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The experiences of students with disabilities are the focus of the study, guided by the research question: What can
we learn about inclusive formative assessment in work-integrated learning (WIL) from the experiences of students
with disabilities? The capability approach was drawn on to theorize how inclusive formative assessment in WIL
could contribute to students” success and well-being. Five narrative interviews with six students were conducted
over the course of their first year. The study found that students valued formative assessment tasks that combined
engaged learning with preparation for working life. Formative assessment provided opportunities to showcase
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assessment tasks to their needs. The study contributes to an understanding of inclusive formative assessment from
the perspectives of students with disabilities and diverse learning needs.
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At the heart of this study are students with disabilities in a business field of study. The South African
government has developed many policies, in line with international good practices, to ensure equity of
access to education and to open the way for all to engage in non-discriminatory vocational and higher
education. In South Africa, as internationally, efforts to promote equity and social justice have tended
to focus on students’” access to education, rather than on their support in education (Ajjawi et al., 2022;
Musengi, 2020). In contexts where resources are limited, once accepted onto a particular program,
students with disabilities are expected to participate in mainstream classroom and work-integrated
learning (WIL) activities, often without basic accommodations, facilitated by academic staff who might
not be adequately prepared to support them (Yaraya et al., 2018). The acceptance of diverse students
into vocational and professional programs places moral obligations on institutions, not only to avoid
discrimination, but to value the contributions of all students to the richness of academic life (Burke et
al.,, 2016). This paper addresses the issue of equitable access and participation through a focus on the
formative assessment experiences of students with disabilities, for the purpose of enhancing
participation and outcomes in a business course of study.

WHY FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

The study focuses on first year students’ experiences of formative assessment in a business program.
We drew on Oliver’s definition of WIL, as it is germane to forms of WIL in a first-year context: “work-
integrated learning occurs at various levels across a range of tasks that are authentic (the task resembles
those required in professional life) or proximal (the setting resembles professional contexts)” (2015, p.
62).

For WIL to be effective, Oliver (2015) argues that the key components of authenticity and proximity are
required. WIL in this study refers to those elements within a course, such as computer applications in
a business program, that orientate novice students towards the world of world. Formative assessment
is essential in WIL, as it is key to how performance is improved (Boud & Molloy, 2013). Formative
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assessment is the focus of this study as a central WIL pedagogy, and as a way for students to reflect on
their progress in, and beyond, the classroom. The guiding research question for the study is: What can
we learn about inclusive formative assessment in work-integrated learning (WIL) from the experiences
of students with disabilities?

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE: FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT WIL AND INCLUSION

The research literature on assessment has been dominated by studies of summative assessment and the
measurement of attainment (Dixson & Worrell, 2016). Summative assessment, such as the formal
examinations required by professional bodies, is a high stakes practice in vocational and professional
education because failure can exclude students from the field of practice (Richard et al., 2013). Students
clearly need to meet the standards specified by professional bodies and the academic institution;
consequently summative assessment is necessary in WIL to ensure that students” performance complies
with these requirements.

The literature on assessment in WIL, however, shows shifts towards more formative and holistic
assessment practices, because of the many benefits such assessment practices offer (e.g., Irons &
Elkington, 2021; Winstone & Boud, 2022). Boud and colleagues (2008) claim that formative feedback
has potential for innovative practice, due to its inherent responsiveness to local conditions (Boud et al.,
2008). Formative assessment in the form of peer- and self-assessment tasks has been shown to help
students internalize assessment criteria (Peters et al.,, 2018). Tai et al. (2018) argue that formative
assessment develops students’ evaluative judgment, which enables them “to improve their work and
to meet their future learning needs — a necessary capability of graduates” (p. 467). Formative
assessment has the additional benefit of helping teachers to understand students’ strengths and
weakness, as well as to review the effectiveness of the pedagogies that they are using (Irons &
Elkington, 2021). Furthermore, formative feedback plays an integral role in reflective practice, which
is central to learning for and from work, or work-like, practices (Tigelaar & Sins, 2021). Winstone and
Boud (2022) propose that the kind of feedback given to students to justify the award of a grade is not
conducive to student learning, and argue instead for feedback that promotes a more student-centred
approach to learning, where the focus is on the development of skills and knowledge rather than
achieving a certain grade. Oliver (2015) points out that the expectations placed on students in the
complex environment of WIL are constantly changing, and formative (and summative) assessment
practices, therefore, need to be flexible and constantly updated.

There is a limited literature on inclusive formative assessment practices in vocational and professional
education that views “the whole curriculum differently through considering what may promote
inclusion, equity, and participation” (Tai et al., 2022, p. 16). This literature suggests that an inclusive
orientation to enhancing students’ confidence and career knowledge through formative feedback
enables students with disabilities to successfully transition to employment (Jili, 2022; Musengi, 2020).
Tai et al. (2018) propose that students with disabilities need to understand assessment within the
context of participation in practice, and use their knowledge of “self-assessment, peer assessment,
feedback, rubrics, and use of exemplars [to develop] evaluative judgement” (p. 467). In this regard,
inclusive formative assessment, could be understood as a form of pedagogical universal design
(Fornauf & Erickson, 2020) that can improve the benefits of formative assessment of all students.

Critiques of formative assessment include concerns that foregrounding learning processes and the role
of the learner, has marginalized the role of the teacher (Tigelaar & Sins, 2021). Equally there are
concerns that feedback should not constitute a one-way flow of information from a knowledgeable
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teacher to a less knowledgeable student, particularly when inclusive practices are introduced (Yaraya
et al.,, 2018). There are also warnings against over-assessment and over-specification that could lead to
fragmented knowledge-building (Knight & Yorke, 2003), a focus on narrow, behavioral approaches,
that encourage minimalist responses by learners (Davies & Ecclestone, 2008), or practices that improve
rates of achievement whilst “encouraging instrumental and limiting forms of motivation and
autonomy” (Ecclestone, 2007, p. 315). Students tend to complain that they do not receive enough
constructive feedback, and educators resent that although they put considerable time into generating
feedback, students take little notice of the feedback (Knight & Yorke, 2003). In seeking an approach to
inclusive formative assessment, it is necessary to recognize that students need to be actively involved
in seeking, generating and using feedback through “engaging students in the active development of
their knowledge in conjunction with others” (Tai et al., 2022, p. 79).

Conceptual Framework

A number of key concepts emerged from the review of the literature. Formative assessment is guided
by foundational concepts such as the purpose of the assessment and the principles underpinning
assessment; these underpinning concepts have implications for practice. The conceptual framework,
drawn from the literature, is summarized in Table 1.

TABLE 1: A conceptual framework for formative assessment.

Elements of formative Good practices (from the literature)

assessment

Purposes of formative 1. Student engagement and learning (Boud & Molloy, 2013).

assessment 2. Feedback on understanding, process, and performance (Boud
et al., 2008).

3. Metacognition (Knight & Yorke, 2003).

Principles of formative Authenticity and proximity (Oliver, 2015).

Timeous and ‘knowledge rich’ feedback (Tai et al., 2022).
Confidence building (Jili, 2022).

Creativity, innovation, critical thinking (Davies & Ecclestone,
2008).

8. Targeting difficulties (Ajjawi et al.,, 2022).

9. Flexibility and accommodation (Fornauf & Erickson, 2020).

assessment in WIL

N o G

10. Reflection on practice (Tigelaar & Sins, 2021).
11. Alignment with/preparation for summative assessment
(Richard et al., 2013).

General implications for practice from the literature are thus that formative assessment tasks should:
1) promote learning and understanding, 2) include feedback on concepts, processes and performance,
3) include metacognitive elements (i.e., learning about assessment), 4) be authentic and proximal, 5)
build students’ confidence, 6) be timeous and knowledge rich, 7) promote creativity, innovation and
critical thinking, 8) target difficulties in diverse ways, 9) be flexible and accommodate diverse learning
needs, 10) promote reflection on practice; and 11) align with summative formats.
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A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR INCLUSIVE FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

Very few studies on formative assessment in WIL have a focus on inclusivity. Inclusive education
draws its inspiration from a rights-based model of education that has potential for both individual and
social transformation. The capability approach provides “a renewed ethical approach by highlighting
inequalities and the conceptual resources to re-examine issues in the disability and education field”
Norwich, 2014, p. 20). In order to ensure that students with disabilities are not disadvantaged through
assessment practices, and with the understanding that all students would benefit from inclusion (see,
e.g., Fornauf & Erickson, 2020), the study drew on Amartya Sen’s (2009) capability approach, and its
specific adaptation to vocational education (e.g., Musengi, 2020; Powell & McGrath, 2019; Terzi, 2014)
to underpin considerations of inclusive formative assessment for student success and well-being in
career-oriented education. Sen’s capability approach understands education to be a process of
enhancing students’ capabilities by expanding their freedoms. Inclusive education is fundamentally
grounded on the social justice principle that social and institutional arrangements should be designed
to give equal consideration to all students (Tikly & Barrett, 2011). Tikly and Barrett argue that the
capability approach “has the potential to develop and extend existing approaches, while addressing
some of their limitations” (2011, p. 3). The dominant human capital approach in vocational and
professional education foregrounds skills development for economic productivity, as well as enhanced
social, cultural, psychological and identity capitals to ensure students’ career readiness and their ability
to contribute to the economy and society more broadly (Tomlinson & Nghia, 2020); in contrast, the
capability approach addresses the issue of how all might benefit from a more equitable distribution and
enhancement of these skills and abilities. Sen’s (2009) capability approach was developed into the
Capability Theory of Justice by the philosopher Martha Nussbaum (2017). Nussbaum (2017) argues
that the requirements of human dignity derive from capabilities. Her central human capabilities
include ten freedoms, that are linked to human rights, namely the right to: 1) life, 2) bodily health, 3)
bodily integrity, 4) senses, imagination, and thought, 5) emotions, 6) practical reason, 7) affiliation, 8)
other species, 9) play, and 10) control over one’s environment (Nussbaum, 2017). While all these
capabilities and freedoms are important in education, the following have been highlighted in the
adaptation of capability theory to vocational education:

Mental wellbeing,

Participation,

Enjoyment,

Safety,

Respect,

Autonomy (especially time-autonomy), and

Mobility (Chiappero-Martinetti et al., 2015, p. 160-162).

NSO LN

Chiappero-Martinetti et al. (2015) developed their matrix of factors through participatory research with
students (p. 153). Capability theory predicts that students will be able to achieve desired functionings,
namely successful completion of the qualification and an enhanced sense of well-being, if key
capabilities are addressed. Terzi explains that “the capability approach helps substantially in
conceptualizing educational equality by focusing on the fundamental functionings, promoted by
education, that are essential prerequisites for an equal participation in society” (2007, p. 758). While
following good practices in formative assessment, it is also possible to further enhance these practices
by considering how academic lecturers and external partners might promote students’ participation,
engagement, wellbeing, enjoyment, autonomy, and mobility (in the sense of transferring their learning
to other contexts, such as to workplaces tasks).
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There is considerable synergy between the capability approach and universal design, which is usually
understood as ways in which the environment (particularly the built environment) can be improved
for the benefit of all: “Universal Design is the design and composition of an environment so that it can
be accessed, understood and used to the greatest extent possible by all people regardless of their age,
size, ability or disability” (National Disability Authority, 2020).

Universal design has seven principles: 1) equitable use, 2) flexibility in use, 3) simple and intuitive use,
4) perceptible information, 5) tolerance for error, 6) low physical effort, and 7) size and space for
approach and use. Fornauf and Erickson (2020) argue that the seven principles of universal design can
be incorporated into inclusive pedagogies. The potential exists, then, for inclusive formative
assessment, as an element of inclusive pedagogy, to be modified or improved, drawing on both the
social justice principles of the capability approach and the principles of universal design, for the
purpose of enhancing learning and well-being amongst all students.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY: A NARRATIVE STUDY
Site Selection

The site of the study is a college offering postschool programs in business and management sciences.
The college issues certificate and diploma qualifications that are accredited by the South African
Department of Higher Education and Training. The college is not authorized to offer degree-level
qualifications, however, college graduates can transfer to a university program in a cognate field or
enter industry. Students enrolled in the college are mainly from poor or working-class families with
little access to computers in their homes. Most students own cellular phones and all students have
access to computer laboratories that are dedicated to the business program, but no computers at the
site were modified for students with disabilities, and the study was not able to address the role that
assistive technologies could have played in supporting formative assessment. Students thus received
almost no accommodations to support their learning.

Subject Selection

A first-year subject, which we have given the generic name of Computer Applications, was chosen for
the study as a program that potentially met the requirements of authenticity and proximity (Oliver,
2015). The subject introduced students to information and communication technology and provided
practical training in the basics of word processing, spreadsheet programs, presentation software, email,
and internet. Minimal guidelines on formative assessment were offered in the in house- assessment
guide for the Computer Applications course, for example: “Formative assessment monitors and
supports teaching and learning. It determines student strengths and weaknesses and provides
feedback on progress. It determines if a student is ready for summative assessment.”

A formative test was required at the end of each section of work, which had to be practical (hands on).
Lecturers were required to complete an observation checklist, while students had to submit a portfolio
of evidence, which contained formative assessment tasks. At the end of the module a summative, end-
of-year examination was written. Lecturers were not offered any training in inclusive practices or
supporting students with disabilities.
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Student Selection

Lecturers teaching Computer Applications were informed that 10 of the student cohort were identified
as having disabilities and/or other learning needs. All these students were invited to participate in the
study, and six students in the 2022 Computer Applications cohort, as shown in Table 2, agreed to their
participation. All names in Table 2 are pseudonymes.

TABLE 2: Participants.

Student Age  Sex Pronouns Home language  Challenge

Andile 23 Male He, him isiXhosa Hearing impairment
Bongi 19 Transgender She/her isiXhosa Gender transition
Cebo 21 Male He/him isiZulu Paralysis of hand
Danie 20 Male He/him Afrikaans Hearing impairment
Essie 21 Female She/her isiXhosa Paralysis of hand
Freda 21 Female She/her Afrikaans Heart condition

All participants identified as black South Africans, four spoke indigenous African languages as their
home language, and two came from ethnically diverse backgrounds. The challenges faced by students
with disabilities are exacerbated in the South African context by the fault lines of race and socio-
economic disadvantage. In this context there is the danger of magnifying the inequalities that are
starkly evident in South African society (Musengi, 2020). Students were asked about their language
preference, and most chose to be interviewed in English, although there was code-switching between
English and participants” home languages. While Bongi’s gender transition is not a disability, what
created a learning need was her social isolation and lack of acceptance by classmates; she requested to
be a participant on the study in order to contribute to making the college a more inclusive place for all
students.

Data Collection

Narrative interviews are a form of semi-structured interview that provides participants with
opportunities to go “on narrative tangents and to fully convey their internal narratives” (Bruce et al.,
2016, p. 5). Narrative interviews that elicited students’ experiences of formative assessment comprised
the main data of the study. Following Reissman (1993), two types of narrative data, namely topical
stories and personal narratives, were collected. Topical stories are told about a specific issue, which in
this study, was formative assessment. Personal narratives provide extended accounts of experiences
(Reissman, 1993, p. 58), and thus require researchers to spend considerable time with the research
participants, “gathering their stories through multiples types of information” (Clandinin & Connelly,
2000, p. 79). Accordingly, five in-depth narrative interviews on formative assessment experiences were
conducted with individual students over the period of an academic year. This enabled the students
and researchers to develop trust, while facilitating the process of students’ reflections on formative
assessment events as they occurred over the academic year.

Methods of Analysis

The narrative interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed by a professional transcriber. Two
rounds of analysis were conducted on the interview data. In the first iteration, emerging themes across
the narratives were identified and analyzed, using the tools of narrative analysis, including narrative
elements (Reissman, 1993), challenges encountered (Stromgqvist & Verhoeven, 2004), critical incidents
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(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), and metaphorical language (Coles, 1989). In the second round, the
themes were synthesized and categorized by drawing on key concepts in formative assessment and in
capability theory.

Ethical Considerations

It was important that the privacy and dignity of the students were considered at all times, and for this
reason individual interviews were conducted in a small meeting room that was familiar to the students.
The interviews took place as soon as possible after a formative assessment exercise. The students were
informed about the study and their right to withdraw without penalty. All the participating students
supported the study and provided informed consent. The transcriptions were anonymized, for
example, all statements that could identify the students, their classmates, lecturers, businesses, and so
on were removed. Member checks were conducted in which the students and researchers discussed
the cleaned transcripts and checked them for accuracy. Ethics clearance for the study was awarded by
Cape Peninsula University of Technology’s Health and Wellness Sciences Research Ethics Committee,
Approval Reference No: CPUT/HWS-REC 2022/54.

RESEARCH FINDINGS: NARRATIVES OF SUCCESS AND CHALLENGE

The students told their own stories as first-person narrators. They were invited to share their
experiences of assessment through open-ended questions such as: “Please tell me about your
experience of assessment at your previous school.” Additional prompts, such as “How did you feel
before the test?” shifted the participants from more formal descriptions into “storytelling” mode. Each
narrator had a different style of storytelling. Some, like Danie, were more action-orientated, others, like
Essie, were more descriptive. Students, like Andile, focused on the sequence of events; he explained:
“this problem started back in 2008 and 2009. Before that, from the early 2000s in my life to 2005, 6 and
7,1 was really a clever child at school ...” Some students, like Freda and Bongi, took the opportunity
to reflect on their assessment journeys. Bongi’s journey took her from “nervousness,” to “relief,” and
finally to actual enjoyment of formative assessment; she even enjoyed the task of “talking in front of
the teacher and the students” (something that not many students enjoy). Some students chose a
“confessional” style, taking the interviewer into their confidence, such as Cebo, who regretted that he
“didn’t study enough...”

The first interviews focused on the students’ backstories, that is, on their prior experiences of
assessment. Each student told a different kind of backstory. Some, like Andile, had experienced
considerable challenges: “I can tell you I really struggled there at school. Not even there at school but
in my whole life, I've always struggled...” Others, such as Cebo, “never struggled at school,” even
though he was not “committed in [his] academics.” Danie also “did very well in school,” while Freda
wrote about uncaring teachers:

At my previous school, I didn’t really have that much help from the teachers. The teachers
were absent or they would kick us out of class, and when we used to get our assessments, we
weren’t explained properly, fully about the assessment, so we basically had to run around on
our own and figure things out.

This backstory established the theme of Freda’s narrative, which was about neglectful and uncaring
teachers and how this made her more self-reliant. In this regard, formative assessment was particularly
valuable: “I found out more about myself, my strengths, my weaknesses...” Danie, on the other hand,
had experienced “helpful teachers,” who had assisted him:
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The school I was with ... I felt very comfortable with the teacher, the way she taught us. She
always had to wear a mask, but she didn’t wear a mask because of my hearing so I could read
her lips to understand what she was teaching.

For some students, assessment had been a bad experience, which affected them deeply, such as Essie’s
experience that “exams were tough, it was rough, but to get through it, I tried my best in every exam
. assessment, nothing was worse, nothing at all was worse...”

The students faced the challenge of overcoming the limitations placed on them by their disability,
learning new skills, and understanding formative and summative assessment requirements, often in a
context where adequate resources for their study were not available. As a result, each student had his
or her own perspective on formative assessment; however, it was expected that there would be more
similarities in the students’ experiences on the Computer Applications course than in their prior
experiences, as all students had tackled the same formative assessment tasks. Individuals’ experiences
were thus likely to share what Stromqvist and Verhoeven describe as “details of the thwarted attempts
along the way, with some commentary on the inner states that motivate and respond to some of the
events” (2004, p.15).

It was pointed out above that Bongi welcomed the challenge of making a presentation in front of the
class. In fact, most of the students preferred an oral to a written mode of formative assessment, such
as Essie, who had good language skills, but because she could only use one hand, found writing and
typing difficult, as she explained: “It would have been easier if you were talking, like speech, like you
give a speech.”

Much of potential enjoyment of formative assessment tasks were thwarted by insufficient
accommodations, and by students’ financial constraints, as Cebo explained: “I'm very creative but I
didn’t have finances to buy the proper equipment.” Similarly, Danie enjoyed practical formative
assessment exercises, but lacked the resources “to make it perfect.” For Essie, who also enjoyed
practical assignments: “The worst thing is to find material, looking all over for material, asking people
for material, so that was difficult.” Each student had their own unique challenges, for example Danie
described himself as “a hands-on guy” but was determined to “work harder and focus” on theory and
reading tasks. Many of the students found that their lecturers helped them to overcome the challenges
by providing resources, and by preparing them adequately for the task, giving them additional time,
and by providing useful feedback on the formative task in progress.

In qualitative research, critical incidents are events that have an important impact on participants’
growth or development (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). In this study, critical incidents refer to events
that changed students’ attitudes towards formative assessment. Most of the students had not had
particularly good experiences with assessment generally in the past, yet most had changed their
attitudes towards formative assessment over the course of their first year of study. The students’
narratives were studied with a view to understanding how critical incidents might have changed their
understanding of formative assessment from something to be feared, towards an understanding of
formative assessment as something useful, even enjoyable, that supported their learning and
development. Andile’s description provides an example of a critical incident: “What [the lecturer] is
telling us is something that is really getting up to my mind and then when something gets up to my
mind, you really even change whatever that was in your mind.” In Freda’s case, receiving positive
feedback on a creative task represented a critical incident in which she “found out that we actually are
quite talented.” For Bongi, a critical incident involved writing an examination and realizing that she
could answer the questions, thanks to the insights provided by formative assessment:

International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, Special Issue, 2024, 25(1), 141-154 148



JOSEPH, WINBERG: Inclusive formative assessment in WIL

Maybe in the exam, something happened, something that made you realize, oh wow, this is easy,
because as you say you're nervous before the exam, so maybe now you start writing your exam
... and now you realize, oh my gosh, it's something that was discussed in class, so you really see
that whatever happens in class is beneficial or not beneficial or something like that, something
in that line.

For Danie, who liked to work with his hands, a critical incident involved designing a poster as a
formative assessment task, during which he discovered that he could combine working with his hands
while expressing his thoughts and understanding. Thus, hand work and head work could be
connected, and he found that he was able to do both.

Metaphors are usually important in narrative analysis, but the students did not use many metaphors
or figures of speech in their interviews (perhaps because English was not their home language).
Metaphorical language did, however, emerge when a student felt strongly about a topic or when the
idea that the student was trying to express was very complex. The metaphors provided insights into
affective aspects of the students” experiences as well as into their aspirations. For example, Andile was
passionate about sport and tried to explain why he loved sport so much:

...exercising because first, before anything else, you have to have your mind be in control, so
before your mind gets in control, we have to exercise and teach your body which then destroys
and then the mind will start to focus.

Because of his disability, Andile felt that his body was in control. His studies were completely
dominated by the state of his health and wellbeing. Exercise helped him to control his body; he used
the strong metaphor “destroys” which provided an insight into his frustration. Once his body was
under control, his mind could take over and he could engage more fully in a formative assessment task.
Although enrolled for business studies, Andile was passionate about sport. He talked about rare
opportunities “to dream [his] sports dreams.” One of the researchers facilitated Andile’s access to
career counselling.

Freda expressed delight at receiving a workbook with formative assessment exercises to work through;
she described the workbook as being “like a textbook in the textbook ... it's shorter than the textbook
but easier to read through.” Cebo described the excitement of working on a collaborative creative
formative assessment task “the ideas were popping” and “you were giving your all.” Bongi described
a breakthrough moment in her computer studies as follows “computers are just like cell phones!” Danie
described a teamwork formative assessment task to which students could contribute different skills, as:
“we can build each other up as peers.” Cebo used alliteration to emphasize how much he disliked
studying for examinations, it was a lonely time “being alone working alone.” Bongi expressed her
displeasure when given a formative assessment test “out of the blue.” Her choice of metaphor to
describe her computer studies showed that she understood there to be something of a competition
between herself and the computer “I'm gaining ... with my computer.”

Connelly and Clandinin explain that “a person is at once engaged in living, telling, retelling, and
reliving stories" (1990, p. 4). This was particularly the case in this study as students were telling their
stories about formative assessment, but also experiencing formative assessment tasks and reliving prior
assessment events. Coles explains that stories create images, myths, and metaphors that “carry moral
resonance and contribute to our knowing and being known” (Coles, 1989, p. 192).
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The last interview provided the conclusion to students’ stories. The narratives ended with challenges
overcome, and with hope for future success. The students’ journeys had focused on learning new
knowledge and embracing new ideas, and there was progress on these fronts. In the first interview, for
example, Andile explained: “I failed [Grade 12] so many times, so I struggled...” but by the last
interview he could see that “there’s a lot of change.” Reflecting back on her progress, Bongi said: “I
didn’t know a lot of things ... now I am happy ... I know a lot of things ... I know how to quickly type.”
“I learnt more, I learnt really more,” said Essie. Freda saw herself on a trajectory towards success: “I
went from 60s right up to 80s.” Students felt “more confident” (Andile), “more accepted” (Bongi) or
“athome” (Cebo). In the first interview Cebo confessed to not being “committed in my academics” but
by the final interview felt that formative assessment had motivated him “to work more extra hard in
my academics and be confident to write my final exams.” For Freda, formative assessment was a
journey of self-discovery: “my strengths, my weaknesses and what I need to do to better myself as a
person.” The need to “better” herself was a pervasive theme in her narrative, at the end of which she
was able to link formative assessment with self-assessment:

We did a formative assessment task that we had to find out about the qualifications that we
would need [for employment at a particular company] ... I found it helpful because I could see
... that there’s a lot of things I need to better about myself. (Freda)

WHAT STUDENTS” EXPERIENCES TELL US ABOUT INCLUSIVE FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

The students had different challenges, and different prior experiences, but despite these differences,
common threads emerged across their narratives. In this section themes across the narratives are
synthetized with key concepts in formative assessment, capability theory, and universal design.

Many formative assessment tasks required adaptation before students could fully engage with them.
The students would have liked more flexibility in the assessment requirements — for some this meant
presenting their knowledge orally, for others including a practical element in an assessment task, also
providing extra time, or sharing the workload through a group task. Cebo explained that being given
a formative assessment task adapted to his needs made him feel confident, motivated and “at home.”

Students valued respectful and thorough formative feedback, as Freda explained: “I've improved
because the lecturer explains very thoroughly and it’s very helpful ... and if we do not understand, we
could always ask, and she’ll explain over and over.” Andile similarly explained that when lecturers
gave him “attention”, he was motivated to work harder and improve, but he needed to receive
formative feedback in a respectful way: “...when you talk to me you must not shout at me because that
confuses me ... here I've never been shouted at, it's always good, even if I'm wrong, lecturers talk
nicely.” Imagining herself as a lecturer in a context of diversity, Freda offered the following suggestion:

I would give [the class] an assessment where they would work in groups and find out more
about each other’s circumstances, so that they can have experience of each other’s lives and they
could understand and respect others’ cultures and religions.

The students were only able to address formative assessment tasks, or tackle similar tasks in other
contexts, when they understood the requirements. Students thus needed to develop a metacognitive
understanding of assessment, expressed by Bongi as: “I learned how questions are asked and
answered.”
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Seeing the connection between a formative assessment task and the kinds of work they were being
prepared for, such as a task such that required them to interview an office manager, linked them to the
world of work. Students requested more tasks that were aligned with the world of work, and that
brought industry-based lecturers into the classroom — or took them into the workplace — so they could
benefit from these perspectives. Further, students enjoyed formative assessment tasks that included
creativity and innovation as they felt that these tasks prepared them for the world of work, and for
entrepreneurial activities. As Cebo explained: “we live in a world that we do need money. So we can
start businesses ... so teach us more about it.”

Students explained that, because of their specific challenges, having an assessment task (even a
formative assessment that did not count towards marks) sprung on them was highly stressful. The
students were often given extra time to complete assessment tasks, which they greatly appreciated;
however, they also felt that they needed sufficient time to prepare for formative assessments. Students
valued timeous feedback so that they could learn from the task effectively.

All students welcomed opportunities to improve their skills and to tackle difficult tasks, particularly
when, as mentioned, they saw the link between the formative assessment task and workplace practices.
For the students, hard work did not conflict with enjoyment, particularly when teamwork was
involved, as Cebo put it, formative assessment “gives me confidence in fact it boosts my motivation to
work more extra hard in my academics and be confident to write my final exams.”

Students welcomed challenges and, by the end of the academic year, saw formative assessment as a
safe space. While easier tasks had built their confidence, they wanted tasks that challenged them and
gave them opportunities to practice the kinds of skills that they knew would be desirable in
employment, as Essie explained: “they can give me more time to practice in the computer lab for more
research to do, I need more time or if they can arrange a study group for the learners.” Formative
assessment was an opportunity to reflect on the progress that they had made over the course of their
studies, sometimes by increases in the marks awarded, growing confidence, or by helping others.
Andile, for example, reflected on how he had progressed sufficiently to assist his classmates: “people
there were getting help from me and they did pass.”

The students had been given old exam papers to work through in preparation for the final examination.
Several students found this useful, although the literature suggests that dependency on having the
answers provided could encourage rote-learning, as Freda implied when she stated that “the worst
thing was the answers weren’t quite clear in the text book so we did have to do some research because
not all the answers were in the text book...that was the worst part of it.” Davies and Ecclestone point
out that the culture of providing old examination papers, and other readymade answers, can foster
formative assessment that leads to instrumental learning in place of “deeper forms of learning” (2008,
p- 75). Not all the students welcomed rote learning:

Sometimes — for I will just speak for myself — sometimes, revisions — I find the revision very
boring because the reason why I'm saying it’s boring is you might find that you're doing well
and again you are given the same questions ... I find it boring to do the same thing over and over
again. (Cebo)
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Rethinking Inclusive Formative Assessment

These reflections invite a rethinking of formative assessment through the experiences of students with
disabilities. Students’ perspectives revealed the challenges of their disabilities, but also made explicit
the confluence of their disability with their race, socioeconomic status, and gender identity, and how
such intersectionality profoundly impacted their experience of formative assessment in their context.
The study thus offers an understanding of the multifaceted experiences of students with disabilities in
within a specific context. What emerges from the analysis of students’ narratives are concepts,
grounded on well-established principles of formative assessment, capability theory’s understanding of
human “functionings” ( Nussbaum, 2017; Sen, 2009), and universal design’s approach to inclusivity
(Fornauf & Erickson, 2020). Ajjawi et al., (2022) points out that while a generic model of good-practices
in inclusive formative assessment is useful, not all students should be assessed “in the same ways or in
the same circumstances,” neither should they “be penalized for reasons beyond their ability to do so”

(p-1).

The concepts that emerged from the study suggest a universal design approach (Fornauf & Erickson,
2020) to inclusive formative assessment for the purpose of enhancing learning and well-being amongst
all students. Drawing on Fornauf and Erickson’s (2020) application of universal design to education,
inclusive formative assessment would: 1) serve all students equally, 2) offer accommodations for a
variety of learning needs, 3) be straightforward and intuitive, 4) be understandable to all students
regardless of their sensory abilities, 5) would see making mistakes as a part of learning, 6) would not
make demands on students beyond their capacities or resources, and 7) the learning environment in
which formative assessment takes place would accommodate all students’ needs. While in some
countries, inclusive education is thought of as an approach that serves learners with disabilities within
a general education setting, inclusive education is increasingly seen more broadly as a reform that
supports and welcomes diversity amongst all learners (Ainscow & César, 2006, p. 231). In this study,
the students had practically no accommodations and limited access to resources, in addition they had
to deal with attitudinal barriers while their learning was facilitated by lectures who, although well-
intentioned, had limited knowledge on disability or accommodations. Considering the progress made
by the students over the course of the year, we can only imagine what they might have attained with
proper accommodations, accessible learning, and adequate resources.

CONCLUSION: AN EMERGING PEDAGOGY OF INCLUSIVE FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

We set out to address the research question: What can we learn about inclusive formative assessment
in WIL from the experiences of students with disabilities? Students’” experiences of assessment practices
were elicited through narrative interviews which were studied for the purpose of enhancing their
educational success and work-preparedness. Students’ narratives assisted us to reframe formative
assessment for educational well-being and work-preparedness in more inclusive ways. It is intended
that the study could assist and inspire faculty and their business or industry partners in conceptualizing
and operationalizing inclusive formative assessment in career-oriented education. Based on empirical
evidence from students with disabilities (whose voices are too seldom heard in educational research),
reputable literature, and the lens of capability theory, the emerging concepts for inclusive formative
assessment have the potential to assist WIL academic and support staff, and company-based trainers,
to reconsider formative assessment processes and activities for the benefit all students in in colleges,
and beyond. Using an inclusive formative assessment approach in vocational education programs will
help to safeguard students with disabilities from being disadvantaged by assessment practices.
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