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Background

Confidence- or certainty-based marking (CBM) has been in use for 10 years in the Medical School at University College London (UCL) to assist study and improve exam data, and to encourage deeper reflection and understanding. Students must state the degree of certainty they have for each answer in an objective test. CBM can be used with any type of ‘right-wrong’ question, and with existing question banks.
Technologies, systems and practice

Students rate their certainty on a scale of 1-3. They gain 1,2 or 3 marks if correct, but 0, minus 2 or minus 6 marks if wrong, depending on the certainty expressed. The scheme motivates reflection about the reliability and justification for each answer, since the student gains by identifying reasons either for reservation or confidence. Online delivery (www.ucl.ac.uk/lapt) is integrated with VLE management and a comment system for feedback from students, and is freely available with authoring tools. Exams employ specially designed optical mark reader cards (Speedwell Computing).
Changing practice

Prof.Tony Gardner-Medwin has tailored this system to student and staff needs. CBM has proved popular and easy to use for students, enhancing and challenging learning by probing areas of uncertainty. CBM exams gain statistical reliability by reducing variance associated with uncertain answers. Tutors can free marking time, devoting it to more productive activity. Rote-learning (a commonly attempted inefficient shortcut to exam success) is countered because students need to justify confidence in answers to get good marks, and not simply rely on recognition - provided, of course, that exams comprise novel and varied questions, different in detail from those used for study.
Maximum formative benefit requires immediate feedback, prompting reflection about uncertainties or confident errors. Students say this helps identify areas with sketchy or poorly understood knowledge. It also stimulates the linking of ideas, even when an immediate answer would be correct - perhaps based on rote memory. ‘Medical students are good at exams', says Tony Gardner-Medwin, ‘and often do well with little incentive to think beyond their first idea. We are raising the stakes by saying that you gain by identifying how reliable or uncertain individual answers are.’

Students are encouraged to use questions at home for revision, but some are also used in class sessions to encourage debate and questioning. CBM is well suited to follow-up exercises after classes, mixing easy questions, where confident answers should be expected, with difficult questions to stimulate complex or esoteric thinking. 
CBM is intended to complement rather than replace other assessment methodologies, such as analysis, collation or interpretation of knowledge through essays and problems. It has particular value where it is important, for example in medicine or law, to test core knowledge efficiently on a broad front, as well as depth of application in selected areas. It is seen as a way of gaining more benefit and stimulation from objective testing, wherever this is applicable.
473 words

Quote

"CBM encourages students to think: ‘How would I justify this answer? Is there something else that supports it out or casts doubt on it?’" Prof. Tony Gardner-Medwin, UCL
