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ABSTRACT
This study offers an updated nationwide analysis of assessment 
practices in Spanish public universities, building on the syllabus 
study by Panadero et  al. (2019). Using the same coding framework, 
we examined 1434 undergraduate syllabi from 45 universities (aca-
demic year 2022–2023). The study explored the types and number 
of assessment practices, their relative weight in final grades, disci-
plinary and year-level differences and student participation. Results 
show that final written exams remain dominant, appearing in over 
70% of syllabi and carrying the largest grade weight. Some diver-
sification is visible – particularly more individual assignments, 
group work and portfolios in later years – but these shifts are 
incremental rather than transformative. Latent class analyses reveal 
distinct disciplinary profiles: sciences and engineering remain 
exam-based, whereas humanities and social sciences employ more 
coursework. Student involvement in assessment is extremely  
limited, with fewer than 5% of syllabi mentioning self- or 
peer-assessment, and even fewer including grading participation. 
Overall, findings highlight the persistence of traditional logics 
alongside modest diversification. The study provides a timely base-
line for future longitudinal comparison and informs policy and 
practice aimed at aligning assessment with student-centred, 
learning-oriented approaches in higher education.

Introduction

Assessment plays a central role in higher education, shaping not only certification 
but also students’ motivation, engagement and approaches to learning (Boud and 
Falchikov 2007; Carless 2007). Calls for assessment systems that support learning, 
transparency and student agency have grown in recent decades, yet evidence 
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indicates that change has been incremental and uneven, constrained by institutional 
routines and disciplinary traditions (Broadbent, Panadero, and Boud 2018; Brown, 
Irving, and Keegan 2014).

In Spain, Bologna-driven reforms formally advanced competence-based learning 
and stronger alignment between outcomes, teaching and assessment (European 
Commission (Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture) 2015). 
However, the first nationwide analysis of assessment practices revealed persistent 
reliance on exam-dominated models, modest diversification and scarce student par-
ticipation (Panadero et  al. 2019). That study also identified substantial variation 
across academic disciplines and course levels, underscoring the need to understand 
assessment designs in their institutional and cultural contexts.

Since then, the higher education landscape has continued to evolve. The COVID-19 
pandemic forced institutions to adopt emergency remote teaching and adapt assess-
ment methods under new constraints, which may have catalysed or hindered deeper 
pedagogical change (Rapanta et  al. 2020). Additionally, recent policy discourses have 
placed renewed emphasis on learning-oriented assessment and student-centred 
approaches (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD] 
2021; Redecker and Punie 2017).

While the emergence of generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) tools – most 
notably ChatGPT – has sparked considerable debate about the future of assessment 
in higher education, it is important to note that the course syllabi analysed in this 
study were produced prior to these developments. As such, our data do not capture 
institutional or pedagogical responses to GenAI. Nonetheless, the findings presented 
here offer a valuable baseline for understanding assessment practices immediately 
before this technological shift, and may serve as a reference point for future longi-
tudinal monitoring of changes prompted by GenAI adoption.

Against this backdrop, the present study provides an updated snapshot of assess-
ment practices in Spanish universities. Using the same sampling frame and coding 
logic as the 2019 project, we analysed more than 1400 syllabi to examine assessment 
practices use, grade weighting, disciplinary and year-level differences and student 
involvement. This descriptive analysis offers a current diagnostic and establishes a 
baseline for a forthcoming longitudinal comparison between 2019 and 2025.

Assessment in higher education: between certification and learning

Assessment continues to occupy a central yet contested space in higher education, 
as institutions seek to balance its dual functions of certifying achievement and 
promoting learning (Boud and Falchikov 2007; Brown 2017; Carless 2007). While 
traditional forms of assessment – particularly summative exams – remain dominant 
in many systems, there has been growing interest in designs that foreground feed-
back, student involvement and formative purposes (Nicol and Macfarlane‐Dick 2006; 
Sadler 2010).

Scholars have long pointed to the ‘backwash effect’ of assessment, whereby what 
is assessed and how is a key determinant of what students learn and how they 
approach their studies (Biggs 1996). From this perspective, assessment is not neutral: 
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it conveys values, shapes priorities and contributes to students’ sense of agency and 
belonging (Brown, Irving, and Keegan 2014; Panadero, Andrade, and Brookhart 
2018). This insight has given rise to calls for assessment to be reconceptualised as 
an integral part of the learning process, not merely an endpoint.

However, research across countries consistently shows that such reconceptualisation 
faces substantial structural and cultural barriers. Many instructors continue to rely 
on time-efficient and easily defensible assessment practices, most often written exams, 
as default practices (Baartman, Gulikers, and Dijkstra 2013; Broadbent, Panadero, 
and Boud 2018; Lipnevich et  al. 2021; Panadero et  al. 2019). Disciplinary norms, 
accreditation pressures, large class sizes and a lack of assessment literacy all con-
tribute to the entrenchment of traditional methods, despite rhetorical commitments 
to innovation (Bearman et  al. 2016; Carless et  al. 2011).

Moreover, although institutional policies may formally encourage more transparent, 
diversified and feedback-rich approaches, there is often a significant gap between 
policy and practice (Nicol 2010; Winstone and Carless 2019). This disconnection is 
particularly evident in course syllabi, which serve as formal representations of 
assessment design choices and institutional expectations. Analysing syllabi thus offers 
valuable insight into how assessment is conceptualised and operationalised in actual 
teaching contexts.

Contextual drivers of assessment: reform trajectories, disciplinary cultures 
and student participation

Reform trajectories in Spanish higher education, including Bologna-driven moves 
towards competence-based learning and more recent emphases on learning outcomes 
(European Commission (Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture) 
2015; Rodríguez-Gómez et  al. 2025), formally positioned assessment as a mechanism 
for alignment between outcomes, teaching and evaluation. Yet national evidence 
shows that these ambitions have translated only partially into practice: assessment 
remains dominated by final written exams, with modest diversification and limited 
student involvement (Panadero et  al. 2019). Similar patterns have been observed in 
other European systems, where structural constraints, workload pressures and accred-
itation logics often reinforce traditional summative formats (Baartman, Gulikers, 
and Dijkstra 2013; Medland 2016; Rodríguez-Gómez and Ibarra-Sáiz 2012).

These dynamics unfold differently across disciplines. Research consistently shows 
that assessment cultures are shaped by epistemological traditions (Becher and Trowler 
2001; Shay 2008), such that exam-based approaches are more prevalent in sciences, 
engineering and health, while coursework-oriented practices are more common in 
humanities and social sciences. Panadero et  al. (2019) confirmed these patterns in 
Spain, highlighting substantial variation in the choice and combination of assessment 
practices across academic branches.

Alongside these structural and disciplinary influences, calls for greater student 
participation in assessment (e.g. self-assessment, peer assessment) have gained prom-
inence due to their impact on students’ academic performance (e.g. Yan et  al. 2022). 
However, evidence suggests that such practices remain rare, both in Spain and 
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internationally (Lipnevich et  al. 2021; Panadero et  al. 2019). This study therefore, 
examines disciplinary variation and student involvement as key lenses through which 
to interpret whether learning-oriented assessment discourse is being enacted in 
practice.

Aims and research questions

The present study builds on Panadero et  al. (2019), providing an updated analysis 
of assessment practices in Spanish higher education. While the 2019 study offered 
the first national diagnostic after the Bologna reform, the current research revisits 
the same institutional contexts using a newly coded dataset.

We had two main aims: (1) to describe the current assessment landscape in 
Spanish universities, focusing on the types, weighting and distribution of assessment 
practices; and (2) to examine the extent of student involvement in assessment, 
including self/peer-assessment and participation in grading. We addressed the fol-
lowing research questions:

RQ1. What types of assessment practices are most frequently used in university syllabi, 
and how many are typically included in each course?
RQ2. What is the relative weighting of each assessment practice in determining final 
grades?
RQ3. What patterns or profiles of assessment practices can be identified across 
syllabi?
RQ4. To what extent do students participate in assessment processes, either through 
self/peer-assessment or through co-determination of grades?

For each question, the analyses consider possible differences across academic 
disciplines (five standard branches) and course level (first-year vs. fourth-year), as 
these were found to be relevant differentiators in the 2019 study and remain the-
oretically and pedagogically salient. For consistency with current Spanish higher 
education classification systems, we use the term academic branch to refer to the 
five broad disciplinary groupings, equivalent to what was labelled “academic division” 
in Panadero et al. (2019).

Method

Research design and overall procedure

This article is part of a broader research programme on assessment practices in Spanish 
higher education, which comprises two large-scale syllabus studies (Panadero et  al. 
2019, and the present study). Both investigations adopt a cross-sectional design based 
on content analysis of undergraduate course syllabi. In the first wave of data collection, 
a national database of 78,094 undergraduate syllabi was created, a 2% random sample 
was drawn and later updated to ensure at least 30 syllabi per university (final sample: 
1693 syllabi), and these syllabi were coded for assessment-related information. The 
results of this first wave were reported in Panadero et  al. (2019), and the present study 
builds directly on that work through a second wave of data collection.
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Following recommendations to document research procedures through visual 
diagrams to enhance transparency (Fetters and Molina-Azorin 2019), Figure 1 sum-
marises the main stages of this research programme, from database creation and 
sampling to the two waves of data collection, interrater agreement checks, data 
analysis and manuscript preparation. The sections below provide additional detail 
on the data collection, coding and data analysis for the present 2025 study. A com-
parative overview of the research questions, design features and main findings of 
both syllabus studies is provided in Supplementary Material A.

Data collection

As part of a previous study (Panadero et  al. 2019), a database was created including 
every university syllabus (N = 78,094) for all the public universities in the country 
with undergraduate studies (N = 48). Every syllabus was assigned its own case code. 
A random selection of cases was performed, resulting in a final sample of 1693 
cases. In this study, these exact syllabi were retrieved, this time corresponding to 
the academic course 2022–2023. Due to the changes in the studies offer and unavail-
able syllabi in the university’s webpages we dealt with a small sample loss. Therefore, 
the final sample for this study includes 1434 syllabi from 45 universities. (Note. 

Figure 1.  Procedural diagram of the research programme and the two data collection waves.
The upper panel (‘First data collection’) shows the creation of the national database of 78,094 syllabi in Panadero 
et  al. (2019) study (final sample: 1693 syllabi), followed by coding, data analysis and preparation of the 2019 
manuscript. The lower panel (‘Second data collection’) shows the retrieval of the same set of syllabi corresponding 
to the academic course 2022–2023, the interrater agreement process with a new coding team, full coding of the 
1434 available syllabi and the subsequent data analysis and manuscript preparation for the present study.

https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2026.2621276
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Sample sizes differ slightly across analyses because some syllabi lacked complete 
information for specific variables; pairwise deletion was applied).

The distribution of the syllabi by university-year level was as follows: 369 from 
the first year, 376 from the second year, 338 from the third year and 303 from the 
fourth year. Additionally, 32 syllabi correspond to optional courses that can be taught 
in the third or fourth year, and 8 were taught in other years. The reason for this 
distribution is that the vast majority of the country’s undergraduate studies are 4 
years long, with a few exceptions such as medicine, which is 6 years long. The most 
represented faculty is engineering and architecture (29.5% of the total syllabi), fol-
lowed by sciences (11.1%), medical and health sciences (11.0%), economics (9.4%), 
law and administration (8.7%), human studies (7.3%) and philology and languages 
(7.0%). The less represented faculties are in education (5.4%), psychology and social 
labour (3.8%), arts (3.2%) and communication (2.5%).

Data coding

The selected cases were coded by five coders who joined the data collection process 
at different stages and with different levels of implication (Coder 1 processed 30% 
of the cases, Coders 2 and 3 20% and Coders 4 and 5 15%). Consequently, three 
separate inter-coder reliability processes were conducted to ensure consistency: the 
first between Coder 1 and Coder 2; the second between Coder 1 and Coder 3 and 
the third between Coders 1, 4 and 5. Krippendorff ’s alpha was calculated for the 
main categories after a training/discussion process among the five coders. The level 
of agreement coefficients categories ranged from 0.67 to 0.92 (final written exam, 
0.72–0.73; practical exam – i.e. real-world task to perform – 0.67–0.74; partial 
exam – i.e. mid-term exam − 0.68–0.68; portfolio, 0.68–0.78; assignment (individual 
or group), 0.83–0.90 practices, 0.69–0.77 and attendance, 0.82–0.92) which we 
consider acceptable for this type of large-scale syllabus coding, in line with the 
minimum threshold of α ≥ 0.60 suggested by De Swert (2012).

Data analysis

To address RQ1, we computed descriptive frequencies for multi-response items to 
determine the prevalence and number of assessment practices. Joint distributions 
were examined using multiple correspondence analyses, and group differences were 
tested using chi-square statistics and one-way ANOVA to compare the number of 
practices per course.

For RQ2, means, standard deviations and distributions of grade weights were 
analysed descriptively. Differences across disciplines and year level were examined 
using one-way ANOVA or Welch’s ANOVA when assumptions were not met.

To answer RQ3, latent class analysis was applied to identify profiles of assessment 
practices. Model selection was based on the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) 
and the bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT).

For RQ4, the presence of student involvement (self/peer assessment or grading) 
was coded dichotomously, and chi-square tests were performed to examine factors 
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associated with its use, with bootstrapping applied when cell assumptions were 
violated.

All analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS 25 and MPlus 7. Detailed statistical 
procedures and model specifications for all analyses are provided in Supplementary 
Material B.

Results

RQ1. What types of assessment practices are most frequently used in 
university syllabi, and how many are typically included in each course?

We first analysed the distribution of assessment practices in 1378 syllabi, finding 
that the most commonly used practice was final written exam (72%), followed by 
practices (54.2%) and individual assignments (38.6%). The next most frequently 
used assessment practices were partial exam (36.1%), attendance (26.7%) and group 
assignments (24.5%). Finally, the least used assessment practices were practical exam 
(18%) and portfolios (11%). Notice that each syllabus could include more than one 
assessment practice.

Next, we analysed the joint use of assessment practices, as shown in Figure 2. 
Assessment practices could be plotted in two dimensions: the first related to the 
use of final written exam (right) versus partial exam (left); and the second related 
to the use of individual assignments (top) versus the use of group practices (bottom). 
It is interesting to observe that while final written exam were more related to the 
use of attendance and group assignments, partial exam were used when final written 
exam were not given. Individual assignments were more frequently used when 
portfolios were used, and no practices were preferred. This mapping of assessment 
practices exhibited not very large eigenvalues (D1 = 1.514, D2 = 1.331), explaining 

Figure 2. T ype of assessment practices.

https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2026.2621276
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2026.2621276
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35.6% of the existing inertia, and with acceptable associated reliabilities (α1= 0.388, 
α2 = 0.284).

Number of assessment practices
Most of the syllabi used three (n = 510, 37%) or two (n = 480, 34.8%) assessment 
practices. This was followed by four (n = 228, 16.5%), one (n = 85, 6.2%) and five 
(n = 65, 4.7%). It was rather uncommon for a syllabus to include six (n = 9, 0.7%) 
or seven (n = 1, 0.1%) assessment practices.

Comparison between first- and fourth-year courses
Type of assessment practice. Results of the chi-square values (χ2), phi effect sizes 
(Φ) and adjusted standardised residual (ZE) values are presented in Table 1 when 
significant. Final written exam (74.2%), practices (55.8%) and partial exam (43.6%) 
were more commonly used in first-year courses. In contrast, individual assignments 
(48.4%) and portfolios (14.9%) were more frequently used in fourth-year courses.

Figure 3 includes the university year level in the mapping previously presented 
in Figure 2, showing that while first-year courses were located near practices and 
partial exam, fourth-year courses appeared relatively closer to individual assignments, 
group assignments, attendance and portfolio. The mapping in Figure 3  
exhibited very similar eigenvalues (D1 =1.557, D2 =1.397), explaining 32.8% of the 
existing inertia, and with slightly higher associated reliabilities (α1 = 0.403, α2 = 0.32).

Number of assessment practices. A one-way ANOVA indicated no significant 
differences in the number of assessment practices used between first- and fourth-year 
courses (F (1,639) = 1.431, p = 0.232).

Comparison between academic branches
Results of the chi-square values (χ2), Cramer’s V effect sizes (V) and adjusted 
standardised residual (ZE) values are presented in Table 2 when significant. Final 
written exams were less commonly used in Engineering and Architecture, but 
more frequently used in Health Sciences and Social Sciences. Practical exams were 
more prevalent in Health Sciences, but less so in Social Sciences. Partial exams 
were less frequently used in Arts and Humanities, Health Sciences and Social 
Sciences, but more common in Engineering and Architecture and Sciences. 

Table 1. T ype of assessment practice in first- and fourth-year courses.
Assessment practice First year % Fourth year % χ2 Φ ZE

Final written exam 74.2 65.5 5.71** −0.094 2.4

Practical exam 17.2 18.1
Partial exam 43.6 25.6 22.239*** −0.186 4.7
Portfolio 7.2 14.9 9.930** 0.124 −3.2
Individual assignment 33.6 48.4 14.368*** 0.150 −3.8
Group assignment 20.8 22.4
Practices 55.8 48.8 3.173* −0.070 1.8
Attendance 26.7 26

Positive ZE values indicate greater use of the assessment practice in first-year courses. Negative ZE values indicate 
greater use in fourth-year courses.

*Significance at 0.1 level; **Significance at 0.05 level; ***Significance at 0.01 level.
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Individual assignments were used more often in Arts and Humanities, but less 
frequently in Sciences. Group assignments were more frequent in Social Sciences, 
yet less common in Engineering and Architecture and Sciences. Practices were 
more widely used in Engineering and Architecture. Attendance was more common 
in Arts and Humanities and Health Sciences, but less so in Engineering and 
Architecture. No significant differences were found in the use of portfolios across 
academic branches.

The academic branch was included in the mapping presented in Figure 4. The 
results indicate that final written exams were used more frequently in Health Sciences 
and Social Sciences; practical exams were most common in Sciences; partial exams 
predominated in Sciences as well as in Engineering and Architecture. Portfolios were 
located relatively closer to the Arts and Humanities. Attendance was more frequently 
used in Social Sciences, whereas group and individual assignments were located 
closer to Arts and Humanities. Practices were situated closer to Health Sciences. 

Figure 3. T ype of assessment practices by year.

Table 2. T ype of assessment practice used in each academic branch.
Instructional method χ2 V ZE

Final written exam 48.413*** 0.187 E(−6.5), H(2.1), SS(4.6)
Practical exam 11.186* 0.090 H(2.4), SS(−2.6)
Partial exam 78.519** 0.239 A(−3.4), E(7.8), H(−3.3), 

S(2.3), SS(−4.3)
Portfolio
Individual assignment 26.847** 0.140 A(4.4), S(−2.2)
Group assignment 41.574** 0.174 E(−3), S(−3.5), SS(5.4)
Practices 12.993* 0.097 E(3.5)
Attendance 39.923** 0.170 A(4.3), H(2), E(−5.4)

ZE values with an absolute value of 2 or greater are shown in brackets after the academic branch code. A positive 
ZE value indicates significantly greater use of the assessment practice, while a negative ZE value indicates signifi-
cantly lesser use. Academic branches codes are: Arts and Humanities (A), Engineering and Architecture (E), Health 
Sciences (H), Sciences (S) and Social Sciences (SS).

*Significance at 0.05 level. **Significance at 0.001 level.
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The mapping shown in Figure 4 exhibited larger eigenvalues (D1 = 1.696, D2 = 1.346), 
explaining 34% of the existing inertia, and with slightly higher associated reliabilities 
(α1 = 0.462, α2 = 0.289).

Number of assessment practices. A one-way ANOVA indicated no significant 
differences in the number of assessment practices used across academic branches 
(F (4,1373) = 1.804, p = 0.126).

RQ2. What is the relative weighting of each assessment practice in 
determining final grades?

We next analysed the percentage of the final grade attributed to each assessment 
practice. In some syllabi, the total weight assigned to assessment practices exceeded 
100%, likely due to unclear or overlapping descriptions. For comparative purposes, we 
therefore normalised the weights by dividing each value by the total sum for that 
syllabus and multiplying by 100. This procedure preserves the relative contribution of 
each assessment component while ensuring a common 100% scale across syllabi.

Table 3 presents the mean and standard deviation for each practice. On average, 
the final grade is primarily determined by final written exams (M = 57.00, SD = 17.99). 
In contrast, attendance contributes the least to the final grade (M = 11.36, SD = 7.25).

Comparison between first- and fourth-year courses
The percentage of the final grade attributed to each assessment practice in first- and 
fourth-year courses is presented in Table 4. Results from one-way ANOVA or Welch’s 
ANOVA are reported when statistically significant. Welch’s ANOVA was used instead 
of one-way ANOVA when the assumption of homogeneity of variance was violated, 
as indicated by Levene’s test (p < 0.05). The results showed that the percentage of 
the final grade attributed to final written exams was significantly lower in fourth-year 

Figure 4. T ype of assessment practices by academic branch.
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courses compared to first-year courses. In contrast, the percentage of the final grade 
attributed to individual assignments, group assignments and practices was signifi-
cantly higher in fourth-year courses than in first-year courses.

Comparison between academic branches
The percentage contribution of each assessment practice to the final grade across 
academic branches is presented in Table 5. Results from one-way ANOVA or Welch’s 
ANOVA are reported when statistically significant. Welch’s ANOVA was used in cases 
where the assumption of homogeneity of variances was violated (Levene’s test p < 0.05). 
The findings indicate notable differences in the percentage assigned to assessment 
practices across academic branches. Sciences allocated a significantly higher percentage 
to the final written exam compared to all other branches. Engineering and Architecture 
assigned a significantly higher percentage to partial exams than Social Sciences. Both 
Arts and Humanities and Social Sciences allocated significantly higher percentages 
to individual assignments compared to Sciences. Additionally, Arts and Humanities 
assigned a significantly higher percentage to practices than Sciences.

RQ3. What patterns or profiles of assessment practices can be identified 
across syllabi?

Models with between two and five classes were compared; the four-class solution 
provided the best balance between fit and parsimony according to BIC and the BLRT.

Overall assessment practice profile
A four-class model demonstrated a good fit to the data (BIC = 8369.427) and was 
supported by a significant BLRT based on 500 bootstrap draws (p = 0.002). The 

Table 3.  Percentage of final grade by assessment practice.
Assessment practice Mean Standard deviation

Final written exam 57.00 17.99
Practical exam 28.07 18.61
Partial exam 49.34 27.77
Portfolio 24.70 15.52
Individual assignment 29.46 21.34
Group assignment 27.79 17.56
Practices 27.30 17.10
Attendance 11.36 7.25

Table 4.  Percentage of final grade by assessment practice by year.
Assessment practice First-year % Fourth-year % F/Welch df1 df2 p
Final written exam 58.63 (17.2) 54.41 (18.28) 6.130 1 441 0.014

Practical exam 30.62 (20.98) 32.24 (23.11)
Partial exam 51.43 (28.26) 43.58 (27.19)
Portfolio 22.03 (13.1) 30.3 (20.26)
Individual 

assignment
23.01 (14.44) 39.09 (28.35) 29.606 1 186.079 <0.001

Group assignment 23.03 (15.77) 32.72 (19.45) 8.017 1 96.27 0.006
Practices 26.57 (17.3) 33.15 (20.69) 8.512 1 228.577 0.004
Attendance 11.22 (5.98) 11.05 (7.63)

Reported values represent means, with standard deviations shown in parentheses.
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overall assessment practice profiles are illustrated in Figure 5, where each line rep-
resents a latent profile indicating the probability distribution of assessment practices 
used within each cluster. Cluster 1, which includes 40.38% of the cases, reflects an 
assessment approach primarily based on final written exams and assignments. Cluster 
2, representing 23.59% of the cases, is characterised by a reliance on partial exams 
and final written exams. Cluster 3, comprising 18.02% of the cases, emphasises 
practical exams and portfolios in combination with final written exams. Finally, 
Cluster 4, accounting for 18.01% of the cases, describes a profile based on assign-
ments and partial exams.

Comparison of main profiles for first- and fourth-year courses
Figure 6 displays the most common profiles for the first-year and fourth-year 
courses. For first-year courses, the best-fitting model was a two-class solution 

Figure 5.  Assessment practices’ utilisation profiles.

Figure 6.  Assessment practices’ utilisation profiles: main clusters for first- and fourth-year courses.
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(BIC = 2164.482), with 60.98% of cases classified in Cluster 1. This model was 
supported by a significant BLRT based on 500 bootstrap draws (p < 0.001). 
Additionally, for fourth-year courses, the optimal model comprised three classes 
(BIC = 1783.144), grouping 59.75% of cases in Cluster 1, with a significant BLRT 
result (p = 0.03). The assessment profiles for the first year and fourth years show 
both similarities and clear differences. While final written exams remain the 
most common form of assessment in both years, their use decreases somewhat 
in the fourth year. Practical exams and portfolios are used infrequently across 
both groups, with a decrease in the fourth year. Notably, partial exams, although 
already rare in the first year, are completely absent in the fourth year. In con-
trast, assignments become more prominent over time, with a higher use in the 
fourth year. Attendance remains relatively stable, with only a slight decrease in 
the fourth year.

Comparison of main profiles between academic branches
We also conducted a latent class analysis for each academic branch. Table 6 sum-
marises the data for the best-fitting model, while Figure 7 displays the most common 
profile for each academic branch. Arts and Humanities courses tend to combine 
final written exams with assignments and place some emphasis on attendance. 
Sciences courses rely mostly on final written exams and make moderate use of 

Table 6.  Best latent class model main properties for each academic branch.
Faculty N Classes BIC BLRT %

Arts and Humanities 206 2 1305.977 p < 0.001 74.27
Sciences 143 2 889.157 p < 0.001 55.24
Health Sciences 170 2 1075.016 p = 0.028 81.29
Social Sciences 445 2 2579.883 p < 0.001 71.91
Engineering and 

Architecture
414 2 2523.491 p < 0.001 51.45

N indicates the size of each faculty. Classes refer to the number of clusters identified in the best latent class model. 
BLRT refers to the bootstrap likelihood ratio test after 500 bootstrap draws. % Indicates the first cluster size.

Figure 7.  Assessment practices’ utilisation profiles: main clusters for each academic branch.
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assignments, as well as practical exams and portfolios. Health Sciences courses 
strongly emphasise final written exams, incorporate moderate use of assignments 
and attendance and occasionally include partial exams. Social Sciences courses also 
prioritise final written exams and assignments, with a lesser use of attendance. 
Engineering and Architecture courses rely primarily on partial exams, with much 
less emphasis on final written exams, assignments or attendance.

RQ4. To what extent do students participate in assessment processes, either 
through self/peer-assessment or through co-determination of grades?

We next examined students’ involvement in assessment from two perspectives. First, 
in cases where students participate in grading, we analysed both self-grading and 
peer-grading. Second, in cases where students do not assign grades, we analysed 
self-assessment and peer-assessment.

Overall students’ involvement in the assessment practice
Students’ involvement in assessment practices was found to be extremely low: 
self-assessment (n = 63, 4.6%), peer assessment (n = 17, 1.2%), self-grading (n = 19, 
1.4%) and peer-grading (n = 12, 0.9%). To examine the extent to which self- and 
peer-assessment co-occur with self- and peer-grading, chi-square tests were conducted. 
A moderate association was found between self-assessment and self-grading (χ2 = 
210.925, df = 1, p < 0.001, Φ = 0.391). In contrast, a stronger association was observed 
between peer assessment and peer grading (χ2 = 323.920, df = 1, p < 0.001, Φ = 0.485). 
Regarding co-occurrence, both self-assessment and self-grading were present in 14 
cases, representing 22.22% of all self-assessment cases and 73.68% of self-grading 
cases. For the peer-related variables, both peer assessment and peer grading appeared 
together in 7 cases, representing 41.17% of peer assessment cases and 58.33% of peer 
grading cases. To examine the extent to which student involvement appears across 
different assessment practices, we performed a descriptive analysis as shown in  
Table 7. It was found that higher percentages of student involvement are associated 
with group assignments and practices, whereas lower levels of involvement were found 
in final written exams and practical exams.

Comparison between first and fourth-year courses
No significant differences between first and fourth-year courses were found, either 
for self-assessment (χ2 = 1.263, df = 1, p = 0.261) or for peer assessment (χ2 = 1.168, 
df = 1, p = 0.280).

Table 7. D escriptive analysis of self and peer grading in every assessment practice.
Final 
exam

Practical 
exam

Partial 
exam Portfolio

Individual 
assignment

Group 
assignment Practices Attendance

Self-grading N 0 0 5 0 1 2 7 4
% 0 0 26.31 0 5.26 10.52 36.84 21.05

Peer-grading N 0 0 0 1 1 6 4 0
% 0 0 0 16.66 16.66 50 33.33 0
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Comparison among academic branches
We did not detect systematic differences across academic branches (χ2 = 6.723, df = 4, 
p = 0.151), although the very low base rates of student involvement limit statisti-
cal power.

Discussion

This study provides an updated diagnostic of assessment practices in Spanish public 
universities, based on a systematically selected and independently coded sample of 
more than 1400 syllabi. Using the same framework and institutional sample as 
Panadero et  al. (2019), it examines how assessment is currently conceptualised across 
diverse academic contexts. The findings confirm the dominance of final written 
exams, limited student involvement and modest diversification, with assignments 
becoming more frequent and carrying greater weight in later years. A more struc-
tured comparative discussion with the 2019 study is reserved for a forthcoming 
longitudinal article.

Stability and change in assessment practices

The present findings point to a pattern of both continuity and modest evolution in 
assessment design within Spanish universities. The continued dominance of final 
written exams – present in over 70% of syllabi – suggests a strong institutional and 
cultural anchoring of traditional summative methods. This aligns with previous 
research indicating that assessment practices in higher education are shaped by 
deeply embedded routines and systemic constraints, including class sizes, workload 
considerations and perceptions of fairness and objectivity (Baartman, Gulikers, and 
Dijkstra 2013; Lipnevich et  al. 2021; Panadero et  al. 2019). The preference for exams 
as primary assessment tools may also reflect their perceived defensibility in the 
context of accountability and accreditation systems (Rodríguez-Gómez and 
Ibarra-Sáiz 2012).

However, our analysis also reveals signs of diversification. Assignments, both 
individual and group, are now present in a substantial share of syllabi and carry a 
growing proportion of final grade weight, particularly in fourth-year courses. The 
greater presence of portfolios, while still limited overall, suggests a potential shift 
towards more open-ended, integrative forms of assessment in later stages of study. 
These trends may reflect efforts by some instructors or departments to align assess-
ment more closely with competences, real-world tasks or continuous learning tra-
jectories (Brown 2017; Redecker and Punie 2017).

Despite these developments, the general structure of assessment across the sample 
remains relatively conservative. Most syllabi include only two or three assessment 
components, with limited use of formative tools or iterative processes. The design 
logic appears to prioritise manageability and coverage over scaffolding and feedback, 
echoing findings from other national contexts where rhetoric of innovation coexists 
with incremental or superficial changes (Broadbent, Panadero, and Boud 2018; 
Carless et  al. 2011). As such, while the assessment landscape may be slowly evolving, 
it is not undergoing transformation. The system appears to adapt selectively, 
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preserving dominant practices while incorporating new elements in ways that do 
not fundamentally challenge existing structures.

Variation across course levels and disciplines

Our analysis confirms that assessment practices are not uniformly distributed across 
Spanish higher education but vary systematically depending on the year of study and 
the academic branch. These patterns reflect not only logistical and pedagogical con-
siderations but also deeper epistemological traditions and curricular trajectories.

In terms of course level, we observed a shift from highly standardised methods 
in early-year courses dominated by final and partial exams towards greater inclusion 
of assignments and portfolios in later years. This progression is consistent with 
pedagogical rationales that favour more guided and structured assessment formats 
at entry level, gradually moving towards independent, integrative tasks as students 
gain maturity and disciplinary fluency (Knight 2002; Sambell 2013). The findings 
suggest that fourth-year instructors may be more willing or able to implement 
diverse methods, perhaps because they perceive senior students as more capable of 
engaging with open-ended, competence-oriented tasks (Bearman et  al. 2016). Yet 
the extent of this diversification remains moderate, and the overall structure of 
assessment remains anchored in traditional practices.

The analysis by academic branch further reinforces the idea that disciplinary 
cultures play a key role in shaping assessment design. As in previous research 
(Becher and Trowler 2001; Maton 2014; Shay 2008), we found that ‘harder’ fields 
such as Sciences and Engineering tend to rely more heavily on exams and partial 
tests, while ‘softer’ fields such as Arts and Humanities make greater use of written 
assignments. Interestingly, Social Sciences exhibit a hybrid profile, combining final 
exams with both group and individual coursework. These disciplinary profiles are 
likely shaped by a combination of factors, including the nature of knowledge pro-
duction, class size, faculty workload and implicit norms about what counts as valid 
evidence of learning (Brown, Irving, and Keegan 2014; Young 2008).

Such diversity highlights the limitations of ‘one-size-fits-all’ policy approaches to 
assessment reform. While system-level guidelines may encourage more learning-oriented 
practices, their uptake depends on how compatible these practices are with disci-
plinary logics and structural conditions (Carless et  al. 2011). In this sense, efforts 
to promote change need to account for the granularity and persistence of disciplinary 
assessment cultures, offering targeted support and scaffolding that respects these 
local dynamics.

Limited student involvement despite policy discourse

One of the most striking findings is the extremely limited presence of student 
involvement in assessment practices. Despite substantial discourse at policy and 
pedagogical levels advocating for greater student participation in assessment, only 
a marginal proportion of syllabi mention self- or peer-assessment, and even fewer 
refer to student involvement in grading.
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This gap is not unique to Spain. Studies in other contexts have reported similar 
disjunctions between rhetorical support for learning-oriented assessment and actual 
implementation at course level (Bearman et  al. 2016; Broadbent, Panadero, and Boud 
2018; Lipnevich et  al. 2021). The reasons are multiple: lack of time and training, 
perceived unreliability of peer input, institutional inertia and instructors’ concern 
about grade fairness or academic integrity (e.g. Panadero, Brown, and Courtney 
2014). In some cases, instructors may consider student involvement pedagogically 
desirable but feel insufficiently equipped or supported to enact it meaningfully.

In this study, the distinction between evaluative involvement (e.g. self-assessment 
without grade consequences) and grading participation (e.g. co-determination of 
marks) proved useful in identifying both the rarity and the types of student partic-
ipation being considered. While some co-occurrence between formative and summative 
involvement was found, it remains very much the exception rather than the rule.

Limitations

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the 
findings. First, although inter-coder agreement was acceptable for large-scale content 
analysis, some categories showed only moderate reliability, which constrains the 
precision of fine-grained distinctions. Second, information in the syllabi was some-
times inconsistent or incomplete, and in a subset of cases grade weights exceeded 
100%, requiring proportional normalisation; thus, both the accuracy of some descrip-
tors and the exact weighting structure should be interpreted cautiously. Third, the 
very low base rates of student involvement in assessment limited statistical power 
for detecting systematic differences across branches or degree levels. Finally, syllabi 
provide a proxy for intended assessment design rather than enacted practice, under-
scoring the need for future research that triangulates these data with interviews, 
observations and students’ perspectives.

Implications for policy, practice and future research

The findings of this study hold several implications for policymakers, university 
leaders and educators aiming to enhance the role of assessment in promoting student 
learning. First, the persistent reliance on traditional assessment methods, especially 
final written exams, suggests that formal alignment with Bologna principles has not 
translated into widespread pedagogical change. This calls for renewed institutional 
strategies that move beyond compliance-based reforms and address the deeper cul-
tural and epistemological dimensions of assessment.

Professional development initiatives should be better tailored to disciplinary contexts, 
recognising that meaningful innovation requires not only technical knowledge but 
also shifts in values, assumptions and teaching identities. Efforts to support feedback-rich, 
participatory assessment must be integrated into broader curriculum design processes 
and backed by sustainable incentives at faculty and departmental levels.

Second, the extremely low rates of student involvement in assessment, both in 
self/peer-assessment and in grading, indicate that the discourse of student agency 
has yet to be operationalised in Spanish universities. Embedding student participation 
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in assessment requires not only policy support but also concrete models, resources 
and training for instructors. Approaches such as feedback literacy development and 
the co-construction of criteria could offer promising entry points for cultivating 
greater student engagement in evaluative processes.

Third, the clear differences observed across disciplines point to the need for 
differentiated strategies that avoid one-size-fits-all policies. Rather than seeking 
uniformity, institutions might do well to foster assessment cultures that are 
context-sensitive yet grounded in shared principles of transparency, alignment, and 
support for learning.

Fourth, an important direction for future research is to examine how institutional 
processes (particularly accreditation requirements) may facilitate or constrain inno-
vation in assessment design. Given the formal role of course syllabi in quality assur-
ance procedures, it would be valuable to explore whether the modest shifts observed 
are shaped by external accountability demands or internal pedagogical developments.

Fifth, from a research perspective, this study reinforces the value of syllabi analysis 
as a method for capturing assessment practices at scale. However, syllabi provide 
only partial insight into what actually happens in classrooms. Future research should 
triangulate syllabus data with teacher interviews, student experiences, and classroom 
observations to gain a fuller picture of assessment realities.

Finally, this article sets the stage for a longitudinal comparison with the 2019 
study. While we have deliberately avoided pre-empting that analysis here, the next 
step will be to examine whether any of the subtle changes identified in the current 
snapshot represent genuine shifts over time. Understanding such developments is 
critical not only for assessing the impact of past reforms, but also for informing 
future strategies in an increasingly complex higher education landscape.

Conclusion

This study offers a detailed and up-to-date portrait of assessment design in Spanish 
public universities, confirming that the landscape remains largely conservative but 
not static. Final written exams continue to dominate, and student participation in 
assessment processes remains minimal. However, small shifts such as the growing 
presence and weight of assignments in later years suggest that incremental change 
is occurring, particularly in disciplines more open to dialogic and competence-based 
pedagogies. These findings reflect enduring structural and cultural barriers to assess-
ment innovation but also highlight areas of potential transformation.
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