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Introduction 
 

This paper presents a brief outline of the context of digital media education within 
the University and offers a discussion of the role and nature of creativity within that 
curriculum. However, its focus is the nature of assessment methods currently used 
in the BA Digital Media and their capacity to assess student creativity and creative 
practice. Some implications for learning and teaching practice are presented. 

Digital Media education 

The BA (Hons) Digital Media is an undergraduate study programme within Media, 
Information & Communication in the Department of Applied Social Sciences 
targeting the ‘transformed Media Industry’ (London University website). Digital 
media education is fairly new in the Higher Education context and has not been 
researched to the same extent as other disciplines. Its unique content derives from 
existing new media practices, one of the fastest growing and developing industries 
with new standards and software emerging continuously. As a UK report explains: 
‘It is anticipated that the Interactive Media and Computer Games industries will 
continue to grow significantly over the next five years as new platforms and 
technologies emerge and as the significant economic and cultural value of the sector 
is properly recognized’ (UK Skills Action Plan, 2004, p.49). 
 
Teaching concepts come from a mixture of art and design education and 
professional education, as creativity, reflection on students’ own performance and 
developing skills for employment play an important role in the curriculum. We are 
looking at a course design using mainly a systems-based approach, focusing ‘on 
effective performance and knowledge exemplified in action’ (Stephenson and Weil, 
1992 cited in Toohey, 1999, p.67). As in art and design, the BA Digital Media 
concentrates on ‘the ability to understand and to use visual mechanisms [computer 
technology and software] for making sense of the world’ (Jackson, 1997). 
Additionally, values of the experiential as personal development and the cognitive 
approach as reflection and reasoning are present as well. 
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‘Creativity’ and its importance for the digital media curriculum 
 

It is easier intuitively to understand the meaning of creativity then suggesting a 
definition.  As Petrowski (2000) points out there is no consensus as to whether 
creativity is located in a person, a product, or a process, and, as Cowdroy and 
Graaff (2005) state, the idea of creativity ‘embraces a multiplicity of notions’ and ‘a 
number of dimensions’ according to Lindstrom (2006). ‘The distinctions between 
various creative art fields generally derive from the endpoint of the creative process’ 
(Cowdroy and Graaff, 2005). Discussions about creativity formulate a clear 
distinction between creative process and the product, with a differing emphasis for 
its assessment (Deleuze and Guatari, 1987; Cowdroy and Graaff, 2005; Jackson, 
1995).  
 

Sternberg and Williams (1996) divided students’ creativity into three types of 
thinking:  
 

• Synthetic ability - divergent thinking as it is the ability to think of or generate new, 
novel, and interesting ideas, spontaneously make connections between ideas, or 
groups of things; 

• Analytical ability - ability to think convergently in that it requires critical thinking 
and appraisal as one analyses and evaluates thoughts, ideas, and possible solutions 
- key in the realm of creative work because not all ideas are good ones, some 
need to be culled; commonly we think of this ability as "critical thinking";  

• Practical ability - ability to translate abstractions and theories into 
realistic applications - sell or communicate one's ideas to others, to make others 
believe that ideas, works, or products are valuable, different, useful, innovative, 
unusual, or worthy of consideration - finding a potential audience for one's 
creative work’. 

 

A recent study, ‘the imaginative curriculum study’ (2005), looked into academics 
understanding of creativity and the following associations were identified: 
 

• ‘Originality (making a contribution that adds to what already exists) 
• Being imaginative (using imagination to think in certain ways that move us beyond 

the obvious and the known into the unknown, that see the world in different 
ways or from different perspectives that take us outside the boxes we normally 
inhabit and lead to the generation of new ideas and novel interpretations) 

• Exploring for the purpose of discovery: (experimenting and taking risks; openness 
to new ideas and experiences) 

• Doing / producing new things (invention) 
• Doing / producing things no-one has ever done before (innovation) 
• Doing /producing things that have been done before but differently (adaptation, 

transference). 
• Communication – which is integral to the creative process.’ 
(Jackson and Shaw, 2005) 
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Fryer (2006) undertook a study of UK National Teaching Fellows’ perception on 
creativity, with a similar result:   
 

‘When asked to describe in words what creativity means to them, the fellows 
emphasised different constructs, which may be broadly categorized as: 
• Thinking 
• Doing 
• Thinking and doing 
• The arts 
• Self-expression 
• Creativity as a continuum 
• Context’  (Fryer, 2006, p. 78) 

 

Both of those studies and the definition offered by Sternberg and Williams (1996) 
demonstrate a wider consensus on creativity as ‘the ability to produce work that is 
both novel (i.e. original, unexpected) and appropriate (i.e. useful, adaptive 
concerning task constraints)’ (Sternberg and Lubart, 1999, p.3) and is ‘grounded in 
everyday abilities such as conceptual thinking, perception, memory, and reflective 
self-criticism’ (Bowden, 2004). 
 

Creativity has become a driving force of economic growth in information society 
and ‘a key resource for individuals and societies’ (Barnett, 2000 cited in Smith-
Bingham, 2006). Howkins (2001) stresses that ‘[p]eople with ideas – people who 
own ideas – have become more powerful than people who work machines and in 
many cases, more powerful than people who own machines’. Florida (2002) even 
sees ‘…the rise of a new social class … the Creative Class derives its identity and 
values from its role as purveyors of creativity’. Universities need to prepare students 
for work life and, as Schieb (2002) proposes, this implies two broad goals for policy:  
• foster dynamism and creativity; 
• enhance capacities for learning (Schieb, 2002, p. 16). 
 

Being part of the new media industry does require all the abilities as defined in the 
studies cited above. That makes creativity a key factor targeted by the BA Digital 
Media that students need to be prepared for during university study.  

Current assessment practice  

The main assessments used in practice-based modules for the BA Digital Media are 
summative assessments at the end of the term in form of a project and a 
critical/evaluation report.  Some modules include formative assessment in form of a 
mid-term presentation of work-in-progress as well.  The assessment methods and 
criteria discussed here in more detail pertain to two second-year, practice-based, 
core modules of the BA in Digital Media currently convened by the author.  
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Assessment practice Multimedia Design SM2008N: 
This module focuses more on practice than theory.  The assessment requires group 
work of 2-3 students and consists of a combination of formative assessment via an 
oral presentation in week 8 (weighting 20%), and two summative assessments due in 
week 14 in form of an evaluation report (1000 words) containing self- and peer-
assessment (weighting 30%) and a final project (weighting 50%). The emphasis lies on 
the design project, which provides the opportunity to explore, examine and apply 
the techniques and skills discussed in the module in relation to concept 
development, contemporary media and cultural context. Students are required to 
come up with original ideas starting in week 1, present their work in progress 
(prototype) in week 8 and develop a meaningful project over the term.  
 

To successfully complete the module students need the skills that academics have 
identified as creativity or being creative. The assessment criteria include indicators 
for creativity such as ‘imagination’, ‘critical thinking’, and the ‘ability to produce 
solutions’.  

Assessment practice Creative Digital Video SM2003N: 
This module provides a good mixture of theory and practice. The summative 
assessment due in week 14 consists of two pieces of coursework: a digital video 
(weighting 50%) and a critical report of 2000 words (weighting 50%). Although the 
focus of this module lies on assembling a product in form of a one-minute video, 
equal weighting has been applied to the creative process evident in the critical 
report. An additional non-graded formative assessment is implemented at week 10 
as opportunity to gain feedback from tutor and peers. 
 

For this particular module students pick a film genre of choice and explore it 
visually. To be successful students are required to use their imagination and 
experiment with existing video conventions and theories – simply put, they have to 
be creative.  

Comparison and evaluation of assessment methods 
 

To evaluate the assessment methods regarding their effectiveness and ability to 
foster student’s creativity I will be using the following ‘fit-for-purpose’ practical 
assessment questions from Pickford and Brown (2006, p. 2-3). 
 

Why are we assessing? 
The assessment serves to test students’ creative ability to practically apply the 
knowledge gained in lectures and workshops, to give feedback and to help students 
to adjust their practice. Students are graded according to their ability, which gives 
them opportunity to reflect on their performance and make informed decisions 
about their academic progression. 
 

 
 

 90 



 

What is it and how are we assessing?  
Assessment methods of both modules centre on the quality of the design artefact. 
The additional evaluation/critical report focuses on a combination of theoretical 
aspects and practical application. 
 

Since ‘[d]esign practice requires of a complex interrelationship of skills, knowledge 
and understanding’ (Jackson, 1995), projects are an effective assessment method as a 
‘good all-roundability testing’  for ‘sampling a wide range of practical, analytical and 
interpretative skills’ (Brown, 2001, p. 13). But as Cowan (2006) rightfully asks, how 
can we be sure that the work is truly original as it ‘may simply be something that 
was recycled (not plagiarised) from a piece of prior creativity’ (p.158)? Cowdroy and 
De Graaff  (2005) state that without ‘the originating concept’ it is not possible to 
reveal ‘the essential criteria for evaluation of creative ability’.  
 

In the Multimedia Design module, the required evaluation report is hardly 
comprehensive and often merely descriptive; but it does reveal ‘awareness of how 
the innovatory product was conceived’ (Cowan, 2006, p. 158) and invite reflection 
on teamwork and own performance; and the self- and peer- assessments indicate 
roles played by the individual.   
 

Ideally, for the Creative Digital Video module students should acquire a diary and 
create a portfolio with sketches, storyboards, etc., so as to illustrate the ‘creative 
process behind the concept’ (Cowdroy and De Graaff, 2005, p. 508). This should 
accompany the critical report, but experience shows that the ‘extra work’ is rarely 
done or submitted. However, the report and portfolio work do help underline 
some of the intentions of the creator and the creator’s self-expression if there are 
any ambiguities in the finished video, as it requires a rationale and reflections on 
techniques used.  
 

Presentations are used to assess students’ work in progress and communication 
skills, combining all three types of thinking (synthetic, analytical, practical) as 
described by Sternberg and Williams (1996).  
 

Who is assessing? 
Primarily the tutor judges the assessments for both modules. Although peer and 
self-assessment are part of the report for the Multimedia Design module, they are 
hardly reflective as students often overrate projects, and their own and peer  (group 
members) performance. Clearly they do need more guidance in understanding the 
process. More opportunities for intra-peer group and peer assessment in form of 
informal feedback/discussion are given on the day of the presentation and could 
‘prompt deep approaches to learning’ (Boud, 1995, p.35).  
 

When does assessment take place? 
The main summative assessments are due at the end of the term but both modules 
provide opportunities for formative feedback (as detailed above). Students who have 
not finished their projects by the end of the term are able to submit during the 
assessment period in summer without penalty. 
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Suggestions for future practice  
 

As Oliver et al. (2006) observe, ‘[s]tudents’ experiences of creativity in the 
curriculum are complex and often confusing’ (p.57). In order to stimulate creativity 
and creative practice, assessment has to be stimulating and encouraging.  
 
The assessment methods used for both modules discussed here are capable of 
fostering students creativity. However, then main focus for both modules lies on the 
practice-based task and its completion, rather than on the creative process. This is 
typical of courses generally, where ‘[a]ssessment by product is the common 
approach across disciplines and levels of ability’ (Cowan, 2006, p. 158). Although 
reports and presentations are used to assess students’ reflection and theoretical 
understanding of the project produced, these reports are often understood as a 
production diary of success and failure rather than an informed account of 
professional development and reflection on the creative process. The dilemma is 
that if we would look to giving more weighting to assessing the creative process, we 
might encounter more problems regarding accuracy of assessment. This is because 
the creative process and approaches towards creativity are different for each 
learner and ‘unpredictable and difficult to capture’ (Cowan, 2006, p. 157), yet 
assessing processes focus ‘on what is learned’ rather than on ‘what is taught’ 
(Pickford, Brown, 2006, p.99).  
 

Hence, developmental work collected over the term and documented in portfolios 
accompanying an end report, in order to demonstrate the processes behind creative 
decisions, would be a beneficial means for students to evaluate and reflect on their 
own work and for the tutor to assess creative ability.  Another positive effect would 
be a reduction in plagiarism, as the tutor is aware of work undertaken at different 
developmental stages. Whether this would be a feasible solution - since it is ‘one of 
the most demanding of assessments for tutors’ (Pickford, Brown, 2006, p.102) -  is 
concern of a different discussion. 
 

Self and peer assessment could be used more effectively by ‘involvement of students 
in identifying standards and/or criteria to apply to their work and making judgments 
about the extent to which they have met these criteria and standards’ (Boud 1991, 
p. 5, in: Boud, 1995, p. 12) and integrating it into the creative process and formative 
assessment over the term - instead of just having students fill in a form at the end of 
the term that clearly has no real meaning to them, as last cohorts have 
demonstrated. Self-assessment would be a good additional assessment tool for all 
modules on the BA Digital Media: as Oliver et al. (2006) argue, ‘claims to an 
emergent creative identity can only be warranted if they can be articulated’ (p.58). 
 

Within the creative industry and world of work in general being able to 
communicate ideas to others is a high valued skill; therefore its place within the 
assessment of creativity is of high importance. Presentation of work-in-progress as 
well as end products brings opportunities for immediate feedback - an ‘important 
part of the assessment process … [and] an essential part of the learning process’ 
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(Unwin, 1993, p.7).   It can provide students with the chance to discuss their work 
with a wider audience, and give indications about the quality of their work at 
different stages of development, rather then receiving feedback only after project 
completion. Hence, presentations should be understood as part of the creative 
process - a formative assessment method-fostering student’s creativity and learning. 
They should form an integral part of assessment methods within the practice-based 
modules.  

Conclusion 
‘Assessment practices must send the right signals to students about what they should be 
learning and how they should be learning’ (Biggs, 2003, p. 140).  
 
Overall the assessment methods currently used in Digital Media to assess student’s 
creativity and creative ability are fit-for-purpose; they address the abilities identified 
in benchmarking statements from the QAA for art and design, and academic 
definitions and perceptions of creativity. Improving students’ learning through 
assessment could be achieved by shifting the focus from the product towards the 
creative process. Additional continuous formative assessments in the form of 
presentations, portfolios and group discussions could foster creativity, create more 
feedback opportunities and guidance for students, and stimulate the creative process 
throughout the term. Being aware of student’s tendencies towards what Peterson et 
al (1993) calls ‘learned helplessness’ and ‘learned dependencies’ the concentration 
should be on providing ‘frequent feedback of progress’ for  ‘repeated affirmation of 
their growing capabilities’ (Bandura 1997, p.217).   
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