This Could Have Been a Poster: 
Same Standards, Different Stories

You: (Mike to play theme song during) Welcome to ‘This Could Have Been a Poster’, the podcast where we talk about students, university, and assessments. 
On this episode, we talk about ‘Same Standards, Different Stories’.
My name is _______________, your host for today, and I am joined by Osu and Mike from the University of Sydney. 
Osu is an education focused senior lecturer in Biology and Mike is a student that just completed her unit this semester.
Osu, can you start by giving us the quick context: what unit is this and who are the students?
Osu: The unit is ‘From Molecules, Cells and Organisms’ and it is a basic biology unit for pharmacy students. We had 320 students this year, of which Mike was a part of. This runs in the first semester of the first year, so we place significance on the transition period for students from high school to university.
You: Yes, a very exciting but anxious times for students. I remember my first-year at university back in _____ . Now Mike, would you mind telling us about this ‘Choose Your Own Assessment’.
Mike: So this assessment was so much fun. It was focused on Science Communication about a disease and associated pharmaceutical. It was authentic because the target audience was the general public, which I’ll be interacting with a lot when I, hopefully, finish. We could choose so many different features for this assessment. We could choose who was in our group, the disease, but most importantly we could choose how we communicated that science.
You: Wow, that sounds awesome. What formats could you choose from?
Mike: We had a choice of posters, pamphlets, podcasts, recorded presentations, videos, and even a storybook! My group went for a podcast, so it seems fitting that I’m here today. 
You: Haha seems so! How did this compare to your other assessments?
Mike: We loved it! It was so much fun. I found that other assessments typically cater to a specific skill set, which can be tricky with such a diverse group of students. Some of us are able to memorise everything for exams, whereas others are great report writers, and there are those like me which prefer presentations. 
You: 100% agree, I myself preferred the __________________ style assessments. 
Now Osu, when people hear “Choose Your Own Assessment”, they often think it means students just pick whatever they want.
What does this pedagogy actually make possible when it’s designed well?
Osu: Great question. It is all about student agency. By letting students choose, they can cater to what they enjoy and have creative freedom. This gives them more ownership of their work and results in a higher engagement and pride in their assessment. It is grounded in Universal Design for Learning to create inclusive learning environments by designing for diversity. Students have multiple pathways to achieve the same learning outcomes.
You: Great response! And can you walk us through how the “Choose Your Own Assessment” actually works in your unit. Especially how you keep things fair when students are submitting completely different types of work?
Osu: There are two fronts that we work on for this. Mike, do you want to talk about the resources provided on the student front and how you felt?
Mike: Sure, so we were all provided the same task and rubric regardless of our choice. The rubric is quite detailed and looks at different aspects such as Content accuracy, Overall flow, Engagement, and Language. Osu also gave us exemplars of each format and there were many activities in class which helped build our assessments. It’s such a great assessment, I hope that Osu has an opportunity to tell other academics about it at a conference…
Osu: I see what you did there Mike... On the staff front, there was a lot of benchmarking to ensure that all the markers were on the same page. We also had designated markers for each format so that they were in charge of all podcasts, posters, videos, etc. The main feedback from the markers, was that it was fun to mark. They had just as much fun marking as the students did making them. It’s a win-win.


You: If someone here is thinking, “This sounds great, but also terrifying,” what’s the smallest, safest way they could try CYOA in their own teaching?
Osu: I won’t beat around the bush, but the workload was huge upfront. But most definitely worth it! You could start small, just pick 2 or 3 formats for a particular assessment? The choice doesn’t have to be assessment-wide, just a particular aspect and build from there.
Mike: I’ve even seen choice in other aspects of the unit. 
I’ve seen it in class activities where we all had to create a presentation on a drug’s mechanism of action, but we could choose which drug. I even saw it one of my lectures, where the lecturer put up 4 options on what example to present and we could choose. 
You: That’s all the questions I’ve been given — and I’m officially ending this podcast. 
Thanks for tuning in and as I always say, “This could have been a presentation, but it didn’t have to be.”

