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Abstract 

It is generally acknowledged that group projects are an important learning experience 

for students who are increasingly called upon to operate effectively in teams in the 

workplace.  Many teachers are concerned that group assessment may not be fair, may 

not be perceived as fair and may not result in effective learning for students.  This 

paper describes the use of group presentations as an assessment methodology by two 

lecturers of graduate business students.  The students involved are postgraduates from 

a mix of cultures attending on a full-time basis. 

The initial motivations for introducing group presentations were a more engaged form 

of learning to encourage deeper level achievement of learning outcomes, a more 

trustworthy method of assessment to ensure greater fairness and transparency in 

assessment and an attempt to reconfigure lecturer workload.  In terms of learning, 

presentations can be an effective way to ensure learning outcomes are met.  The 

presentation approach aims to ensure greater application of the knowledge through a 

more engaging form of assessment.  Presentations help to ensure fairer group 

assessment, as it is easier to identify non-performers, be seen to identify non-

performers and mark accordingly.  While the workload for the lecturer is heavier 

upfront due to attendance at presentations, these presentations are for the most part 

engaging and the carrying out of corrections and providing feedback can be lighter 

than for traditional written assignments.  This paper demonstrates the peer learning 

between lecturers in moving to this kind of assessment, provides some guidelines in 

the setting and marking of presentation assignments and some thinking about good 

practice regarding formative and summative feedback.  

The outcome of using group presentations is evaluated through surveys and focus 

group discussion, complemented by some individual feedback with the students after 

the presentations to explore their views on the effectiveness of the assessment strategy 

in terms of the learning experience and their engagement but also in terms of their 

perceptions of the fairness of the exercise.  

Keywords:  group assessment, fairer assessment, presentations, peer learning, oral 

exam 
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1. Introduction and Motivation 
 
Group assignments and presentations are recognised as important learning 

experiences for students as they are valuable transferable skills for the workplace.  

However, as with many different forms of learning experience and their assessment, 

there are issues related to the fairness of assessment and the effectiveness of the 

learning process involved. 

This paper describes the use of group presentations as an assessment method by two 

lecturers of graduate business students.  The students involved were postgraduates 

from a mix of cultures attending college on a full-time basis.  The initial motivations 

for using the assessment method were: a more engaged form of learning to encourage 

deeper level achievement of learning outcomes; a more trustworthy method of 

assessment to ensure greater fairness and transparency in assessment and an attempt 

to reconfigure lecturer workload. 

This paper reports the findings on the use of group presentations produced from data 

generated through a survey of students, focus group discussions, and individual 

interviews conducted with the students.  The aim was to explore their views on the 

effectiveness of the assessment strategy in terms of the learning experience and 

engagement and their perception of the fairness of the assessment.  This data is 

complemented with reflections by the lecturers who designed the assessments and 

conducted this research both in terms of their perspective of the method of learning 

and assessment and the efforts to reconfigure lecturer workload. 

This introduction is followed by an overview of the literature, an account of the 

research methods used, an outline and discussion of the findings and concludes with 

some recommendations and suggestions for future research. 

2. Literature Review 

Teamwork is a characteristic of many organisations.  So, in preparing students for the 

world of work, it is right that we should require them to engage in assessed teamwork.  

Many authors have pointed to the need to develop co-operative skills and team work 

which has led to the popularity of group assignments (Biggs & Tang, 2007; Boud, 

Cohen, & Sampson, 1999; Burdett, 2007; Grajczonek, 2009; Light, Calkins, & Cox, 
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2009).  It is also suggested that group work is popular because it lessens the marking 

load (Biggs & Tang, 2007; Burdett, 2007; Grajczonek, 2009) though this is qualified 

by experience of the authors in terms of the nature of the workload rather than its 

extent. 

Just as team working creates challenges for organisations in terms of performance 

management and reward, it provides very specific challenges in terms of how we 

assess group outputs in an academic environment.  One of the principal issues in the 

assessment of group work concerns fairness.  The traditional approach taken by many 

teachers often implies an assumption that the final product is the result of each group 

member contributing equally (Saito & Fujita, 2009).  Understandably, many students 

contest this assumption and often point to the problem of freeloaders within their 

group.  Burdett (2007) states that students are critical that the process of team work 

(co-ordinating tasks, managing interpersonal relationships and dealing with conflict) 

do not receive sufficient attention by their teachers. Nordberg (2008) refers to the 

concerns students have about the negative impact of group marks on their final 

individual degree award.  As Biggs and Tang (2007, p. 219) see it “The common 

practice of simply awarding an overall grade for the outcome, which each student 

receives, fails on all counts.”  Bryan and Clegg (2006, p. 150) concede the difficulty 

for tutors in giving credit for the processes involved in group tasks. 

Many of the attempts to address the issue of fairness in group assignments are 

difficult and time-consuming to investigate and administer, undermine the nature of 

group projects and potentially reinforce a view of group assessment as being 

fundamentally unfair.  These attempts included: group members signing a declaration 

that all members contributed equally to the task but it was found that peer pressure 

meant that students felt unable to be honest in doing this (Burdett, 2007); work being 

allocated according to students weaknesses resulting in more shared work and the 

helping of each other (Biggs & Tang, 2007); and dividing group work into sections 

which are allocated to individual students and marking these separately with some 

common pieces such as an introduction or conclusion receiving group marks (Light et 

al., 2009).  However, the allocation of work by the lecturer and individualisation of 

work would appear to contradict the notion of group self-management and undermine 

the teamwork nature of group assessments.  Burdett’s research (2003) shows that 
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students themselves acknowledged that such practices undermined the very notion of 

a group assignment.  In addition to the shortcomings of these practices, marks for 

group specific components in assignments tend to receive a marginal proportion of the 

overall of marks.  Morris (2001 as cited by Biggs & Tang, 2007, p. 219) states that 

while peer evaluation of group member contributions is one way to make group 

projects more acceptable to students, awarding “a miserly 5% towards the final grade 

is not enough to overcome the problem”.  Boud et al (1999, p. 77) agree saying that 

“when the weighting of any given element of a course is less than 20%, it can give the 

message that this aspect is valued very little, and students might be prompted to 

ignore it or put little energy into it”.  So, if a high proportion of marks should be 

awarded based on peer assessment, this indicates that the peer assessment exercise 

must be very well planned and executed to ensure a perception of fairness. 

The use of reflective journals on students’ own contribution to a group project as well 

as on the levels of commitment and understanding within the group is another 

proposed mechanism (Biggs & Tang, 2007; Light et al., 2009) but no proposal was 

put forward regarding how this mechanism would be used to address the issue of 

fairness in terms of group contribution and the allocation of marks.  Technology 

mediated group work (used by both authors) such as a discussion forum have been 

suggested (Molla, 2007) as a way of identifying contributions to group work and 

providing lecturer input (feed forward).  But as Molla (2007) has identified, and we 

can attest to the same experience, they are very time-consuming.  Another danger is 

that an individual can make a lot of noise on a forum through postings but not really 

engage in the team work and it may be difficult for the tutor to distinguish between 

such noise and useful contributions. 

Yet another suggested solution to address the issue of fairness is through some form 

of peer assessment.  However, this approach is fraught with problems.  Boud et al 

(1999) report that the use of peer assessment, involving formal assessments of others 

within a working group, can inhibit cooperation.  Heywood (2000, p. 376 citing a 

study by Goldfinch and Raeside (1990)) warns against awarding marks based on peer 

discussion as the marks often reflect characteristics of personality rather than 

contribution.  De Vita (2002) and Sweeney et al’s (2008) studies found that, despite 

perceptions amongst UK students that group work with multicultural groups would 
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pull their grade average down, the opposite was true.  So one would question if it is 

dangerous in an internationalised learning environment, where we purposely create 

multicultural groups, that such a perception would exist and influence peer 

assessments despite actual contributions by group members.  Lejk and Wyvill (2001) 

and Nordberg (2008) raise another issue in terms of peer assessment.  They point out 

that students were found to lack a developed understanding of the use of criteria.  As a 

consequence, students found peer assessment against criteria difficult and often 

misunderstood the criteria provided, thus undermining the validity of the process.  

This point is supported by student perceptions of the reliability of peer marking.  

Grajczonek (2009) found that, while students agreed that peer assessment contributed 

to fairness in marking, they had reservations about the ability of their peers to mark 

appropriately, indicating that time needs to be spent teaching students how to do peer 

assessment.  The issue of poor reliability of peer and self-assessment in groups is also 

raised by Zhang, Shu, Jiang, & Malter (2010).  While Lejk and Wyvill (2001) find 

anonymous peer reviews are better than open reviews, they point to the problem of 

weak transparency in the grading process. Finally, whatever mechanism is used. a 

peer review process will be time consuming and place a considerable additional work 

load on the lecturer (Bryan & Clegg, 2006). 

Having reviewed some of the literature on group assessment and fairness, literature 

dealing with modes of assessment is considered.  The dominant and persistent place 

of the written assignment in the approach to assessment of much of the learning in 

third level education, particularly in the social sciences and humanities, would suggest 

to some that it is superior to other forms of assessment and has always been thought 

of as thus.  However, this is not the case.  The expansion of written examinations and 

term papers to replace the then traditional forms of assessment in the nineteenth 

century, (including oral examinations, public disputations, public viva voce exams 

and lecturer observations) came to be viewed as a kind of panacea to a variety of 

problems being experienced at that time.  These problems included the increase in 

university numbers and the resulting impracticality of examiners’ time and input in 

the traditional assessment process (Ali & Ali, 2010; Stray, 2005). 

More recently, alternative methods of assessment that go well beyond the “essay” 

have been considered (Leedham, 2009), experimented with and adopted including 
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presentations, oral examinations and observations.  Additional alternative forms 

include stories (Ende, 2014), portfolios, including electronic portfolio, (Meyer, 2008; 

Yueh-Min Huang & Ting-Ting Wu, 2011), reflective journals, simulations, and poster 

presentations (Stegemann & Sutton-Brady, 2009).  Many of these are deployed in 

areas of design, clinical training, teacher training, and technology education.  Many 

studies reviewing these alternative forms of assessment are based on individual work 

and focus on issues of verification and assessment rubrics (Reddy & Andrade, 2010) 

and devising assessment strategies in response to atypical, non-traditional, 

multinational, part-time student profiles (Glogowska, Young, & Lockyer, 2007).  A 

whole range of factors have prompted this development, some of which are external 

(changing structures in colleges and universities, emphasis on transferable skills such 

as presentation skills, etc.), lecturer driven (avoidance of plagiarism, manage marking 

workload, the need to be seen to innovate, etc.), and student driven (time-poor and 

marks-driven, simulation of real world context, growth in the expectations of student 

for feedback, etc.) (Leedham, 2009). 

The effectiveness of a group oral presentation in the assessment of students to 

determine the relationship between students' performance in oral presentations and 

other forms of assessments has found that students did well in the development of the 

content of their presentations, the quality of their analysis, group coordination and 

organisation of presentation.  However, as pointed out earlier, there can be a tendency 

to treat group work as the sum of individual contributions instead of treating group 

work as a single task (Bhati, 2012).  Apart from designing the assignment with this in 

mind, it may be possible to combat this problem with a greater emphasis on questions 

during a presentation, going some way towards an oral exam.  This is an integral part 

of the design of the assessments which are the subject of this research.  Students were 

informed of the fact that questions may be put to any member of the group and not 

just the person presenting on a particular issue within the presentation.  In addition, 

the nature of the assignments aimed at consolidating the research and analysis 

necessary to address summative questions which required aggregating, analysing and 

discussing knowledge, which may have been individually produced, in order to 

address the summative questions. 
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The place of an oral exam type of assessment, where student learning is assessed 

through a series of questions (which may be preceded by a presentation), has received 

considerable attention in recent years (Bhati, 2012; Buehler & Schneider, 2009; Davis 

& Karunathilake, 2005; Guest & Murphy, 2000; Huxham, Campbell, & Westwood, 

2012; Langan et al., 2008; Sayre, 2014).  It is increasingly being viewed as a possible 

principal form of assessment rather than just a minor, complementary one to a written 

assessment.  In this paper, as with much of the sources above, we regard an oral 

assessment as any “assessment of learning which is conducted by the spoken word” 

(Joughin, 2010, p.1 as cited in Bhati, 2012).  The use of an oral type exam as a 

summative form of assessment, suggests that it constitutes valid methods of assessing 

deeper level learning and the application of theory to practice (Rushton and Eggett, 

2003, as cited in Buehler & Schneider, 2009; Jensen, 2010; Pearce & Lee, 2009) 

which were among the objectives in adopting the group presentation as a form of 

assessment which includes a substantive question and answer session to assess 

learning both of individuals and the group as a whole.  Other benefits of a group 

based, oral exam type of assessment included the opportunity to develop skills such as 

thinking on their feet, expressing themselves meaningfully, and relating to others, thus 

improving their future work opportunities and life chances (Buehler & Schneider, 

2009; Crosling, 2000 as cited in Pearce & Lee, 2009).  Guest and Murphy (2000) 

found that in group based, oral type examinations, students reported spending more 

time and effort in preparation than they would have for a written exam but also 

reported that they learned and retained more.  While the oral type exam is not without 

its critics (Davis & Karunathilake, 2005), it does address many of the shortcomings of 

many other forms of assessment (Pearce & Lee, 2009) and some of these 

shortcomings can, at least, be partially addressed with due consideration in the 

assessment’s design and implementation in order that the pedagogical benefits are 

achieved (Sayre, 2014).  Indeed, some studies report positive student perceptions of 

these forms of assessment.  Huxham et al (2012) report that, despite being nervous in 

the face of oral assessments, students thought they were more useful than written 

assessments and that they reflected a superior assessment of ‘professionalism’ and 

thus may be regarded as powerful in assisting a student establish a sense of 

‘professional identity’. 
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3. Research Design 

This study is primarily based on data collected from different cohorts of students who 

completed two separate modules (Corporate Responsibility and International 

Strategy) delivered and assessed by the authors.  The students surveyed were all 

MSc/MBA full time students within multicultural classes.  Groups were pre-formed 

by the faculty reflecting its Student Group Formation Policy which seeks to ensure 

diversity in groups with regard to gender, nationality, and experience.  The group 

policy also makes provision for the removal of a member of a group for non-

performance, a process adjudicated by the relevant year head in the faculty. 

The assignment format used in both modules was quite similar.  The assignment brief, 

issued at the beginning of the semester, clarified that it was possible for students to be 

marked up or down individually on some criteria e.g. ability to deal with questions, 

contribution to the overall presentation, etc.  This was used as a way of distinguishing 

between students who had completed surface or in-depth research and analysis and 

had engaged in substantive discussion and preparation with the rest of the team or not.  

Some students were marked down compared to other team members with some 

students even failing.  The format of the assessments for both modules were similar 

with group presentations and questions lasting one hour and a reasonably even split in 

the apportionment of time across group members.  Feedback was on group 

performance and individualised where an individual’s performance deviated 

significantly.  Feedback was both synchronous (oral feedback) and post hoc (written 

feedback which complemented the marking criteria used for the assessment). 

The objective in collecting the data was to find out if students felt the group 

presentation assignment and assessment helped them learn and if they felt it was a fair 

method of assessment.  The nature of the methods used to collect the data and the data 

collected were both qualitative (13 short interviews) and quantitative (29 respondents) 

with one lecturer using an online survey and the other using qualitative interviews and 

some post-presentation group discussions to generate data.  The data was collected 

between April 2013 and June 2014.  Both sets of data were generated around the 

following themes; previous experience of group assessment, efficacy of group 

assessment preparation to learning, group member contribution, effectiveness and 

fairness of lecturer assessment, effectiveness of presentations versus written forms of 
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assessment, the contribution of peer learning, perception of the transferability of 

group working and presentation skills, and suggestions for improvements.  The survey 

was analysed using descriptive statistics as the numbers involved didn’t allow for 

stable correlations in the data to be produced.  The interviews were analysed using 

basic thematic reduction around the themes outlined above. 

4. Findings 

Almost all students had experience of group assessment with a balance between 

written group and alternative assignments having been experienced. In excess of two-

thirds of the respondents to the survey, either agreed or strongly agreed that preparing 

for the group presentation helped them learn.  In the interviews, many students’ 

comments reflected the point that preparing for this kind of assignment was more 

“challenging and took a lot more time than a written assignment”.  However, most 

also stated that it was more enjoyable as it was more social.  Some students, who 

stated a preference for working on their own and for written assignments, 

acknowledged the fact that it is good to be pushed out of your comfort zone; “isn’t 

that what college is all about in a way”.  In terms of group member contributions, the 

survey showed that over 70% agreed or strongly agreed that all members of their 

group contributed to the workload.  However, in the interviews, some students felt the 

threshold for removing a non-performing group member was too high and that they 

“carried the burden of others”.  This appears to have differed across cohorts.  With 

respect to the effectiveness and fairness of lecturer assessment, while there is an 

anomaly between cohorts surveyed, 70% either agreed or strongly agreed that it was 

effective and fair.  Students interviewed feared that the whole process would be 

somewhat subjective but having been through the process and having seen the 

application of marking criteria, a majority of students claimed satisfaction at the level 

of transparency evident in the process.  Some claimed that there were surprised at the 

way the lecturer could use questions to identify those who had or hadn’t contributed 

significantly to the group work.  Nevertheless, some students stated they would be 

concerned whether all lecturers would be objective. 

When it came to comparing this type of presentation assessment versus written forms 

of assessment in terms of learning effectiveness, over 90% of those surveyed 
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supported the idea that the preparation embedded the learning.  Many found the 

assessments challenging, claiming that "you really had to know your stuff, and the 

stuff of your group members, as the questions could be asked of anyone.  I was never 

as prepared for any assignment as I was for that one".  Many of those interviewed 

claimed that the material has remained with them; “I remember more from that 

module, even though we’re finished the exams as well.  You see the world a little 

differently when you really get into some of those models and I remember them from 

the assignment; I’ve forgotten most of the rest of the stuff I did”.  A number of 

students in the interviews mentioned that time management was better with this type 

of assignment as you had to coordinate the group and (with one of the modules) the 

preparation was being done throughout the semester “rather than all at the end which 

happens with a written assignment”.  Despite the perceived benefits of this type of 

assignment, the proportion of students, who stated a preference for this type of 

assignment drops somewhat (depending on the cohort) from the 90% who felt it 

embedded the learning to between 61% - 86% who would have it as their preferred 

method of assessment.  A few of the students compared the presentation to an exam 

and one said that the “level of stress was high before they presented but you should 

see me the morning of an exam!”.  Some of those interviewed found waiting for the 

presentation to start was more stressful than an exam but once it started some claimed 

they found it “kinda enjoyable”.  Some found the questioning part of the assessment 

very tough.  They claimed the questions were “more of an interrogation than I thought 

it would be; you (lecturer) turned quite tough in the presentations, but I suppose it was 

worth 50% and you had to be”.  Across both modules, the majority of students 

interviewed felt they did better than expected. 

When it comes to the contribution to peer learning, there was quite a variation 

between the cohorts surveyed with 54-71% of those agreeing or strongly agreeing that 

peer learning benefitted.  One of the students interviewed claimed that “You learned a 

lot from others and about dealing with others, including those you didn’t learn a lot 

from!”.  Many felt that they had learned a lot from others in their group, however, a 

few felt that some “didn’t understand clearly that there was an obligation of everyone 

to teach everyone else”.   
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The transferability of group working and presentation skills was recognised by over 

two-thirds of the survey respondents.  Most students interviewed expressed a strong 

belief that both group work and presentations are useful workplace skills even if it 

wasn’t their first preference when it came to means of assessment.  Many students 

(notably those with higher levels of work experience) thought that group work and 

presentations would be “a more significant feature of an MBA”.  A number of 

students expressed a strong desire for coaching in presentation skills (though not 

group work skills) from the college; “I would like to get more support from the 

college in learning to do a good presentation not just in an assessment.  I know it’s an 

important skill to have”.  Students interviewed appear to support the idea that group 

coordination, which varied considerably, reflected the general performance against all 

marking criteria, with the best presenting coherent, well-integrated and consistent 

analysis and the lower performers’ work reflecting a cobbling together of disparate, 

poorly analysed, incongruent and inconsistent parts which often lacked any depth of 

analysis. 

5. Conclusions and Future Work 

Based on student feedback and lecturer observations, a number of key concluding 

points from the research can be made.  As a method of assessment aimed at 

encouraging better learning, both lecturers found the approach beneficial as it 

encouraged a greater level of engagement in the learning process which resulted in 

better quality of research, better quality of content and analysis and critique of 

concepts and their contexts in the assignment.  As a method of assessment, we feel 

this approach offers a more trustworthy sense of whether the learning outcomes were 

met when you can question the students to probe their level of understanding.  In 

terms of fairness, it was easier for the lecturers to identify non-performers, be seen to 

identify non-performers and mark accordingly.  The workload on the lecturer is 

heavier upfront in terms of sitting through presentations but lighter on corrections and 

the perdition of identifying plagiarized material and going through manual peer 

assessments.  It is also more engaging. 

While attempts were made to ensure the greatest levels of trustworthiness (Gill & 

Johnson, 2010, pp. 228–232) in the research design used in this study, it is recognised 
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that there are a number of limits to the generalisability of the findings to other 

contexts.  The number of students involved in the study was comparatively small and 

a primary recommendation for further research would be to extent data collection to a 

much wider cohort (or cohorts) of students.  Contextual differences in the nature of 

course being taught (a graduate business course) and variations in the characteristics 

of the students (somewhat atypical in comparison to many colleges and universities) 

would suggest that further research to overcome these differences and variations, 

would provide a firmer basis for recommending a widespread use of the assessment 

method outlined in this paper.  While the mixed methods used in this study helped 

mitigate some of the shortcoming of either approach, there are still some areas that 

could receive greater attention such as the consistency of questioning by the lecturers, 

a greater depth of understanding of student perceptions and expectations in terms of 

the assessment process in general, especially in terms of transferable skills. 

If thinking of implementing a similar approach, the following recommendations are 

worth considering: 

• If a presentations skills course is not available to students, some class 

discussion about making good presentations is useful. 

• Set aside class time to discuss the dynamics of group work, what good 

participation by a group member looks like and how team members might deal 

with poor participation 

• Give students a last resort procedure to deal with a shirking team member – a 

complaint must be accompanied by evidence of the team having tried to deal 

with the issue.  This also prevents discussion after the event about the 

difficulties encountered by the team. 

• If the presentation is replacing an academic written assignment full 

referencing should be made available on an end slide 

• Require students to give you a print out of their slides at the presentation so 

that you can make detailed notes against relevant slides as an aide memoire for 

when writing up the feedback and schedule time to write up feedback soon 

after. 

• Allow a break of 10 -15 mins between each presentation to finish writing up 

notes.  
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There is no ideal solution to ensuring an unequivocally fair, transparent system for the 

assessment of group work while trying to pursue meaningful group work skill 

development and ensuring that substantive learning is taking place.  In using an oral 

presentation with an oral exam element in it based on a substantive component of 

module assessment (50% and 100% in the cases here), we believe that, with the 

appropriate provisions made in the design of the assignment, this approach offers 

progress towards a good solution.   
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