatively stable group of friends 
who had met and bonded during previous workshops. At the start of the session, Malcolm explained that 
they were all going through past assignments’ solutions to find similar ways to approach problems. As 
they shared their individual solutions, Linnea was double-checking Carina’s work and yelled, ‘this doesn’t 
make sense’. They discussed the procedure, and Carina replied ‘c is just a constant. I can do that with a 
constant!’ (Constant values can be extracted from integrals, as a lecturer reminded during a previous 
workshop) Later, Linnea pointed out that if V represents a vector, ‘you have to say that, because they’re 
gonna read it and ask, “what is that?!”’ At some point, James asked about the solution to a mathematical 
expression, and Malcolm recommended an online step-by-step calculator, which offered simple calculations 
but not full solutions to physics problems (for similar purposes, Steve uses a program used in the depart-
ment for running physics simulations). And like the students in the second-year tutorial, Malcolm pointed 
out that one of the questions was worth 2 marks but felt much more complex than that.

This episode illustrated that behind the clean assignment that students submit for marking, 
there is a lot of messy work through which students make different evaluative judgements 
about their approaches for each problem, how to present their solutions, and what resources 
are the most effective for their purposes. While assignments represented higher stakes than 
tutorials, out-of-classroom work seemed more informal, maybe due to the absence of teachers 
during the activity, allowing students to use a broader range of resources and engage in more 
heated discussions. However, both activities seemed to offer opportunities for hands-on learning, 
as Nita (second year) explained:

It’s all good being told these things in lectures, but I think until you look over yourself and do it yourself, 
you don’t really understand what’s going on… sometimes just getting another perspective is really helpful 
or hearing it again in a different way. Sometimes it’s by myself, but sometimes, more often than not, it’s 
probably with a group of people.

Thus, when students worked on their assignments, they face new problems that require 
creative efforts, and in doing so, they need to evaluate their alternatives and how they use 
different resources to address the task at hand. They may do so individually, but the observation 
of the study group showed how generative group discussions can be.

Preparing for examinations

End-of-semester examinations are the most typical example of summative assessment as they 
mark the culmination of a teaching cycle and are usually high-stakes tasks. Like tutorials and 
in-semester assignments, preparing for examinations can be framed as a particular iteration of 
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using physics to solve problems. During this preparation, students need to ensure they can 
solve problems with limited resources and without help from others—even if the revision is 
done in groups. Students need to anticipate the kind of questions they will face in the exam-
ination—’what is being assessed’ (Tony, first year)—often by consulting previous versions of the 
same units’ examinations and practice questions provided by the lecturers.

The students interviewed explained that they often prepared for examinations individually—
although Malcolm talked about a group study session that he could not attend. This preparation 
involves self-assessing their work by contrasting solutions, preparing notes on the formula sheet 
they can use during the examination, and eventually making judgements on their practices of 
revising. Ian (third year) described this approach as follows:

The only way I’ve ever studied for an exam is through practice questions… I find that my understanding 
is improved more when I do practice questions than going over lectures… they can’t really throw a cur-
veball at you, they tend to be very similar to the practice questions, so you’ll know if you nailed that 
question or not just because you’ve done them five times.

Tony described a similar approach, but he added that:

If I was weak in that area, I would have to supply an 80-20 principle to the situation where you want to 
study the things that are going to get you the most results for the least amount of time because when 
your exams come around you have four exams to prepare for in a short period.

Tony’s description shows how students need to focus both on learning the content that will 
be assessed as much as on being able to navigate the examination period and the competing 
commitments that arise. Sitting and preparing for examinations is something that students need 
to learn across their degree, as exemplified by Malcolm at the end of his first year: ‘In terms of 
how I prepared this semester, I think I did better. I don’t know what I was expecting from first semester, 
but now I kind of got the idea’. Nonetheless, when the examination conditions changed in his 
second year due to the Covid-19 pandemic (i.e. remote, open-book examinations with extra 
time), Malcolm faced great difficulties: ‘it was extremely long and extremely hard. And a lot harder 
I think than they thought it would be for us’. In other words, students make evaluative judgements 
throughout their course about what studying well looks like.

During the examination itself, students cannot talk with other people or consult resources 
to compare their answers, hence they are less certain about their performance than during 
their preparation. Student self-assessment during the examination is more complex, as the 
students interviewed seem to use completion and their general feeling of confidence as 
indicators of quality of their work, while the final marking seems to be the confirmation 
they require. For example, after the examination at the end of his first year, Malcolm 
explained:

Look, I didn’t finish everything. There were some big questions that I wasn’t sure where to start, and by 
the time… the time finished, I hadn’t really got an answer for those. But I was a lot better prepared, I 
could… I’ve done all the practice exams, so there were some questions that where you just look at them 
and go ‘I’ve done this three times today’ (Malcolm, in first year).

Similarly, Steve after a second-year examination said, ‘I think I went very well on the exam. I 
actually finished all the questions and actually knew what was going for each of the questions’. Ian 
(third year) concurred that ‘you can always gauge in an exam how well you’ve done because you 
recognised the question, and you know how to answer it’.

These accounts indicate that preparation for examinations involved more than refreshing 
previously learned content, as the act of revising can be an opportunity for students to gain 
additional perspectives on the content. Moreover, in terms of evaluative judgement, students 
seemed to gain expertise in what it is to sit examinations and what preparation it requires, 
which is an embodied learning of how to work out certain types of problems under the specific 
conditions of final examinations.
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Discussion

We explored the relationship between summative assessment and evaluative judgement by 
analysing the practices of a group of physics students as they worked towards graded tasks. 
Our findings showed that summative assessment tasks play a significant role in prompting 
students on how to engage in specific learning activities (e.g. how much effort to put into a 
task or question, anticipating relevant questions in preparation for an examination). However, 
our findings also showed that students do more than what the task at hand prescribes. Whilst 
these physics students worked in tutorials, towards assignments and in preparation for exam-
inations, they came to make real-time evaluative judgements about the quality of their solutions, 
their understanding of physics and mathematics, the use of certain tools and resources to 
enhance their work, and how to go about their studies. Although our findings do not show 
students’ evaluative judgement developing or how they ‘came to practice differently’, we showed 
that, across the curriculum, summative assessment tasks require students to make decisions 
about quality as they navigate their course, even if these decisions are made idiosyncratically. 
Thus, it is important to consider the unintended role that summative assessments play in eval-
uative judgement and whether they align to or are in conflict with intended learning outcomes.

During summative activities, social interactions with peers and tutors allowed generative 
discussions about the correctness of mathematical moves, ways of looking at physics problems, 
the amount of effort a question requires, and the resources that may help them to address 
physics and study problems (e.g. step-by-step calculators, books, simulation software). These 
interactions have a history and the observations we presented involved groups of friends (though 
Tony did not have a study group and simply joined any table during workshops). Social inter-
actions were enabled by specific material arrangements like the student lounge, round tables 
and whiteboards, which may be more supportive of collaborative work than lecture theatres. 
In contrast to these generative discussions, individual preparation for examinations seems to 
focus on becoming more experienced in dealing with this type of high-stakes task. In this sense, 
summative assessment seems to be a constitutive element of the context in which students’ 
practices emerge as it invites students to carry out certain tasks, but it does not determine 
what students do nor does it fully anticipate further affordances and barriers for students’ 
practices. Students facing the same assignment may proceed differently as they encounter 
different people and artefacts at different times and places.

These findings highlight that students’ practices are not abstract procedures, but concrete and 
purposeful forms of doing and saying under specific circumstances. They illustrate how assessment 
tasks provide a map for student work, but they do not determine how students will go about 
those activities (Goodyear 2015; Goodyear, Carvalho, and Yeoman 2021). As Boud et  al. (2018) 
explain, assessment is a ‘socially situated phenomenon’ (p. 1108) and not a ‘unilateral act of teachers 
or course designers to which students are subjected’ (p. 1109). By attending to students’ practices 
in real time, we showed how they idiosyncratically evaluated their study practices as much as 
their finished products (Fawns and O’Shea 2019), even if the task at hand was not deliberately 
designed to support their evaluative judgement (Gladovic, Tai, and Dawson 2022). As students 
engaged in diverse activities, including summative assessment tasks, they encountered unexpected 
challenges for which they needed to test and discuss different approaches, in a combination of 
recalling previous knowledge and creative decisions on how to solve a given problem, which in 
turn may result in the continuous refinement of their evaluative judgement as ‘a “feel” for what 
constitutes quality in the field’ (Dall’Alba, 2018, 20)—in this case, the physics curriculum.

Implications

One challenge that this paper raises is that, while educators may seek to support students’ 
evaluative judgement for life post-graduation, students’ decisions occur within the context of 
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the practices of their undergraduate degree. This means that many of their judgements may 
focus on how things are done in their degree, whether or not the curriculum is designed to 
be an effective introduction to the actual practices of the discipline. We can argue that students 
are learning how things are done in their discipline as a secondary effect of being stirred into 
their current study practices. This is not a matter of deep/surface approaches to learning but 
about students coming to know how to navigate the social and material context of their every-
day life, which happens to be a highly structured environment where summative tasks and 
grades play an important role in teachers’ and students’ everyday lives (Harland et  al. 2015). In 
other words, for curriculum design, it is important to consider what students are learning in 
pursuit of completing summative assessment tasks, not only if they are. For this purpose, we 
identify two approaches that may contribute to moderating the tensions between learning 
within the curriculum and disciplinary practices: authentic assessment at a program level and 
partnering with students for curriculum design.

Authentic assessment is a valuable approach that may help to gradually bring students closer 
to practices relating to the real and cognitively challenging problems in their field, while making 
holistic and explicit evaluative judgements about their own work (villarroel et  al. 2018). Careful 
design of authentic assessment needs to pay attention to the material and social aspects of the 
learning context as much as the content and requirements of the task (Gulikers, Bastiaens, and 
Kirschner 2004). For example, assessment could aim to recreate how physicists encounter and 
formulate problems in their work, rather than relying on self-contained questions typical of 
traditional assignments. Long-term projects that span one or multiple semesters may also require 
students to work collaboratively, gather and organise information, and use current specialised 
technology to formulate complex solutions to ill-defined problems, while documenting the 
decision-making process and self-evaluating the merits and limitations of the project.

It is worth considering the realism of authentic assessment in terms of its social value, not 
only in terms of future employment and economics (McArthur 2023). Doing so might promote 
forms of evaluative judgement that incorporate wider societal issues when making decisions 
about ‘what good work looks like’. For instance, scientific projects could be evaluated not only 
on their use of disciplinary knowledge and techniques but how well they respond to the needs 
of a specific community and their potential side-effects.

Recognising and understanding student practices that emerge out of learning and assessment 
activities could be an onerous undertaking. However, partnering with students to explore ped-
agogical approaches could be a valuable strategy as students can provide relevant input for 
educational designs that better respond to their actual practices, including how social relation-
ships are formed, how students use material artefacts and how they make evaluative judgements. 
Partnerships could be as simple as peer mentoring programs, or as complex as co-producing 
learning resources or co-designing sequences of tasks considering the material settings that 
may be more productive for student learning. As Goodyear, Carvalho, and Yeoman (2021) explain, 
evaluation of educational designs ‘sometimes means checking whether an intervention worked’ 
but in a practice-focused perspective, it ‘always also involves answering questions about how 
an intervention worked’ (p. 460, emphasis in the original), which requires understanding what 
students actually did and what enabled/constrained their actions.

Limitations

One limitation of this paper is that being a small-scale ethnography-informed study, the evidence 
we presented cannot be generalised as something most students do. The students that partic-
ipated in this study cannot be claimed to be representative of the whole student cohort. They 
cannot encapsulate all students’ practises/actions within the course, and further research may 
offer additional perspectives. However, our in-depth study aimed to explore what some students 
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did under certain circumstances and provide conceptual insights about the relationship between 
assessment, learning and evaluative judgement. We recognise that learning what quality looks 
like and how to navigate the higher education system is a complex longitudinal process and 
not an automatic effect of simply being there and working on problems. Future research can 
address this limitation through larger-scale studies or through intentionally recruiting students 
from specific equity groups.

In this paper, we followed the general view on learning from practice theories; however, 
conceptualising evaluative judgement may benefit from a focused exploration of the interplay 
between student practices and the social and material conditions that enable or limit them, 
for which some practice theories may be better equipped than others. This focus on the situated 
nature of context can be particularly useful for uncovering how discursive, material, economic 
and power issues mediate students’ evaluative judgement.

Conclusion

We used an ethnographic approach to explore how students come to make evaluative judge-
ments in the context of summative assessment tasks. We showed that summative assessment 
plays an important role as part of the context in which students’ practices emerge, but task 
design does not fully anticipate what students do, as they tend to engage in incidental con-
versations about the quality of their work and about how to do things in their studies. This 
exploration also uncovered how students make decisions about quality in diverse contexts 
beyond the formative tasks oriented to support their evaluative judgement. The insights from 
this study contribute to bringing together the formal and informal aspects of students’ learning, 
highlighting the open-ended nature of students’ practices and how their decisions about quality 
often target how to go about undergraduate study practices. This study contributes to locating 
learning from summative assessment and evaluative judgement in what students actually do 
and highlights the tensions between undergraduate practices and intended learning outcomes.
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