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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

Calls to recentre self-assessment around student agency and iden- Self-assessment; student
tity have gathered momentum in higher education. We argue that agency; prior knowledge;
the strongest versions of this call rest on an idealised assumption: self-regulated learning

that students can and should be the self-initiating leaders of their
own evaluative activity. The evidence indicates otherwise. Accurate
self-assessment depends on prior content knowledge, and stu-
dents learning a subject for the first time do not yet possess the
knowledge their accurate judgement requires. Agency in
self-assessment is a developmental achievement, not a starting
point. Students can and should be increasingly active in
self-assessment, and with practice they can become genuinely
agentic, but inaccurate agentic self-assessment harms learners
more than expert-calibrated self-assessment does. We develop this
position in four steps: distinguishing natural self-assessment from
designed instructional practice; showing that self-regulated learn-
ing theory treats agency as an outcome of regulatory develop-
ment, not as opposed to teacher expertise; establishing that prior
knowledge is a precondition of accurate self-judgement, because
minimal-guidance approaches overload learning; and setting out
how to design for the development of evaluative agency. The
framework treats agency, regulation, and expert structure as mutu-
ally constitutive, offering a basis for self-assessment design in a
digital and Al-mediated era.

Student agency has become a central value in contemporary thinking about assess-
ment in higher education, and self-assessment is one of the practices in which the
call to foreground student agency has been most forceful (Adie, Willis, and van der
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Kleij 2018; Nieminen, Yan, and Boud 2025). A recent meta-review maps how
self-assessment has been conceptualised across five decades of research (Nieminen
and Boud 2025); new empirical work examines when and how students initiate
self-assessment (Jiang, Brown, and May 2026a, 2026b); and classroom-discourse
studies analyse how agency is constructed in self-assessment interaction (Vai¢iiniené
and Kazlauskiené 2026). The appeal is understandable. Self-assessment seems, almost
by definition, to be the student’s own activity, and the idea that students should
lead it, design it, and direct it follows naturally from a broader commitment to
student-centred education. We share the underlying commitment. Students in higher
education should have a meaningful and growing role in the assessment of their
own work (Black and Wiliam 1998; Boud 1989; Panadero, Brown, and Strijbos 2016),
and the field is right to take their agency seriously. Still, higher education serves
plural purposes; in Biesta’s (2009) terms, qualification, socialisation and subjectifi-
cation. Our argument is scoped to the first: whatever weight is given to self-discovery
and the formation of subjectivity, self-assessment enters course design through its
contribution to disciplinary and professional competence, and it is against that
contribution that its designs should be evaluated.

But the strongest versions of the agency argument rest on an assumption not
supported by the empirical evidence. The assumption is that students can and should
be the self-initiating leaders of their own evaluative activity, deciding what to assess,
against what criteria, and to what standard, largely on their own initiative. This
assumption is not a straw target; it is the limit case of an identifiable line of schol-
arship. Leach, Neutze, and Zepke (2001) argued that assessment empowers when
learners share in the decisions about what is assessed and against which criteria.
Tan (2012) examined how self-assessment is framed as a practice of student empow-
erment. Bourke (2016) presented self-assessment as liberating the learner from
externally imposed agendas, Nieminen (2022) proposed summative self-grading as
a means of disrupting the power relations of grading, and Nieminen, Yan, and Boud
(2025) called for self-assessment design to be recentred on student agency. These
positions differ in strength, and not all of their authors would endorse the assump-
tion as we have stated it. The strongest formulations, however, converge on the view
that students can and should initiate and direct their own evaluative activity, and
it is that view, rather than the position of any single author, that we examine. We
argue that this assumption is mistaken and mistaken in a way that matters for
practice. Accurate self-assessment depends on prior content knowledge (Ledn,
Panadero, and Garcia-Martinez 2023). Students who are learning a subject for the
first time do not yet possess the knowledge that their own accurate self-judgement
would require. To ask them to lead their evaluative activity before they have the
knowledge about the criteria or standards by which to evaluate their own work is
not to empower them. It is to set them to a task that the evidence predicts they
will do badly (Brown and Harris 2013; Kirschner, Sweller, and Clark 2006).

The position we develop is therefore a developmental one. Agency in self-assessment
is an achievement that students reach through structured engagement with the
practice over time, not a capacity they possess at the outset and which teachers
need only refrain from suppressing (Panadero, Jonsson, and Botella 2017; Panadero
and Alonso-Tapia 2013). This is not an argument against student activity in
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self-assessment. Students can and should have increasing opportunities to be active,
and with knowledge and practice they can become genuinely agentic self-assessors.
It is an argument against a particular idealisation: that students ought to be fully
competent to self-assess from the start. They certainly have the agency to self-assess
and evidence shows that students who initiate self-assessment relative to professional
standards have greater academic performance (Jiang, Brown, and May 2026a). This
idealisation does real damage, because self-assessment conducted without knowledge
of relevant standards or criteria cannot be accurate within any domain. Inaccurate
but agentic self-assessment harms learners’ acquisition of relevant disciplinary knowl-
edge and skills more than self-assessment guided by relevant expertise, whether in
professional standards, authorised textbooks, or the teacher.

We develop this position in four steps. First, we distinguish self-assessment as a
natural cognitive process from self-assessment as a designed instructional practice,
and we show that this distinction reframes the field’s central design question: not
how to grant students agency, but how to develop it. Second, we show that the
apparent contradiction between student agency and self-regulated learning is not
sustained by the theory of self-regulated learning, which treats agency as an outcome
of regulatory development rather than as something that instructional practices
threaten. Third, we present the empirical core of the argument: prior knowledge is
a precondition of accurate, realistic, and valid self-judgement, and minimal-guidance
approaches overload the cognitive architecture that learning depends on. Fourth, we
set out what designing for the development of evaluative agency actually involves.
The argument is offered as a position, drawing on three decades of empirical and
theoretical work, including our own, and is intended as a basis for self-assessment
design in a digital and AI-mediated era. The role of artificial intelligence in what
follows is deliberately circumscribed: we do not theorise Al-mediated assessment,
but the design criterion derived in Step four applies to Al-mediated self-assessment
tools as much as to conventional practice.

Theoretical positioning

The account we develop is founded on the empirical scientific basis of socio-cognitive
theorisation. Agency is understood as the capacity to intentionally influence one’s
own functioning and circumstances (Bandura 2001), and its development is under-
stood through the models of self-regulated learning that have operationalised that
capacity for education (Butler and Winne 1995; Hadwin, Jarveld, and Miller 2018;
Zimmerman 2000). Within this frame, self-assessment is the evaluative component
of self-regulation: the process through which students generate judgements about
the quality of their work and learning, whether spontaneously or in response to
instructional design (Panadero and Alonso-Tapia 2013; Yan and Brown 2017).
Our use of scaffolding acknowledges its sociocultural lineage. The term derives
from Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976), and the underlying insight, that learners
accomplish with structured support what they cannot yet accomplish alone, is
Vygotskian (Vygotsky 1978). We retain the insight without adopting a
social-constructivist ontology. In the account developed here, the function of the
more knowledgeable other is specified in evaluative terms, as the source of the
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standards and calibrating information against which students’ judgements become
accurate (Sadler 1989), and the cost of removing that structure is specified in cog-
nitive terms, as the overload documented by research on minimally guided instruc-
tion (Kirschner, Sweller, and Clark 2006).

This positioning carries two consequences for what follows. First, whether students
should initiate and direct their own evaluative activity is treated as an empirical
question about developing competence, not as an ideological commitment to be
affirmed or resisted. Second, the distinction drawn next between self-assessment as
a natural process and as an instructional practice is a distinction within this
socio-cognitive frame: it does not deny that assessment is socially situated, but it
locates the social contribution in the calibration of individual judgement. The indi-
vidual calibrates their judgements against the socially agreed notions of ‘correctness’
within disciplines and as promulgated in the instruction and feedback of teachers
who are socially recognised as competent to teach and evaluate progress and quality.
Calibration is both content accuracy (i.e. understanding what is correct and what
is not) and grading accuracy (i.e. assigning scores or grades in accordance with
how the teacher assigns them).

Step one: natural self-assessment and instructional self-assessment

There is a conceptual distinction in the literature that the field has not adequately
absorbed, and absorbing it clarifies what is at stake in the agency debate. More than
a decade ago, Panadero and Alonso-Tapia (2013) argued that self-assessment is
conceptualised in two distinct ways: as a learning strategy that the student activates
within the architecture of self-regulated learning, and as a pedagogic strategy that
the teacher implements within the architecture of formative assessment.

By natural self-assessment we mean the cognitive process through which students
continuously judge their own work, understanding, and progress during learning.
This process is not optional and cannot be taught; it is a constitutive feature of
how cognition engages with tasks. Students notice when something feels right or
wrong, form running judgements about whether they have understood, and decide
whether they are ready to proceed. The metacognitive monitoring literature has
documented this process in detail (Bjork, Dunlosky, and Kornell 2013; Dunlosky
and Rawson 2012). It operates whether or not any instructional design is in place.
Despite instructional efforts within assessment for learning practices, students will
exercise their own agency to ignore beneficial instructions for personal and even
strategic reasons (Harris, Brown, and Dargusch 2018).

By instructional self-assessment we mean the practices through which teachers
design occasions for students to make their judgements explicit, structured, and
open to development, through criteria, rubrics, worked examples, reflection, and
integration with feedback (Andrade and Valtcheva 2009; Panadero and Jonsson 2013;
Yan and Brown 2017). Indeed, Brown and Harris (2014) concluded that self-assessment
could not be relied upon as an assessment method but rather was an important
curricular competency that students needed to develop. They argued that students
needed opportunities, including feedback, to develop a realistic awareness of the
qualities of their work.
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The two conceptualisations draw on distinct theoretical traditions and are often
treated separately, yet they are not separate phenomena. The integrative claim was
that instructional self-assessment must pursue, as its ultimate goal, the development
of self-assessment as a self-regulatory process. The teacher fosters self-assessment
as an instructional strategy whose purpose is to develop in students the capacity to
evaluate their own work in a realistic manner. This supports and requires student
regulation of learning.

The distinction between natural and instructional self-assessment reframes the
agency debate decisively. The question is not whether students should be agents in
self-assessment, because in the sense of natural self-assessment they already are.
Students judge their work constantly, on their own initiative, without being asked.
The question is what their natural self-judgement is worth. And the evidence is
that, left unstructured, it is systematically inaccurate, particularly when students lack
knowledge of the domain. Natural self-assessment is real agency, but it is uncali-
brated agency. When students in professional disciplines initiate natural self-assessment
they refer to relevant standards and criteria, unlike students in creative arts who
rely more on intuitive criteria (Jiang, Brown, and May 2026b). The pattern matters
for the argument. Where a discipline makes its standards visible and internalisable,
students’ spontaneous self-assessment borrows that structure; where it does not,
natural agency operates on intuition (Panadero, Broadbent, et al. 2019; Panadero
et al. 2024). Self-initiation is therefore not evidence that structure is dispensable; it
is most productive precisely where prior structure has already been internalised.

The work of instructional self-assessment is to develop that uncalibrated natural
agency into accurate evaluative capacity. Agency, in other words, is not what
instructionally-guided self-assessment grants the student; rather it is what instruc-
tional processes develop. As Brown (2026) has put it, students have agency and use
it anyway; the pedagogical question is not whether to give it to them but how to
develop it into something that serves their learning.

Step two: agency is an outcome of regulatory development, not its
opposite

A recurring framing in the literature positions self-regulated learning as an indi-
vidualistic tradition whose focus on the regulating individual has come at the cost
of student agency, so that centring student agency can appear to require moving
beyond the self-regulation tradition. This framing does not survive contact with the
theory it describes. In the canonical social cognitive account (Bandura 2001), agency
is not a construct that competes with self-regulation; it is what competent
self-regulation produces. Zimmerman (2000) states it directly: ‘our regulatory skill
or lack thereof is the source of our perception of personal agency that lies at the
core of our sense of self” (p. 13). Agency is the developmental outcome of regulatory
competence, not a prior endowment that regulation either respects or suppresses.
Nor is the theory of or research into self-regulation individualistic in the sense
the framing implies. Within social cognitive theory there is attention to the social
context in which learning, self-regulation, and self-assessment take place. Zimmerman
(2008) treats help-seeking from peers, parents, and teachers as part of skilled



6 @ E.PANADERO ANDG.T.L.BROWN

self-regulation. The consolidation of feedback and self-regulation (Butler and Winne
1995) integrated learner-generated and externally provided feedback into a single
architecture. The contemporary literature goes considerably further.

Hadwin, Jarveld, and Miller (2018) distinguished self-regulation, co-regulation,
and socially shared regulation, and treat the interplay among them as the basis of
effective learning. Co-regulation, in particular, names exactly the developmental
relationship at issue here; that is, the temporary coordination in which a more
capable party scaffolds the developing regulatory capacity of a less capable one. The
most recent work extends this to human and artificial intelligence collaboration in
shared regulation (Jarveld, Nguyen, and Hadwin 2023), which would be impossible
if the tradition were as individualistic as the framing claims. Agency, co-regulation,
and the scaffolding role of more knowledgeable others are not in tension in this
body of theory. They are the same developmental story told from different angles.

The implication for self-assessment is that the teacher’s structuring role and the
student’s developing agency are not opposed. The teacher who designs criteria, pro-
vides worked examples, and gives feedback on students’ self-judgements is not sup-
pressing agency; the teacher is co-regulating the development of the regulatory capacity
from which the students eventual agency will emerge. Panadero, Broadbent, et al.
(2019) articulated precisely this relational and developmental account of evaluative
judgement, drawing self-assessment into the architecture of self- and co-regulation.
Removing the teacher’s structuring role in the name of agency does not accelerate
the development of agency. It removes the scaffold on which that development depends.

Step three: prior knowledge is a precondition of accurate
self-assessment

We come to the core of the argument. If agency in self-assessment is a develop-
mental achievement, the central empirical question is on what does its development
depend. The most consequential answer the evidence gives is that it depends on
prior knowledge. Students cannot accurately judge the quality of their work in a
domain they do not yet understand and asking them to lead their own evaluation
before they possess that understanding produces inaccurate self-assessment.

The evidence on accuracy and its moderators

Accuracy is not a fixed attribute of student judgement. It is a variable property that
improves under specifiable conditions, and content knowledge is among the most
important of them. The most comprehensive synthesis of self-assessment accuracy
available is the meta-analytic systematic review by Le6n, Panadero, and Garcia-Martinez
(2023), drawing on 160 studies and 29,352 participants. It reports a small average
overestimation (Hedges’ g=0.206) and an intermediate correlation between student
and expert judgement, indicating that the two share substantial variance but are not
interchangeable. The findings that matter most for the present argument concern
the moderators. Overestimation diminishes when students receive feedback, when
they have prior self-assessment experience, and, critically, when they possess greater
content knowledge. Students who know more about the subject judge their work in
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that subject more accurately, which is precisely what a developmental account pre-
dicts and precisely what an idealised account of natural agency overlooks.

The longitudinal evidence reinforces the point at the level of individual develop-
ment. Boud, Lawson, and Thompson (2013) tracked student self-marks against tutor
marks across multiple tasks and found that accurate estimators improved most over
time, while over-estimators, typically lower achievers, did not improve through
unsupported practice at all. Self-assessment did not automatically calibrate itself
through repetition. The students who most needed to develop their judgement were
the least able to do so without structured support, which is the developmental
pattern that justifies expert scaffolding rather than its withdrawal. The cognitive
science of metacognitive monitoring explains why. Learners are subject to systematic
illusions of competence (Bjork, Dunlosky, and Kornell 2013), overconfidence depresses
achievement because students stop working on material they wrongly believe they
have mastered (Dunlosky and Rawson 2012), and flawed self-assessment is most
severe precisely where competence is lowest (Dunning, Heath, and Suls 2004). The
student with the least knowledge is the student least able to know how inaccurate
their self-assessment is.

Why minimal guidance overloads learning

The instructional implication has been established in a parallel literature. Kirschner,
Sweller, and Clark (2006) showed that minimal-guidance approaches to instruction
are less effective than guided approaches, because the construction of knowledge in
long-term memory requires structured support that novice learners cannot supply
for themselves. Kirschner and van Merriénboer (2013) addressed directly the assump-
tion that learners are reliable judges of what supports their own learning, and
concluded, with substantial evidence, that they frequently are not. The cognitive
load framework consolidated by Sweller, van Merriénboer, and Paas (2019) provides
the mechanism: asking a novice to take on the regulatory and evaluative load of
designing their own assessment, on top of the load of learning the material itself,
exceeds the working-memory resources on which realistic self-evaluation depends.
Demanding full natural self-assessment from students who lack domain knowledge
is, in cognitive terms, a way of making learning harder, not more effective.

This is the point at which the idealised version of agency does its damage. The
proposal that students should lead their own self-assessment from the outset assumes
a learner who already has what self-assessment is supposed to develop. Where that
assumption fails, and the evidence says it fails precisely for novice learners in unfa-
miliar domains, the result is self-assessment that is inaccurate, and inaccurate
self-assessment is not a neutral outcome. It misdirects students’ subsequent efforts,
reinforces their misjudgements, and, for the lowest achievers, entrenches the over-
confidence that prevents improvement. Expert-guided self-assessment, by contrast,
anchors the student’s developing judgement to the standards that a knowledgeable
assessor can supply. The comparison is not between agency and its absence. It is
between self-assessment guided by someone with the relevant expertise and
self-assessment left to a learner who does not yet have it, and on the evidence the
former serves the learner better.
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Expertise as the partner of agency, not its obstacle

It follows that the teacher’s expertise is not the obstacle to student agency that an
idealised account makes it out to be. It is the condition under which agency develops.
Sadler’s (1989) account of the guild knowledge of expert judgement describes what
the teacher contributes: a tacit, hard-won grasp of what counts as quality in a domain,
which the student must come to internalise through structured engagement with the
work of more experienced others. The contemporary programme on evaluative judge-
ment (Tai et al. 2018) develops this into a pedagogy in which students build the
capacity to judge quality through extended exposure to exemplars and expert feedback.
Tans (2012) phenomenographic analysis of self-assessment makes the same point
from within the empowerment tradition: the most developed forms of self-assessment
do not remove teacher and programme criteria but hold them within the student’s
expanding evaluative awareness. Across these otherwise different lines of work, the
conclusion converges. Expertise and agency are developmental partners. The student
becomes an agent of their own evaluation by internalising, over time, the domain
standards, criteria, and expectations that the teacher initially supplies.

Step four: designing for the development of evaluative agency

If agency is a developmental achievement that depends on knowledge and structure,
the design question becomes how to develop it, rather than how to grant it. The
empirical literature offers a coherent answer, and it is an answer about sequence
and scaffolding rather than about the presence or absence of student involvement.
Early in a programme of study, when students have little domain knowledge,
instructional self-assessment functions less as a measurement of accurate judgement
and more as a scaffold for its development. At this stage explicit criteria, rubrics,
and worked examples carry much of the structure, because students cannot yet
supply those for themselves (Andrade and Valtcheva 2009; Panadero, Alonso-Tapia,
and Huertas 2012; Panadero and Jonsson 2013). The teacher’s standards are made
visible and usable, and the student’s task is to begin aligning their natural
self-judgement with those standards. As content knowledge accumulates and
self-assessment experience grows, the scaffolding can be progressively withdrawn,
and the student can take on more of the evaluative initiative that the idealised
account would have demanded from the start. Agency increases across the devel-
opmental arc; it is the destination of good design, not its precondition.
Self-assessment produces self-feedback, the internal feedback a student generates
by judging their own work against standards (Panadero, Lipnevich, et al. 2019).
This developmental sequence is visible in the empirical work on how students’
self-feedback develops. Panadero et al. (2024) identified distinct self-assessment profiles
among secondary and higher education students, showing that learners differ system-
atically in how they generate and use self-feedback. The more productive profiles were
characterised by the structured, criteria-referenced engagement that instruction can
develop. Self-assessment capacity does not appear uniformly or spontaneously; it
develops differentially, and approaches that recognise the developmental profile of the
learner are more likely to support realistic and veridical self-assessment than approaches
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that assume a uniform agentic starting point. The broader evidence on the effects of
self- and peer assessment on academic performance (Yan et al. 2022) is consistent
with this. Effects are real, but conditional on how self-assessment is implemented,
and implementation that provides structure and develops capacity outperforms imple-
mentation that assumes capacity is already present.

In an early formulation of feedback processes (Butler and Winne 1995), attention
was drawn to the corporeal resources that individuals have internally. The gnawing pit
of anxiety, the elation of completing work elegantly, and other physiological responses
supplement the cognitive analysis individuals do when reflecting upon their work. Recent
work on internal feedback converges with part of this account: students naturally gen-
erate feedback by comparing their work against their internalised information. The
source of that information comes from many sources and experiences and making those
comparisons explicit renders the resulting feedback available for use (Nicol 2021). Where
the accounts differ is on what the comparison requires in order to be valid. The evi-
dence reviewed in Step three indicates that, for novices, the referents against which
work is compared must be anchored in expert-referenced standards; comparison to
internal intuitions or physiological sensations alone does not supply calibration. This is
visible in the internal feedback research itself: when students ranked a set of essays that
included their own, most ranked their peers’ essays accurately but misjudged the standing
of their own work (Nicol and McCallum 2022), precisely the asymmetry our develop-
mental account, centred on prior knowledge, predicts.

The same logic applies to the digital and Al-mediated contexts that have motivated
much of the recent interest in self-assessment design. Digital tools can deliver criteria,
exemplars, and feedback at greater frequency and granularity, and can track the devel-
opmental trajectory of a students evaluative capacity in ways that were not previously
feasible. Generative artificial intelligence introduces new sources of feedback and new
questions about how the human capacity for judgement is to be developed and protected.
The framework offered here does not resolve these design questions, but it specifies the
criterion by which proposed designs should be judged. A self-assessment design, digital
or otherwise, is good to the extent that it develops the student’s evaluative capacity
towards accurate, autonomous, discipline-grounded judgement. Designs that assume that
capacity is already present, and that withdraw structure in the name of agency, will fail
the novice learners who most need the structure. This happens independent of how
sophisticated the technology is or how strong the rhetorical commitment to the student
is. Recent classroom-discourse research converges on this point from a different tradition:
analysing self-assessment talk in science classrooms, Vaicitiniené and Kazlauskiené (2026)
found that the inclusive language of shared agency did not by itself produce agency,
while structured and even directive teacher moves supported students’ reflection when
they remained open to student contribution.

Conclusion

Agency in self-assessment is a developmental achievement, not a starting point.
Students already exercise natural self-assessment, and they should be given growing
opportunities to make it more deliberate and informed. Autonomy happens as their
knowledge develops. But the proposal that students ought to be fully autonomous
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in self-assessment from the outset, deciding and leading their own evaluation before
they have the knowledge that accurate evaluation requires, is an idealisation that
the evidence does not support and that, in practice, produces inaccurate self-assessment.
Inaccurate self-assessment is not a lesser harm than expert guidance. For the novice
learner, and especially for the lowest achievers, it is a greater one.

The position outlined here treats agency, self-regulated learning, and expert struc-
ture as mutually constitutive rather than competing. Natural self-judgement is the
raw material; co-regulation and expert scaffolding are the means; calibrated, auton-
omous evaluative capacity is the developmental outcome. Prior knowledge is the
precondition that the idealised account overlooks and that the evidence places at
the centre. Designing self-assessment well in higher education, including in digital
and Al-mediated environments, means designing for this developmental trajectory:
providing the structure that novice learners need, withdrawing it as their knowledge
and judgement grow, and treating the student’s eventual agency as the achievement
that good design produces. This is not a smaller ambition for student agency than
the idealised account offers. It is a more serious one, because it is an ambition the
evidence gives us reason to believe we can actually fulfil.
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