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ABSTRACT

The MASUS Procedure (Measuring the Academic Skills of University Students) is a diagnostic assessment instrument which measures the writing skills of first-year students. It is nine years since it was first trialed at the University of Sydney and reported at the 19th HERDSA Conference in 1993. How is the MASUS operating in the new century within the changing agendas affecting tertiary educational institutions?  Does it still do the job?  Has the job itself changed?

The MASUS has stood the test of time by proving its usefulness and flexibility, and by continuing to provide information needed as much today as nine years ago.   This paper will briefly outline the history of the procedure, and discuss three major issues which have emerged over the last nine years.  Three case studies of recent applications at the University of Sydney will illustrate the variety of ways in which the MASUS Procedure is currently being used.

Introduction and background

The context of tertiary institutions and tertiary education has changed in the last decade. In Australia, decreased government funding and increased accountability have provided external pressures on tertiary institutions, while internally, the continuing trends towards student diversity and internationalisation have had an impact on both teaching and learning. What has remained stable in this changing picture is the need to address issues which arise from student diversity, including those concerning the academic literacy skills of first year students. The increasing diversity of the student body is a phenomenon affecting all Australian universities, and has only become more complex in the last decade.

In 1993 the Learning Centre (LC) at the University of Sydney was commissioned by the University to develop an instrument to assess students' academic skills, and to trial the instrument with a number of first year undergraduate cohorts.  This initiative was funded through the University's Equity grant, and motivated by concern that poor literacy skills were negatively affecting students' progress through their degree courses. The UAI (University Admission Index) rankings of  local students used in New South Wales as a university entrance indication, and language test scores of international students do not necessarily provide information concerning academic readiness and likelihood of success at university.

The diagnostic task itself is a writing task based on information provided to the students through their course subject in the first few weeks of their first semester.  That information may be accessed through readings, through lectures, or, increasingly,  in any of a range of ways that students are required to process information in their particular discipline.  Because the procedure does not set out to test students' knowledge of content, but rather looks at the way students can control, focus and evaluate that content, they are allowed to bring their information sources - readings, lecture notes etc.- to their task.    As it was originally designed the MASUS task consisted of a controversial statement based on the targeted information, which the students were required to evaluate.  This was done as a timed and supervised exercise within their subject timetable, using lecture or tutorial slots.  

The development of assessment criteria was informed by two main sources. The first was the theoretical basis of Systemic Functional Linguistics (Halliday, 1985), which views language as 'a resource for making meaning. and these meanings are determined by the context of use'  (Webb & Bonanno, 1994b, p 577).  The second influence was a diagnostic framework developed at the LC in the early 1990s for assessing individual student essays for the LC Individual Learning Program.  This framework was based on linguistic analysis of a large corpus of student essays from different disciplines.  The four MASUS assessment areas and their descriptors cover literacy skills ranging from macro skills such as understanding, processing and selecting relevant information, structuring texts appropriately and developing and supporting an argument, to micro skills of cohesion and grammatical accuracy at the paragraph and sentence level.   The students do not pass or fail this procedure; they receive a separate rating for each of these four assessment areas, namely. 

A. 
Use of source material

B.
Structure and development of text

C.
Control of academic writing style

D.
Grammatical correctness

Ratings are from 4 to 1, with 4 indicating that control of that set of skills is at an adequate level for first year undergraduate work, and 1 indicating that a weakness exists in this particular area.  The markers work from an assessment sheet giving full descriptors of each assessment area (ref. Appendix A), then this is summarised on a student feedback sheet.  Also on the student feedback sheet is information to students as to their options if they have ratings of 1 or 2 in any area. (ref. Appendix B).

Marking arrangements are flexible: LC staff may mark the whole cohort, or work with subject staff in marking and standardisation processes.  On some occasions the assessment has been shared; for example, subject staff might mark Assessment Area A, and LC staff mark Assessment Areas B, C & D.

The MASUS diagnostic procedure and the development of generic skills

Contributing to the establishment of the MASUS Project was a concern on the part of the university for the development of students' generic skills and attributes that support lifelong learning.  This concern, which is still of major importance today, was a response to both internal institutional pressures and external pressures from groups such as professional organisations and potential employers.  Written and oral communication skills are typically high on lists of desired generic attributes, which also include such things as problem solving skills, critical thinking skills,  skills in numeracy and information technology and interpersonal skills.  Communication skills have been regarded as predictors of career success and ranked highest among the desirable qualities of new graduates in an Australian report from the business community (Sinclair 1995).  In addition to such studies of generic skills, research into student performance indicates that not only are students entering university with academic literacy skills needing explicit development, but they are graduating without adequate proficiency in these skills, as is indicated by studies in specific disciplines such as Engineering (Kotecha, 1991), Nursing (Boughan, 1993) and Pharmacy (Holder, Jones, Robinson & Krass, 1999).   In response to such studies many universities  including the University of Sydney have developed policies on the generic skills and attributes expected of their graduates, thus accepting responsibility for their development.  The MASUS Procedure can be seen as a first step in a systematic development of these generic skills over the years of an undergraduate degree.

Research based on the MASUS Procedure

In the three stages of the MASUS Project, from 1993 - 1995, research focussed on the need to position the diagnostic procedure in relation to New South Wales Higher School Certificate scores.  These early research studies  (Webb and Bonanno, 1994a) established a relationship between the form of the HSC English course taken by a student and their ratings in the diagnostic procedure: that is, there was a tendency for there to be less need for literacy intervention the higher the level of HSC English course taken. There was also  a statistically significant correlation between 2-unit Contemporary and 2-unit general Higher School Certificate English scores and a weighted average of standardised literacy diagnostic results.

More recently research has been undertaken to investigate relationships between academic literacy skills as measured by the MASUS Procedure, academic performance and progress in a university degree program (Holder et al,1999).  The  Bachelor of Pharmacy degree was a suitable site for such a longitudinal study, as the first year cohorts have been assessed using the MASUS from the beginning of the MASUS Project in 1992-3, and the task itself has remained stable, administered as a timed and supervised exercise in a lecture slot.  Students accepted in this degree have high UAIs.  The study used a sample of students who enrolled in first year from 1992  to 1995 and tracked them through their three year degree.

The results of this study have significance for all those interested in first year students and their literacy levels. UAI was not found to be a good predictor of success when used alone.  Student performance in three out ot the four MASUS assessment areas were found to be significant predictors of progression rates through the degree.  The fourth assessment area, A. Use of source material  was not found to be significant. Holder et al put forward several suggestions to account for these results. Variables such as first language, and issues to do with motivation and course expectations could combine with deficits in academic literacy skills to result in lack of success. It is also possible that the curriculum of the degree developed some literacy skills (for example, those involved in Assessment Area A) but not others.  As the authors point out, development of literacy skills need to be recognised and addressed within degree programs if literacy assessment is to be taken seriously (Holder et al, 1999, p 27).

The MASUS and First Year Experience initiatives 

In recent years tertiary institutions in Australia and elsewhere have devoted substantial resources to exploring the nature of the first year experience with the aim of improving student retention rates. The MASUS Procedure contributes to at least two of the four principles underpinning the First Year Experience Working Group at the University of Sydney by giving first year students more realistic expectations concerning the skills their courses involve, and information on the levels of those skills that they need in order to succeed in their academic tasks. The two relevant principles are:

Principle 2

Students' sense of purpose and direction will be developed by promoting their understanding of what their courses involve; where their course will lead them; and what their learning in those courses will involve.

Principle 4

Students learning will be enhanced by developing their knowledge and skills, including generic skills, and by taking into account students' diverse backgrounds and abilities.

(Ref. ITL 2002)

A recent DETYA report into the first year experience, which gathered information from a number of Australian universities, reinforces the benefits of early writing feedback.  The report listed an early piece of  written work with feedback and subsequent support as one of the most effective initiatives in first year (McInnes et al, 2000, p 55).  In this context the MASUS Procedure gives the student unique feedback about the nature of academic communication skills valued in a specific discipline area, and their own strengths and weaknesses. It also gives subject staff a 'snapshot' of the starting academic skills of their first year cohort, identifies areas that need ongoing development and students that need remedial help.

Issues emerging over time

Three main issues have emerged over the years, with the spread of the MASUS Procedure both within University of Sydney, and to other tertiary institutions in Australia and overseas. These issues involve the question of assessment marks, the  nature of the task itself and its target response, and the question of follow up support.

Attaching an assessment mark to the diagnostic task.

As originally conceived, the MASUS task was not connected to an assessment mark.  This was an advantage in that it was thus perceived by students as non-threatening.   However, at the University of Sydney there has been a trend over the years, led by subject staff, towards attaching an assessment mark to the diagnostic procedure itself, or alternatively, combining the diagnostic procedure with a existing suitable written assessment task. This is largely because staff perceive that students do not take the procedure seriously if results do not contribute towards overall course assessment, and therefore do not take on any personal responsibility for building up areas of weakness. In some cohorts where the MASUS is a separate assessed task, for instance in the Faculty of Pharmacy, first year students are required to 'pass' the MASUS task in order to move into second year.  In this instance they are given a number of opportunities to attempt the task again during the semester, with systematic support (both within and adjunct to their timetable) before each one.  

The nature of the task - how evaluative should it be?

While the original target genre of persuasive essay is probably the most effective in demonstrating skills of argument, evaluation and critical thinking, it is also true that many undergraduate cohorts are not required to produce highly developed levels of these skills until the later years of their degree. In some disciplines undergraduate students may never have to produce an argumentative essay, or any extended piece of argument.  A realistic look at the skills demanded of students in the assessed written tasks of their first year courses and in later years of their undergraduate degrees, has resulted in a much more varied range of input information sources  for the MASUS and a wider variety of target genres than was originally considered.  The MASUS assessment areas have now  been successfully applied to case studies and reports of various kinds, where these tasks have in some part required students to make recommendations or take a position which required a rationale.  

Supporting the results of the MASUS Procedure

There are two elements involved in dealing with the results of the MASUS Procedure.  The aspect affecting the success of the majority of students is the ongoing development of academic literacy skills.  The top rating of 4 in an assessment area indicates that the skills involved in that area are adequate for the first year of the degree: further development on the way through the degree is often needed in order to keep pace with the demands of assessment tasks. Reviewing these assessment tasks and considering the demands they make on the literacy and academic skills development of the students is a first step that can be taken by subject staff.  Over the nine years since the MASUS was developed, the LC has been involved in a range of ways of supporting this development, in collaboration with subject staff.  Three main models of support give an idea of this range:

· 'Adjunct'  workshops are held outside the students' timetabled subject commitments.  In the MASUS student feedback sheet students are directed to the LC Central Workshop Program.  These workshops are free of charge and available to all enrolled students at the University of Sydney.  Because LC activities are all linked to a generic skills framework, assessment areas and their descriptors in the MASUS Procedure can be matched directly to specific workshops dealing with the development of that skill.  Some faculties have also worked with LC staff to develop discipline specific workshops which have been staged to support subsequent assessment tasks, for example, a series of essay-writing workshops in first year Nursing.  

· The 'Integrated' model takes the idea of discipline specific, task oriented workshops collaboratively designed by subject and LC staff and places them within the course timetable, in order to give equal access to all students. 

· The third model, the 'Embedded' model, moves developmental support from specifically designated workshops into the mainstream subject curriculum.  Here the development of generic skills and academic literacy is the organising principle for the course.  This third model was regarded as an ideal approach at the time the MASUS Project was established, but a number of institutional, departmental and educational factors have affected the durability  of such approaches at the University of Sydney.  These factors include the absence of ongoing resourcing in terms of time, money and commitment, the instability of staffing of first year programs, and the assumption, now questioned, that all students not only need learning and language development, but 'their needs are similar and simultaneous'. (Jones, Bonanno and Scouller, 2001).  

For the LC, the developmental support models which have lasted have been the adjunct and integrated approaches.

As well as indicating general strengths and weaknesses in the academic literacy of a student cohort, the MASUS Procedure identifies students at risk of failure through inadequate academic literacy skills. These students usually rate 2 or 1 in all four assessment areas.   The numbers are usually small, and attempts to support these students must necessarily be adjunct.  The provision of this remedial support is a continuing challenge for several reasons. 

Firstly, in large cohorts such as Accounting and Biology, students come from different degree courses and have different timetables.  Finding a convenient time to put on support workshops is extremely difficult.  Secondly, the support provided is often not accessed by the targeted students, even if the time is suitable.  These students are often in crisis regarding time management because of the pressure of keeping up with their studies.  Thirdly, the effectiveness of the support can be questioned, particularly in addressing entrenched language problems identified in areas C and D.  At the University of Sydney, several smaller departments who have credit bearing options timetabled into their first year courses are currently considering using one of these options for the support of students identified as 'at risk'.  

The MASUS Procedure in 2002:
Three case studies 

The table on page 7 summarises aspects of the MASUS Procedure as it has operated in three first year cohorts in Semester 1, 2002.  These examples have been chosen because they represent some interesting variations on the task, the task input and the follow-up support. Input for the task is not only through reading and course information, but also involves information gathering from real situations in Design Architecture and Commercial Transactions, and in Accounting the input involves understanding a model framework. In the second case study, Design Architecture, the MASUS was run first in 2001, and in 2002 had an increased emphasis on the reference searches into architectural style by the students.  This search was part of a library session earlier in the week, and was a group exercise.  Students were required to list their references separately on the MASUS booklet. This new focus was reflected in the task, which had an additional section requiring them to identify (and elaborate on) two or three architectural styles that they had seen on campus. 
None of the tasks required an argument essay, but two required that the student take a position and support it in part of their response.  In Design Architecture students had to respond to the question: 'Do you think that having so many different architectural ideals reflected in the buildings and spaces on the campus gives an unharmonious effect?'  and in Accounting they were asked to recommend a course of action with a clear rationale in a situation with conflicting ethical and commercial issues, with cross-cultural aspects. In their instructions emphasis was put on the quality of their argument rather than a particular ethical stance ; the concept of 'no right answer' had been introduced in a previous tutorial.  In the third case study task, the Court Report in Commercial Transactions, students were asked to respond to and reflect on various aspects of their experience but to support their opinions and evaluations with reasons and evidence.

Feedback and follow-up in these cases shows some interesting innovations.  The  first year Accounting cohort is a very large one, and one where students come from different degree programs.  Because of the difficulties this causes in organising adjunct support, as discussed earlier in this paper, it was decided to utilise the student's knowledge of Blackboard, a web based support system which is extensively used for discussion and communication in this course, to give students access to annotated models of successful writing.  Students are given the opportunity to sign off on an agreement for their texts to be used at the time of completing the MASUS task, and extracts from successful responses are used on Blackboard to illustrate good examples of the descriptors in assessment areas. Useful websites for grammar and writing support are also provided for the students.

In Design Architecture, subject staff concerns for students information-gathering skills and use of resources have been reflected in integrated library support for subsequent assessment tasks and as specific follow-up for the MASUS Procedure. 

Conclusion

The MASUS Procedure has stood the test of time, and demonstrated the flexibility needed for it to remain relevant over a decade of change in tertiary educational institutions and the context in which they operate.  The job that the MASUS Procedure was designed to do has not changed, but rather become more important than ever, as universities struggle to stay relevant for diverse first year student cohorts.  More than just a diagnostic procedure, it facilitates change in teaching and learning outcomes in that it presents questions to staff concerning such things as the sort of writing that is valued, the generic skills that are desired and demanded from students in first year (and continuing years), and the responsibilities on institutional and departmental levels for supporting students both developmentally and remedially.

	1st year COHORT
	INPUT FOR TASK
	TARGET GENRE
	MODE OF ADMINISTRATION
	FEEDBACK &

FOLLOW-UP

	1.  Accounting 

(approx. 800 students)
	· lecture on professional ethics from a visiting lecturer

· framework model for case analysis established in previous tutorial
	Analytical case report based on an ethical issue with recommended course of action + rationale
	A timed and supervised exercise in a lecture slot

Assessment mark: students required to repeat task later in semester if they 'fail'
	· referrals to LC workshops and web page links to grammar support

· use of student texts to illustrate aspects of high-rating responses

· annotated models on Blackboard

· weekly practice cases in tutorial using analytical framework

	2.  Design Architecture

(approx 180 students)
	· campus tour with academic staff as guides, looking and architectural styles & open space

· library session with reference searches into history of architectural styles in Australia

· information on referencing conventions
	2-part report, one part descriptive, one part requiring a position statement and support
	A timed and supervised exercise in a lecture slot

No assessment mark
	· referrals to LC workshops

· use of student texts to illustrate aspects of high-rating responses

· library sessions to address development in assessment area A

	3.  Commercial Transactions

(approx. 400 students)
	· required reading on the court system

· detailed notes on structure and assessment of the assignment

· individual court visits arranged by students
	Court report containing interpretive & evaluative components based on observation of participant roles, proceedings  & outcomes 
	Written out of class

Assessment mark
	· referrals to LC workshops

· use of student texts to illustrate aspects of high-rating responses

· adjunct workshops run by LC to address assessment areas C and D
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Appendix A  
Rater sheet (subject teacher)

Rating Sheet
KEY TO RATING:

4 =  excellent / no problems / accurate / very appropriate

3 = good / minor problems / mainly accurate / largely appropriate

A 
 =  appropriate

2 =  only fair / some problems / often inaccurate / often inappropriate
N.A.
 =  not appropriate

1 =  poor / major problems / inaccurate / inappropriate

NAME
..........................................



SID
.................................

	CRITERIA



	A.     Use of source material - information retrieval and processing
	4      3       2     1

	(     relevant information selected

(     information integrated into the answer

(     free from plagiarism


	A
	NA

	B.     Structure and development of answer
	4      3       2     1

	(     generic structure appropriate to the task

(     focussed position statement

(     critical evaluation of evidence

(     appropriate statement of conclusion


	A
	NA

	C.     Control of academic writing
	4      3       2     1

	(     language appropriately abstract and technical

(     generalisation qualified where appropriate

(     logical flow of ideas


	A
	NA

	D.     Grammatical correctness
	4      3       2     1

	(     accurate sentence structure

(     correct subject / verb agreement

(     consistent and appropriate tense choice, correctly formed

(     correct use of articles


	A
	NA

	E.     Qualities of presentation
	not  rated

	(     spelling generally correct

(     handwriting legible

(     paragraphing reflects essay structure


	A
	NA


Appendix B
Student Feedback Sheet

Name

...................................................................
        S.I.D....................................

KEY TO RATING

4   =   excellent / no problems / accurate / very appropriate

       
   A
=   appropriate

3   =   good / minor problems /mainly accurate / largely appropriate

NA   
=   not appropriate

2   =   only fair / some problems / often inaccurate / often inappropriate 

1   =   poor / major problems / inaccurate / inappropriate

	WRITING SKILLS CRITERIA
	RATING

	A
	Information and processing

This area includes skills of selection, interpretation and integration of information with text
	4    3    2   1

	B
	Structure and development of text

This area includes skills of organisation, interpretation and evaluation
	4    3    2   1

	C
	Use of appropriate academic English

This area includes skills of objectivity and choice of vocabulary 
	4    3    2   1

	D
	Grammatical correctness

This area deals with accurate sentence structure and common errors
	4    3    2   1

	E
	Qualities of presentation - spelling, handwriting, paragraphing
	A          NA


What the ratings mean:

Most students will not get a rating of 4 in all four areas of skills assessment.  This does not necessarily mean there is a problem.  For instance, a rating of 3 simply means that your writing needs continuing development in that particular area.   

Ratings of 1 or 2 indicate that you need to focus on strengthening that area.

	If your rating is 1 or 2 in:
	these LC workshops will be helpful to you:

	Area A: 

Information retrieval and processing
	(   Quoting, summarising and paraphrasing  evidence

(   Reading strategies

(   Introduction to critical reading

	Area B: 

Structure and development.
	(   Developing an argument

(   Analytical writing

(   Planning an assignment

(   Analysing the assignment question

(   Essay writing

(   Introduction to Critical Writing

	Area C:  

Use of appropriate academic English
	(   Functional grammar for academic writing

(   Writing in an academic style

(   Clearer writing

	Area D:   

Grammatical correctness
	(   Foundations of grammar

(   Independent learning program


Contact details: Learning Centre, Level 7, Education Building ph: 9351 3853 

Website:   http://www.usyd.edu.au/lc









Three examples of the MASUS Procedure, Semester 1, 2002


















