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This paper focuses on situated assessment from the point of view of both research and teaching.
Are there any characteristics that are ethically preferable to others and, if so, which ones? What
equitable definition of situated assessment, respectful of the issues, the contexts and, above all,
the evaluated subjects, can we propose for higher education?

We will first examine the macro level of research in evaluation, and then the meso level of an
institutional context, in this case, that of American higher education, illustrated by the
University of Texas at Austin (UTA). Theoretically, we will refer to the existing literature on
language assessment (Bachman, 1990, 2007, Alderson 2002, Spolsky, Hadji, 1997, Horner,
2010, Huver & Springer, 2011, Narcy-Combes, 2009, Tardieu 2009, 2014, and Gardner, 1997),
with a special focus on assessment at the university in relation with grading practices
(docimology). If we consider higher education settings, we will note that even though there
may be recommendations and clear policies regarding the number of papers to be handed in by
the students, and precise requirements in relation to grading, the content of the exams, the
questions or exercises proposed by the teachers are not usually supervised. We will address the
issue of reliability and validity in the context of the University of Texas at Austin (UTA). Are
there clear general policies consistent throughout a department? Does the number of
assignments vary from one course to another? What types of assignments are there? What are
the requirements and how is the grading carried out accordingly? As for the validity issue, we
should be reminded of Romainville (2014) who identified three different approaches and
demonstrated that more often than not the students have to “guess” what is expected from them

to get good grades. Although the university exams cannot claim to be valid or reliable like



proper tests, they play such an important role in the academic life and decide on the success or
the failure of the students that we should raise those questions. Are the goals clearly stated to
the students? Do they have the opportunity to get more information from their teachers? Or
even to revise their papers in order to improve their final grades?

This paper will more precisely address these issues regarding the organization of exams in terms
of number of papers, requirements, and grading in the context of the English Department of the
University of Texas at Austin for undergraduate students in the second semester of the academic
year 2018-2019.

Methodologically, we will first analyze the online descriptions of all the English courses of the
semester. This generic analysis will highlight the main features of assessment in the context of
this university and enable us to answer our initial questions on reliability and fairness. Then,
we will analyze more data from seven interviews of teachers who explain how they proceed to
evaluate and grade their students with a special interest for some outstanding features. This

second type of data analysis will permit us to answer the question of validity of the construct.
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