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Abstract 
 
One of the challenges facing the management of undergraduate research projects is achieving 
and maintaining consistency in the marking process. High staff turnover, the introduction of new 
academics to supervisory teams and the desire to benchmark internationally exacerbate the 
challenge. 
 
The current assessment process within the Unitec Bachelor of Construction programme requires 
the student project first to be marked by the student’s supervisor. This is then followed by second, 
independent marking of all the student assignments by an external academic. When significant 
variation of marks occurs and post-marking negotiation between the markers cannot achieve 
agreement, a third independent marker is utilised.  
 
This paper outlines the development of an assessment rubric intended to provide clear standards 
and goals for both students and supervisors. The introduction of a rubric is intended to reduce the 
number of times significant variation in marks is experienced between markers. In cases where 
variation still occurs, the use of a rubric serves to define the problem and clarify the marking 
expectations. This assists with the negotiation process between the first and second markers, 
ideally removing the need for a third marker in most instances. In the most difficult of cases, 
negotiation will be required between three markers. Again, the use of the rubric allows a clear 
statement of the issues under discussion and the areas of divergence, allowing the participants to 
focus on reaching a satisfactory outcome. 
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Introduction 
 
Unitec has its historical roots as a polytechnic and has grown quickly to the point where it delivers 
21 undergraduate degrees. In order to successfully deliver degrees, Unitec’s research culture has 
also had to develop rapidly. The School for the Built Environment (SoBE) has been successful in 
this process, with the current staff profile comprising 10 PhDs and 9 Masters, and with research 
activity and publication being transparently recognised in the workload model. 
 

• The Bachelor of Construction offered by SoBE is a three year undergraduate degree. It 
comprises ten courses per year, each of twelve credits. The research project, seen as the 
culmination of a student’s study, is twice the value of a standard course, with 24 credits. This 
course requires students to develop and justify a research question, analyse relevant literature, 
develop and defend a methodology, collect data, and analyse and document the results. The 
principal output of the course is a substantial written report which contributes 80% of the course 
assessment. Success in this course is considered to be a key demonstration of a student’s 
suitability for graduation, and the course is a major contributor to the programme being 
internationally benchmarkable against programmes of longer duration and those that have 
honours components.  

 
The BCons is well supported by students, with an increase in student numbers of 33% over the 
past 7 years. The growing number of students has produced an increasing supervisory load for 
the research project. The school staff has limited supervisory experience compared to the typical 
staff profile of a traditional university, and the team has had to confront a steep learning curve.  
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The research project course is intended to be student driven, but with supervisor guidance and 
direction assisting along the way. Supervisors mark the reports submitted by their own students. 
An external examiner provides the second mark for all of the reports, providing an independent 
view of the quality of the reports overall.  Where the two marks differ by 10% or less, an average 
of the two is taken as the final mark for the student. Where variation greater than 10% occurs, the 
supervisor and external examiner are given the opportunity to discuss their marks and negotiate 
an agreed mark. If post-marking negotiation between the markers cannot achieve agreement, a 
third independent marker is utilised. 
 
 

The Issues 
 
From discussions with supervisors and markers at Unitec, a set of concerns has been identified 
around how the marking and negotiation process is taking place in the Research Project course. 
Some of these issues are focused on the initial marking stage, while others are more to do with 
the negotiation that takes place following a difference in marks. Some concerns fall into both 
categories. 
 
Variability of marks  
 
Abeysekera and Nummy (2006) outlines some of the issues surrounding the marking process at 
Unitec, particularly focusing on the variability of marks. In this work, a report reviewed by nine 
supervisors was given marks ranging from 41% to 91%. More recent marks in the Research 
Project course have shown differences less extreme than this example, but still significant. Last 
year, for example, 8 out of 26 report marks had a variation between the supervisor and external 
examiner’s marks of greater than 20%. Only 12 out of the 26 report marks were within 10% of 
each other.  
 
The likelihood of inconsistency in assessment increases as more supervisors become involved in 
the course (Pathirage et al, 2007: 272). Thus, the increased number of students undertaking the 
Unitec course, and the subsequent increase in the number of supervisors required, only serve to 
exacerbate the problem.  
 
One of the conclusions of Abeysekera and Nummy (2006) was that further work should be 
conducted to clarify course expectations with the supervisors/markers, and to make marking 
requirements more explicit. As expressed by Pathirage et al (2007), “criteria designed carefully 
and used with clear procedures can reduce inconsistency in assessment”; while established 
criteria were in use at Unitec, they were considered unclear, and were applied inconsistently with 
markers assessing “against their own expectations.” (Abeysekera & Nummy, 2006).  
 
Non-expert supervisors 
 
Each supervisor is able to supervise only a limited number of students. Where many students 
choose a similar area of interest (the current passion is around sustainability and Green Star 
rated buildings in particular), there are not enough supervisors with research interests aligned 
with this focus. Other staff will be drawn in to supervise projects that fall outside of their areas of 
expertise. This is not a problem confined to Unitec; Rowley & Slack (2004: p179) identify that 
“supervisors quite often find themselves supervising students working with topics in relation to 
which they can not offer specialist expertise.” 
 
In this situation, the role of the supervisor is to guide the student in the research process, and to 
assist them in finding appropriate sources of topic-specific advice, rather than to attempt to be the 
source of topic knowledge themselves. This has been a criticism repeated by the external 
examiner, that supervisors working outside their area of expertise struggle to give students 
appropriate guidance.  
 
Informed supervisor/uninformed external examiner 
 
Conversely to the above situation, there are occasions where the external examiner is operating 
from a position of relative ignorance about the topic whilst the supervisor has a greater level of 



AUBEA 2008          Page 36 

involvement and knowledge. It is impossible for one person to be an expert in the wide variety of 
topics pursued by students, but this is effectively what is asked of the external examiner. 
 
Taking it personally 
 
The process of negotiating with an “outsider”, the second or third marker, is often seen as 
threatening by supervisors. A disagreement between parties as to the mark for a project may be 
seen by the supervisor as a personal attack. After eight months of working with the student, the 
supervisor sometimes feels that this is ‘their’ project that is being criticised. Alternatively, the view 
is that it is their ability as a supervisor or marker that is under the microscope.  
 
Another personal aspect of the process is the relationship that develops between supervisor and 
student over the year. Supervisors in most cases invest a great deal of time and energy into 
assisting ‘their’ students through the process to a successful conclusion. In the marking and 
subsequent negotiation process they may see their role as getting the best mark possible for their 
student. In some instances the opposite is true, where a student-supervisor relationship has been 
particularly difficult or challenging and as a consequence the supervisor has a negative view of 
the resulting report. 
 
It is interesting to note that of 26 reports last year, 20 were marked higher by the supervisor than 
by the external examiner. Only 3 were marked lower, and 3 reports were marked the same by the 
two markers. This weighting of higher marks by supervisors indicates an element of bias towards 
the student. 
 
Process or performance vs. product 
 
Related to the issue of the personal relationship between supervisor and student is the question 
of what exactly is being marked. The external examiner does not meet the students and sees 
none of the process they go through in developing their project. Thus it is quite clear that he is 
marking the product, i.e. the final report.  
 
The supervisor, on the other hand, gains an appreciation of how the student tackles the project, 
the effort they put into it and their engagement with the course. It can be difficult to view the 
product separately from the process and the student’s performance as a whole. This is illustrated 
by one supervisor who noted that the student’s willingness to travel around the country to collect 
data, and to participate in related activities at their own expense, contributed to awarding a better 
mark that might otherwise be warranted.  
 
Novice vs. expert  
 
Supervisors in the research project course have experience in supervision from their own Masters 
or PhD study, and some have completed a course in Research Supervision through the Graduate 
Diploma of Higher Education offered by Unitec. On the whole however, the majority have had no 
instruction or guidance in the requirements of supervision, and are left to pick it up as they go 
along. 
 
Supervisors who have little or no experience of supervision or marking often defer, either tacitly or 
explicitly, to the expertise of the second marker. Instead of defending their own judgement and 
negotiating an agreement, they accept the mark given. For example, a comment from a first time 
supervisor last year explicitly stated that due to their lack of experience in the process, they were 
happy to defer to the mark given by the supervisor. This means that the student is effectively 
marked by only one person, negating the moderating effect of the double marking process. In 
contrast, more experienced supervisors are prepared to enter into robust negotiation and their 
students generally end up with a higher mark. 
 
 

Marking Process Development 
Original marking schedule 
 
The marking schedule previously used in the Unitec research project assessment, as reported by 
Abeysekera and Nummy (2006), is an analytical model framework (see Appendix A). This is a 
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prescriptive system using a set of general headings and sub headings to allocate marks in blocks 
of between 10 and 25 marks.  
 
Because of the breakdown of marks in the different categories, markers could be within 1 mark on 
each category and still end up with more than a 10% variation in the final mark.  
 
A major flaw in this marking schedule was the degree of overlap between the headings, with 
markers tending to reconsider weaknesses under several sections; for example, a flaw in the 
methodology would be penalised not only in that section, but also in the data and conclusions 
sections. The sub headings for the sections do not clarify what is to be considered against each 
heading, so the examiners are forced to apply their own interpretation. 
 
Amended marking schedule 
 
An interim step in the development of a revised marking schedule took the original schedule and 
added discussion and comments on what aspects should be considered in each section (See 
Appendix B). The overall sections and allocations of marks remained the same, but overlaps were 
made explicit, and more direction was given to markers on how marks should be allocated within 
sections. This revised marking schedule was not used formally for marking research reports, but 
was circulated to all supervisors. It was referred to in discussions about the marking process last 
year, but the marking schedule used was the same as in previous years. 
 
Adoption of rubrics 
 
The use of rubrics for improving assessment was emphasised by Maier (2006) in a presentation 
given at Unitec as part of a Teaching and Learning Seminar for the School of the Built 
Environment.  This stimulated discussion and development about how they could be used to 
define and develop the marking regime for the Research Project course. 
 
Rubrics were first introduced into the course last year, for marking interim presentations. Students 
have to present their work at three stages during the course of the project. At that time, each 
presentation was worth 5% of the final research project mark. Simple rubrics were introduced to 
improve consistency between panels of supervisors who were marking groups of presentations in 
isolation from each other. The rubrics were made available for students’ reference before the 
presentation, and were used by the supervisors as marking sheets.  
 
The rubrics contributed to an improvement in the quality of presentations and the thinking that 
went into them. Comments from both supervisors and students indicated that criticisms from 
panel of supervisors became more constructive as they were focused on the elements of the 
rubric. Students were conversely less defensive and more open to reflection on the comments 
given. Other changes in the presentation format were implemented at the same time so it is 
difficult to know how much to credit the effect of the rubric alone; however, students have been 
very positive in their feedback regarding how they use rubrics to focus their thinking and achieve 
good outcomes in their presentations. 
 
Following the encouraging results from the presentation rubrics, a more extensive version was 
prepared for the report marking process (see Appendix C). This drew on aspects of the 
presentation rubrics as well as the interim marking schedule that had previously been used. 
 
Woolf (2004) identifies three applications of the term ‘assessment criteria’ – to identify the parts of 
a work that are to be assessed; to establish the levels of performance that are required for 
different grades; and to specify the minimum acceptable standard for a pass.  These correspond 
with the three essential components of a rubric identified by Popham (2000): evaluative criteria, 
quality definitions, and a scoring strategy.  
 
The rubric developed here combines all three elements. It is first broken down into a set of six 
areas (Literature review and analysis, Research question, Research design/methodology, Data 
collection, Data analysis, discussion and conclusions, and Final report). These areas are then 
further defined in terms of what aspects of each are to be assessed. Marks are allocated to each 
component. Two different standards are given for each component: ‘minimum’, describing the 
least that a student can do for that section and still receive a pass mark; and ‘excellent’, to 
describe the level of work required for an A grade. 
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Popham (2000) describes two possible scoring strategies when using a rubric. One approach is to 
consider that the rubric provides guidance for a holistic marking, where the marker considers all of 
the aspects described in the rubric but does not use it directly to assign a mark, instead forming 
an impression of the student’s work overall. Alternatively, a rubric can be used prescriptively to 
assign marks to each element identified, with the total of these giving the student’s final mark. The 
latter approach has been adopted for the report marking described here, in order to maintain links 
with the previous system used. For the interim presentations described above, a holistic approach 
is used. In both instances, academics being what they are, there are individuals who will use the 
alternate approach. An example of this is seen in Abeysekera and Nummy (2006) where, despite 
the prescriptive nature of the marking schedule, one supervisor used the holistic approach to 
marking the report. Conversely, with the holistic rubric used in the interim presentations, one or 
two supervisors allocate points based on each criterion and use these to determine the final mark. 
Despite these variations in application, a consistent and detailed marking schedule should still 
serve to limit variation in marks.  
 
 

Getting To Yes 
 
The rubric provides improved clarity in expectations and specific descriptions of characteristics of 
a report to be marked. As a result, this should reduce the variability in marks coming out of the 
initial marking process. It should also help in issues concerning what is being marked, by focusing 
the markers’ attention firmly on the product, rather than on the process.  
 
The rubric is not just a tool to reduce variability in the making process. One advantage of using 
the rubric as a reference point throughout the course is to firmly focus the attention of the 
supervisor on the process aspects of the project, which form the core intentions of the research 
project course. While there will always be a need for some engagement with the specific topic 
chosen by the student, the supervisor’s role falls largely in the monitoring and guidance in the 
research process, rather than the ins and outs of the specific research question and the data 
collected. The course is intended to judge the student’s ability to carry out an independent piece 
of research, not on the value or otherwise of the findings that result. The rubric makes this clear, 
and serves to guide the contribution of the supervisor throughout the supervision process. This 
particularly supports new or inexperienced supervisors by making explicit the content and 
standards expected in the report. 
 
An additional benefit, as seen in the adoption of rubrics for the interim presentations, is that the 
rubric provides guidance to the students as to how to approach the task and where to concentrate 
their efforts.  
 
Despite this range of anticipated benefits, adopting the rubric can not be expected to solve all of 
the problems encountered in the marking process. Circumstances will still arise where differences 
between supervisor and external examiner marks will require negotiation. 
 
Getting to Yes: Negotiating an agreement without giving in (Fisher, Ury & Patton, 1991) is a well 
respected “how to” guide built on experience at Harvard. Its overall tenet is to define the 
negotiation process into four components: 
 

People: Separate the people from the problem. 
Interest: Focus on interests not positions. 
Options: Generate a variety of possibilities before deciding what to do. 
Criteria: Insist that the result be based on some objective standard. 

(Fisher, Ury & Patton, 1991: p11) 

 
The use of a rubric for marking the research projects assists in the negotiation process in the first 
and fourth of these components. 
 
Adopting a rubric helps to remove the focus from the people, and refocus on the problem. The 
problem is identified quite clearly in the elements of the rubric as being the research report; it is 
not the student, the supervision process or the student-supervisor relationship. The rubric helps to 
deflect any criticism of supervisor shortcomings (or perceptions of criticism) by making clear the 
terms of reference for the marking and negotiating exercise. 
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This connects with the fourth component of the Getting to Yes approach, using an objective 
standard as the basis for negotiation. The rubric makes explicit the standard expected for a 
minimum pass and an excellence (A grade). Thus any differences in marks between supervisor 
and external examiner can be explored in the context of the descriptions provided.  
 
For inexperienced supervisors, on in cases where either marker has limited expertise in the topic 
of the report under scrutiny, the definition of objective standards supports the negotiation process, 
and diffuses challenges to the knowledge or experience of the markers. 
 
 

Future Work 
 
The definitions of terms contained in the rubric have yet to be discussed in detail. Webster et. al. 
(2000) identifies that one of the crucial factors in using published criteria is to ensure that terms 
used are objective and unambiguous. While this has been kept in mind during the development of 
the rubric, it is a difficult thing to achieve. Expressions such as “interesting and engaging 
description of research”, “persuasive explanations” or “appropriate language” describe the 
essence of what is required but unfortunately have many potentially different connotations or 
interpretations. To reduce the length of time spent in writing and agreeing every phrase used in 
the rubric, a discussion is scheduled with all markers, including the external examiner, at a mid-
point of the course. This will allow such terms to be debated and defined, to promote a common 
understanding of any that may cause confusion. 
 
As well as promoting involvement of all participants in the development of marking criteria, 
Saunders and Davis (1998) goes further to recommend that this be repeated over time. They 
suggest that this is important both to involve new supervisors in the process, but also to 
benchmark understanding and application of the criteria to ensure they are not altering over time. 
While staff participation in research project course workshops have always been required, this 
has previously focused on student presentations and activities. This marking development 
exercise has highlighted the need for ongoing staff workshops to maintain standards and skills in 
the supervision and marking process. 
 
 

Conclusions 
 
As a marking schedule introduced for use this year, the rubric described here has not yet been 
tested. Some of the benefits expected may not eventuate. The terms and descriptions used may 
not prove as objective as intended, or terms may require further discussion and clarification. 
 
It is likely that further refinement will be necessary to establish the rubric as a useful tool for 
marking the research project. It is evident, however, that the discussion it has prompted around 
how to approach the marking exercise has helped to clarify and make explicit many assumptions 
and expectations that have not previously been explored or challenged. In this respect the 
development rubric has already contributed to improvement of the course for supervisors and 
students.  
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APPENDIX A: Original Marking Schedule 
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APPENDIX B: Amended Marking Schedule  

 

 


