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Presentation abstract

Self-assessmentquestionnaires in which students rate their confidence across a range of
discrete study skills are a familiar tool in the ‘study skills’ repertoire (Cottrell, 2001; Cottrell,
2019). At West Suffolk College we have made an annual online self-assessment
questionnaire central to our study skills provision. Our initial motivation was to reverse our
default position of starting with what we think students need, creating resources and
arranging workshops, hoping students turn up and complaining when they don’t. We now
use the questionnaire to gauge students’ perceptions of their own needs and use this to
inform the content of our study skills provision and target its delivery. With a 56%
completion rate this year, the questionnaire data offers valuable insights for the student
support team and academics alike, providing the basis of a new way of working together
that transcends ‘bolt-on’ or ‘built-in’ approaches (Cairns, Hervey and Jonhson, 2018).
While this approach has felt like progress, it has also generated questions about the
limitations of self-assessment questionnaires. Most striking has been the trend for students
achieving lower academic outcomes to rate their skills surprisingly highly (a phenomenon
with its own research literature, for example: Kruger and Dunning, 1999; Dunning, Heath
and Suls, 2004; Miller and Geraci, 2011). This observation has helped us to reflect on our
own unconscious theories of student success and particularly the role of self-efficacy
within these (Bandura, 1977; Bandura, 1997; Ritchie, 2016).

The purpose of this mini-keynote is to share practical ideas for the use of self-assessment
questionnaires (what to ask, when, how, what to do with the data), but also to consider
their limitations and reflect honestly on the success or otherwise of our attempts to create

reciprocal learning relationships with our students.
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Research questions
1. How do you use self-assessment questions at your institution?
2. How does the ‘evidence’ generated by self-assessment questions influence
practice?

3. What are the limitations of self-assessment questionnaires?

Keywords: self-assessment questionnaires; student needs analysis; evidence informed

practice; higher education.

Community response

This presentation offered an interesting discussion and some thought-provoking questions
regarding self-assessment tools, i.e. questionnaires. Some of these questions include:
‘what we are measuring — baseline? Confidence? Willingness to seek help? And ‘why?’,
‘why do we want to know this?’. These questions initiated and led to an intriguing open

discussion.

The highlight of the presentation was the discussion led by the presenter to engage the
community to share their experiences of using similar self-assessment tools. In addition,
the tools discussed were subtly different demonstrating that there is huge variance in how
learning and development departments are using and implementing self-assessment

strategies at different institutions.

In a higher education context, the presentation emphasised some important points
regarding student self-assessment challenges. One of the key community responses
highlighted this point and stated some focus points for improving self-assessment for first
year students such as revising the language and making it more student-facing and
developing strategies to help students become more comfortable with admitting areas for

growth.

One session attendee captured the engaging debate that followed Jack’s presentation:

Firstly, the fact that confidence-based diagnostics don’t do a great job of
measuring learning gain, as students tend to rate their confidence quite highly
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at first, then if they redo the test after some time their confidence actually
goes down as they realise how little they know!

Another attendee highlighted the amount of work going on in this area, hinting atthe

potential for greater sharing of ideas and best practice:

So many people are interested in diagnostics! It was fascinating, as Jack
opened the floor to discussion, to see how many people chimed in with their
experiences running similar tools. Also, all these tools were subtly different,
so there is huge variance in how LDs are using self-assessment strategies.

Next steps and additional questions

The presentation outset primarily covered keynote discussions around questionnaires and
measuring students’ openness to engaging with support. However, this can lead to several
further questions as raised by the community: whether openness to support and support
seeking could be explored further within the context of learning and development. This can
be elaborated to cover interplay of individual personality, learner background, learner self-

awareness, their environment, and the learning community around them and its impact.

Author’s reflection

There were two reasons why | was eager to share my work on the study skills
questionnaire with the learning development community. On the one hand, I'm proud of
aspects of how it's been designed and implemented. On the other hand, | wanted to be

challenged — to see how people might respond differently and from different perspectives.

On the first point, | had a pleasing sense that | was sharing some good practice and that
participants were likewise sharing their own ideas and making connections for further
sharing. It was particularly interesting to hear different approaches to measuring self-
assessment, such as confidence (for example, | have low/medium/high confidence in X)

vs. behavioural (I always/sometimes/never do X).

| felt | observed two main different perspectives in how participants discussed the study
skills questionnaire. Some focused on its value in a one-to-one context, emphasising its

potential as a prompt for a reflective discussion between student and learning developer.
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Others focused on its use on a larger scale as a measurement of a student's progress over
time. From the latter perspective, more reservations were expressed as to whether it
provided a reliable or helpful measure. Considering these different perspectives prompted
me to reflect more carefully on what was my purpose when implementing the
questionnaire. | realised how easy it can be to drift on this, especially when different
stakeholders come on board with different perspectives on the data.

Another challenge to my thinking came from several participants highlighting ways
students might feel threatened by the kinds of self-assessment questions | am using, for
example interpreting the statements as things they should be able to do. Thinking further
on this following the conference, I've reflected on the potential of the questionnaire to
reinforce a deficitmodel of study skills, so influentially outlined by Lea and Streat (1998): it
could imply there are a fixed set of ‘study skills’ that are required for successful academic
study (determined by the authority of institution). Arguably, it casts students’ responses in
terms of a ‘deficit’ in failing to meet these standards. If this is how students perceive the
questionnaire, | imagine there would be a range of responses: for some it might motivate
their efforts to develop their study skills, for others it may lead to disengagement, for others
it could even be harmful to self-esteem. I'm also aware that as lan Johnson (2023) has
observed in relation to the use of self-assessmentin learning development research, the
format of ‘closed-response questions’ can often ‘narrow the parameters of what students
report’ (p.36). Furthermore, the format does not register anything that students might bring
fo theirlearning and theircommunities, such as strengths or interests, only what they lack.

On reflection | am now considering the following alternative approaches:

e Use asimilar format but have studentinput on the survey questions. For example,
ask third year students what they think the most successful skills are.

e Have students answer the original questions but also rate how important they
consider these skills and invite them to explain their answers.

e Ask different kinds of questions that register what learners might bring to their

learning and learning communities, such as their strengths or interests.
Following the conference, I’'m more aware of the tensions between possible functions of
the survey (to drive engagement, to inform workshops provision, to enhance one-to-one

support, to measure impact) and the need to be mindful of purpose.

L% Joumal of Leamning Development in Higher Education, Issue 37: September 2025 4



Rundell The use of student self-assessment questionnaires to inform
practice

Acknowledgements

Thank you to all the contributors who shared their reflections and enriched ourinsightinto
this conference presentation and its impact on the audience. Special thanks to Rachel
Horrocks-Birss (University of Dundee), Christina Page (Kwantlen Polytechnic University),
and Beverley Hancock-Smith (De Montfort University) for their contributions to the

collaborative writing document.

The community response was edited by Aysha Ahmed, who captured the key themes of

the community discussion.

The author did not use generative Al technologies in the creation of this manuscript.

References

Bandura, A. (1977) ‘Self-efficacy: toward a unifying theory of behavior change’,
Psychological Review, 84(2), pp.191-215. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.84.2.191

Bandura, A. (1997) Self-efficacy: the exercise of control. New York, NY: Freeman.

Cairns, J., Hervey, T. and Johnson, O. (2018) ‘Neither “bolt-on” nor “built-in”: benefits and
challenges of developing an integrated skills curriculum through a partnership
model’, Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, 13, pp.1-22.
Available at: hitps://doi.org/10.47408/jldhe.v0i13.435

Cottrell, S. (2001) Teaching study skills and supporting learning. London: Red Globe

Press.
Cottrell, S. (2019) The study skills handbook. 5" edn. London: Red Globe Press.
Dunning, D., Heath, C. and Suls, J. M. (2004) ‘Flawed self-assessment: implications for

health, education, and the workplace’, Psychological Science in the Public Interest,
5. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/.1529-1006.2004.00018.x

L% Joumal of Leamning Development in Higher Education, Issue 37: September 2025 5


https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.84.2.191
https://doi.org/10.47408/jldhe.v0i13.435
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1529-1006.2004.00018.x

Rundell The use of student self-assessment questionnaires to inform
practice

Johnson, |. (2023) The framing and value of Learning Development work in British Higher
Education: An illuminative evaluation of professional practice. Unpublished PhD
thesis. University of Portsmouth. Available at:
https://pure.port.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/81759629/FINAL lan Johnson up64164
5 - Accepted EdD Thesis after viva corrections - 271023.pdf (Accessed: 7
August 2024).

Kruger, J. and Dunning, D. (1999) ‘Unskilled and unaware of it: how difficulties in
recognizing one’s own incompetence leads to inflated self-assessments’, Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 77(6), pp.1121-1134. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.77.6.1121

Lea, M. and Street, B. (1998) ‘Student writing in higher education: an academic literacies
approach’, Studies in Higher Education, 23(2), pp.157—72. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079812331380364

Miller, T. M. and Geraci, L. (2011) ‘Unskilled but aware: reinterpreting overconfidence in
low-performing students’, Journal of Experimental Psychology, 37(2), pp.502-506.
Available at: https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021802

Ritchie, L. M. (2016) Fostering self-efficacy in higher education students. Basingstoke:

Palgrave Macmillan.

Author details

Jack Rundell is an Academic Skills Advisor at University Studies at West Suffolk College.

Licence

©2025 The Author(s). This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC-BY 4.0), which permits
unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author

and source are credited. See http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/. Journal of

L% Joumal of Leamning Development in Higher Education, Issue 37: September 2025 6


https://pure.port.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/81759629/FINAL_Ian_Johnson_up641645_-_Accepted_EdD_Thesis_after_viva_corrections_-_271023.pdf
https://pure.port.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/81759629/FINAL_Ian_Johnson_up641645_-_Accepted_EdD_Thesis_after_viva_corrections_-_271023.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.77.6.1121
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079812331380364
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021802

Rundell The use of student self-assessment questionnaires to inform
practice

Learning Developmentin Higher Education (JLDHE) is a peer-reviewed open access
journal published by the Association for Learning Developmentin Higher Education
(ALDIinHE).

L% Joumal of Leamning Development in Higher Education, Issue 37: September 2025



