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Science Journalism Internship

Look to Wollongong for best-practice assessment

GAVIN Moodie (HES, January
17) is to be congratulated for his
timely and balanced review of
the difficult process of assess-
ment, particularly of honours
and other research students. He
argues: “Universities might
have to consider adopting new
system-wide measures to main-
tain public confidence in their
assessment procedures.”

In the department of biologi-
cal sciences at the University of
Wollongong, where research
encompasses a wide range of
sub-disciplines, from molecular
genetics to community ecology,
we have developed what we

believe to be an effective assess-
ment process that could be gen-
erally applied and considered as
best practice.

Our procedure is designed to
ensure that assessment is rigor-
ous, while removing the poten-
tial for bias (either for or against
the student) by a supervisor —
subconscious or deliberate. Our
honours program in science is
structured to prepare students
either for immediate entry into
the workforce or to launch them
on a research career. Achieving
fair and accurate assessment is
important because the mark
(not just the class of honours)

may determine a student’s rank
in the competition for a job or
scholarship. ’

All work contributing to hon-
ours has multiple markers; all
academic staff members assess
poster and seminar-based com-
munication skills, and three
markers (including the super-
visor) assess scientific writing
skills (a literature review and a
scientific paper). Thic course-
work comprises 30 per cent of
the honours assessment.

Because supervisors are not
markers, they are free to guide
the student in preparation of
the thesis; indeed, they are

expected to do this, because it is
a particularly important part of
learning by “apprenticeship”.
The thesis (comprising 70 per
cent of the honours assessment)
is examined by two academics
within the university, whose
expertise is in the research area,
and an external examiner,
usually from another university
or a research organisation. (This
goes even further than the pro-
cedure, described by Moodie, of
seeking external input only
when there is a dispute within
the department. Indeed, we
understand that many depart-
ments do not have any external

assessment of honours theses.)
All thesis examiners give both
a score and a written assess-
ment. The department’s exam-
ination committee, comprising
all academic staff, compares the
comments and scores for each
examiner, hears arguments
from the supervisor and other
staff who assessed the student,
and determines the final mark.
In most cases, the final thesis
mark is a straight average of the
marks of the three examiners.
We offer this description of
the processes we use, which we
consider to be both stringent
and fair, as a contribution to a

national discussion on how hon-
ours assessment might be
improved and become more

standardised.
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Are you a graduate with a burning desire to be a
science and technology journalist? New Scientist is
pleased to announce a six-month internship to
commemorate lan Anderson, our prize winning
Australasian Editor who passed away earlier last
year. The internship, which is co-funded by The
British Council Australia, will start in April 2001, The
successful applicant will spend three months in
New Scientist's London office, followed by three
months in Melbourne. Travel expenses and a
stipend ({sterling} 4600 in London, A$7000 in

Melbourne) will be provided.

Applicants should be Australian citizens, with a degree
in Science, MedIcine or Engineering. For further
information, please e-mall marla@newsdentist.com.au
or check www.newsclentistjobs.com
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