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IS THERE A CORRELATION BETWEEN PROVIDING EXEMPLARS AND
A CHANGE IN STUDENT MARKS? A REPORT ON A LOGITUDINA L STUDY

DESIGNED TO ANSWER THIS QUESTION
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ABSTRACT

The importance of assessment has been well estath)ibut how to best communicate required standamds
criteria to students are a more vexed concern.edtsdcommonly ask 'How can | improve my marks iis timnit?"
They also commonly ask for examples of assignmenfsast exams in order to guide them. This artiefgorts on the
results of a longitudinal study which aimed to measthe value of using exemplars in terms of thpaah that these
exemplars have on students' marks. Exemplars whalsed on the final exam were provided or withHedan different
groupings of students undertaking the same urstudy over a number of years. Results for finalnexgades achieved
by students over a period of eight years have beeorded in order to provide guidance on what irheaemplars have
on students' marks. The findings of this study regzbin this article promulgate that exemplarsatgghly valuable tool

for improving students' marks.
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INTRODUCTION

Exemplars are not a new concept; they have beeristence for some time. [1][2][3] Although theyvkasome
critics, they are commonly regarded as a mechahigrwvhich to demonstrate to students particular epte or skills
which may be difficult to describe by just using abstract verbal description. [4][5][6] Quite simpthey provide

examples of work.

Exemplars are often thought of as useful to providal' examples rather than mere hypotheticaludison and
are used because assessment criteria and the natyuality of work may be difficult to understabg novice students in
abstract form.[7] A typical example of this may &&king a student to write an essay on a parti¢afsic. An exemplar

demonstrates to a student what an essay lookmlis@ntext by using a concrete real example.

That students want exemplars is not in doubt asdolegn explored by many. [8] What has not beericgarfitly
clear is whether these exemplars can lead to amirament in the marks that students gain whilstgleting a unit of
study. Or conversely whether these marks leaddecaease in student marks or even to any chargjé Eixemplars take
time for an educator to prepare and that time wéeldetter valued if a link could be sustained leetwusing exemplars

and a change in student marks.

So whilst there are many reports that indicate $iadents' value exemplars,[9][10] other than nyoztlecdotal

reports, there have been few systematic studieshether the provision of exemplars to studentsdelada change in

| Impact Factor(JCC): 2.1783 - This article can be denloaded from www.impactjournals.us




| 74 David Newlyn |

marks for either a positive or potentially a negaiffect.[11][12][13]

This article reports on a longitudinal study whisias undertaken with groups of students over ant gighar
period who completed an introductory law unit dasid) for non-law students at an Australian tertiarstitution.
That study was designed to measure the impace#ganplars had on student’s marks. In some yeattseafinits offering
exemplars were provided to students whilst in ofyesrs exemplars were not provided. The resultstawdents who
completed the final exam for that unit of study &eompared and analysed to determine whether atgriaiadifference

between years was evident.
WHAT ARE EXEMPLARS?

In brief exemplars are examples of work produced neal life context. Sadler provides a very singéinition
of an exemplar by stating that they are 'key exammhosen so as to be typical of designated ledfelguality of
competence'. [14] Carless and Chan provide a mophisticated definition and limit their definitioto exemplars
produced from students work when they state: 'Wimelexemplars as carefully chosen samples of stugderk which are
used to illustrate dimensions of quality and cladfssessment expectations.[15] Newlyn providesnaoee complex
definition stating: 'Exemplars may indicate a gradage, as it typical at most institutions, suchfak pass, credit,
distinction and high distinction, and they may Iom@ated so as to indicate how the exemplar sedisfie stated criteria

for assessment or they may simply be presentdukgsaere submitted for assessment by the formedestu[16]

Exemplars can take many forms and be constructddferent ways depending upon the unit they aiadased
in. For a humanities unit which required studentsimhdertake an essay as a form of assessment aplexecould be
constructed by the teacher or could be made bydest. In this context the exemplar could also heotated by the
teacher. The essay example could be from the sapi@dr a similar topic. For example were a studesikied to write an
essay on the work of James Joyce, an exemplar dmuldonstructed by the teacher and annotated ommudtated.
It could also be constructed from a former studevdsk on James Joyce and annotated or not annotatetithe work
could also be constructed by the teacher or a stsidBrmer work on a similar but related topicclswas the works of

Henry James or Thomas Mann.

In this context, this study has been based on adbrnderstanding of the exemplar term. So thathis t
longitudinal study the exemplars were constructechfthe exam answers from students who completedirial exam in

previous years. These exemplars were de-identfielannotated by the course coordinator.
METHOD

Over the period 2007 to 2014 students undertookha £xam for an introductory law unit. In some rgea
(2007, 2008, 2011, 2012, 2013 and 2014) studentsumidertook that unit were not provided with angraplars. In other
years (2009 and 2010) students who undertook titengme provided with exemplars. The choice of wieetor not to

provide an exemplar was made by the unit coordinatbich changed more than four times over theqoe?i007 to 2014.

In the years that students were provided with exerapghese exemplars were provided via the onliagfgym
accessible to all students enrolled in the unitatTéame platform provided relevant materials susha aunit outline,

learning guide, lecture notes and details of assessitems. So the online platform was accessesvbyy student at some
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stage during their semester long period of study.

The exemplars that were provided to students weteanstructed by the course instructors. Rathesehwere
exemplars which were put together from the work nsitted by previous students of the same unit ofdwtu
These exemplars had been annotated by the counsdirtator to highlight particular characteristiasdaskills that were
considered of value. One example of every possgjtdde level was provided as an exemplar and these eollated into
one document. When made available via the onliatfqrim, that document was prefaced with the follayvinstructive

comments:

'You should note that the examples presented herdN®T perfect. They are presented exactly as thene
submitted at the conclusion of the examination.hEafcthe answers have been annotated to providiagoe as to what

things the markers were looking for in order tasidsiture students to prepare for the final exarthis unit.

Answers which you prepare to any legal problem timeDO NOT have to follow this methodology predyse
instead this document is simply designed to show wat other students' have done and the markstllegt were

awarded.'
Such instructions to students hopefully made iarclihat the exemplars provided did not providetfa only
‘acceptable’ forms of answers, but rather werended to show what marks were achieved when formeftests' had

undertaken such activities.

Of course as the examination questions for eachdiéfared, the exemplars were designed to dematesskills,
rather than specific knowledge that may be relet@tihat year’s particular exam. This is the pdrfesis for an exemplar
as knowledge will change, particularly in the apé#aw as was the subject area of this study. Aengar is not designed
as an opportunity for a student to copy or plagiaranother person's work. Instead it is designeathaspportunity for a

student to learn by actually seeing something diopeactice.

Examples of how these skills were illustrated tadents via the annotated comments contained iexamplars

included the following statements:

'Re-telling the facts of a case are of no value.aeinterested in the legal principle (ratio) tone from the case,

not the facts of a case.’
and:
'Students had 60 mins to complete this question.gdge length for this answer is more than adeduate

Whilst a record was kept of how many students doeaitd the exemplars document, it is not submitiatithis
is equivalent to how many students read and/or tlsese exemplars. It is of course possible thatestts in those years
where no exemplars were provided by the coursedauator obtained either those exemplars that hauh Ipeovided in

other years or exemplars from other sources.

RESULTS

This article reports on the results from the fimaltten exam that students completed over the ge?i@07 to

2014 (8 complete periods) whilst undertaking amoishtiction to law course designed for students ootpleting a law
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degree at a tertiary education institute. Theseltesepresent the raw, unmoderated and unscadedtsestudents achieved
in the final exam. An examination of the percentafjstudents who achieved a particular grade Ibaslbeen undertaken.
Those grade levels were Fail (0 to 49 marks), Ps3$0 64 marks), Credit (65 to 74 marks), Distimet(75 to 84 marks)
and High Distinction (85 to 100 marks).

The following table indicates relevant charactéssincluding the number of students completingfthal exam

and the results achieved for each possible graeé le

Table 1: Results by Year (Exemplar + No Exemplar)

2007 (NO EXEMPLAR)

2008 (NO EXEMPLAR)

Number of results = 128

Number of results = 104

F (0-49%) = 49%

F (0-49%) = 43%

P (50-64%) = 35%

P (50-64%) = 38%

C (65-74%) = 8%

C (65-74%) = 9%

D (75-84%) = 6%

D (75-84%) = 7%

HD (85-100%) = 2%

HD (85-100%) = 3%

2009 (EXEMPLAR)

2010 (EXEMPLAR)

Number of results = 95

Number of results = 130

F (0-49%) = 22%

F (0-49%) = 11%

P (50-64%) = 45%

P (50-64%) = 24%

C (65-74%) = 20%

C (65-74%) = 40%

D (75-84%) = 8%

D (75-84%) = 15%

HD (85-100%) = 5%

HD (85-100%) = 10%

2011 (NO EXEMPLAR)

2012 (NO EXEMPLAR)

Number of results = 994

Number of results = 945

F (0-49%) = 37%

F (0-49%) = 54%

P (50-64%) = 30%

P (50-64%) = 29%

C (65-74%) = 20%

C (65-74%) = 12%

D (75-84%) = 10%

D (75-84%) = 4%

HD (85-100%) = 3%

HD (85-100%) = 1%

2013 (NO EXEMPLAR)

2014 (NO EXEMPLAR)

Number of results = 866

Number of results = 70§

F (0-49%) = 59%

F (0-49%) = 43%

P (50-64%) = 26%

P (50-64%) = 48%

C (65-74%) = 11%

C (65-74%) = 8%

D (75-84%) = 4%

D (75-84%) = 1%

HD (85-100%) = 0%

HD (85-100%) = 0%

Looking at these figures, a number of features lshonumediately become apparent. These featuresidecthe
fact that the number of students undertaking thal fexam each year is not homogenous and the nuofbgrars that
exemplars are used as compared to not used igjnat ©ver the 8 periods that this study reportslifferent members of
academic staff coordinated the same unit. Somkasit coordinators chose to use exemplars whilstetthose not to use
them. To be clear, exemplars were used in 20028a8. Exemplars were not used in 2007, 2008, 29012, 2013 and
2014. Although the number of students completirgfihal exam is different for each year, in somargesignificantly so,
this study reports on the percentage of gradesaetli not the number of grades achieved, thereftiosving a fair

comparison between the different years where exammmlere used and where they were not used.

Turning to an examination of the impact of exempland using the fail grade as a starting poirg iiated that

fail grades are lowest when exemplars were useitl.gfedes from 43% to 59% are recorded in thosesyadere no
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exemplars were used. Whilst the fail grades inytra's that exemplars were used ranged from 11%% 2

The pass grade shows results of 35%, 38%, 30%, 28%,and 48% in those years where exemplars were no
used as compared with 45% and 24% in those yeagsewdxemplars were used. The credit grade showlsdsom 8%
to 20% in those years where exemplars were not asextbmpared with results from 20% to 40% in thgesars where
exemplars were used. The distinction grades awdatettiose years where exemplars were used were/88/610%, 4%
and 1% as compared to those years where exempéaes wged and the results were 8% and 15%. Thednggihction

grades ranged from 0% to 3% in those non exemplarsyto 5% to 10% in years where exemplars wer use

DISCUSSIONOF RESULTS

Placing the results as discussed above into a dmaphreveals some of the dramatic changes thatwaident

when comparing those years where exemplars wetkaganst those years when they are not used.

Changes to grade levels for final exam

70
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> 50 \ / ><
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B —\_ N/ /
= 30 3 = Distinction
E 20 \ / —+—High
Distinction
10
0 2c;\37 2c-5e 2009 2010 20{1 2012 2013 2014 Year of exam
(NoEx)  (NoEx) (Ex) (Ex) (NoEx) | (NoEx) | (NoEx) | (NoEx)
—+—Fail 49 43 22 1 ar 04 59 43
—&— Pass 35 38 45 24 30 29 26 48
Credit 8 ) 20 40 20 12 11 8
Distinction 6 7 8 15 10 41 1 1
——High Distinction 2 3 5 10 3 1 0 0
Figure 1

After an examination of the results described abiive apparent that using exemplars has an impastudent's
results in a final exam. It could be argued thé& thnpact should be described as significant. Exgade level has been
impacted by the provision of exemplars, but higspecially evident when looking at the changesradegs reported at
grades at the ends of the spectrum. These beirfgitlggade and the high distinction grade.

Using the fail grade to illustrate the significamanges you can see that a very high proportistuafents failed
in those years where exemplars were not used. 588dte highest proportion of students who faile@rvho exemplars
were used. But figures in non-exemplar years aistude 49%, 43%, 37%, 54% and 43%. This compar@2% being
the highest proportion of students who failed wieslemplars were used. A significant difference isréfore evident.

Many more students failed the same unit of studdren exemplars were not provided.

The change in the awarding of high distinction gsadllustrates the significant benefit to studemtsen
exemplars have been used. In 2013 and 2014, whexeraplars were used, no student received thiseegiadall of the

years that exemplars were used the maximum numbestudents to be awarded a high distinction was B#b.
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However in 2009 and 2010, when exemplars were useiilyeen 5% and 10% of students received this ghaten

almost three times the number of students achignetop grade in a year when exemplars were usegaeed to the best
year when exemplars were not used there is signifievidence that exemplars were having a big ilmpacstudent’s
marks. Clearly capable students were better ablentterstand exactly what was required of them ase¢hyears where

exemplars were provided and the increase in thel Ehigh distinctions awarded clearly reflectstpioint.

Significant changes are also evident with the pereglit and distinction grade levels, but perhaptsas dramatic
as those changes already described for the failhagtd distinction grade levels. Taking the creéwdl as an example,
you can see that credits in the years where exempiare used were at least equal to the years vexeraplars were not
used and in one year credits were significanthhéighan in the years where exemplars were not dgéshtion is drawn
to the credits awarded in 2010 (a year exemplaereviised) which were 40% as compared to the yé€dYs @nd 2014
(years where exemplars were not used) where thedawgeof credits was just 8%. Again, the changesesults reported
have been quite significant. Students that haven lee@osed to exemplars are accessing high awaedsles directly

compared to that student who were not exposeddmpbars.
CONCLUSIONS

The conclusions for this article are made in thetext that it will never be possible to be absdiutertain as to
the value of exemplars in improving student's mssurhis must be the case as it would never beilges® say with
certainty whether any individual student's marksildchave improved or declined if they had or hatllmeen exposed to
exemplars during their course of student as natitn would occur in which this could be accuratelgasured. We may
never know if students who used an exemplar woakkthachieved the same or a different result condptrenot using
exemplars as the number of variables with thatestud infinite. It is also the case that therelddae an argument that
there were different cohorts of students in eacthefyears of the study who had different abiléydls. All of these are

valid criticisms of attempting to prove the valdeegemplars.

What this study aimed to achieve was to measutbdrbest possible way what the impact of exemptam
student's results, given the stated limitations.tids basis it is concluded without any ambigutattexemplars have an
impact on students' results. It appears that exandmre especially useful in improving the failesaiof students and
ensuring that those capable students achievefthiepotential and access the highest grades adailia a particular unit.
On this basis, all educators should be persuadeddmine the potential to use exemplars in unis they teach and/or

co-ordinate as they appear to have significanttpedbenefits for students.
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