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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Assessment reform in Spanish higher education has promoted Assessment practices in
competence-based and diversified approaches for over a decade,  higher education;

yet evidence suggests that everyday assessment designs remain summative assessment;
strongly exam-centred. This study provides a rare national-scale  disciplinary differences;
longitudinal test of change by comparing the same undergraduate syllabi analysis

course syllabi across two waves (2015-2016 vs. 2022-2023) in 45

public universities. Results show slow and uneven evolution.

Portfolios and individual assignments became more common over

time, and practical examinations increased modestly in some fields.

However, final written examinations remained highly prevalent and

continued to anchor most assessment designs, with only limited

reductions in other exam formats. Changes also varied by aca-

demic branch and course year, suggesting that disciplinary assess-

ment cultures and curricular stage shape what is feasible and

legitimate as assessment. Overall, diversification appears to occur

mainly through adding or slightly rebalancing assessment compo-

nents rather than replacing exam-based models. By moving

beyond cross-sectional snapshots, this longitudinal approach

clarifies that Spanish university assessment is characterised by

incremental adaptation within enduring exam-centred cultures.

The findings provide a pre-generative-Al baseline for monitoring

whether emerging pressures lead to genuine redesign or further

consolidation of traditional practices.

Introduction

Assessment remains a defining component of higher education systems, shaping
both certification processes and instructional priorities (Yan and Brown 2021).
Although reform discourses in Spain have long promoted competence-based
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assessment and diversification of evaluative practices, existing evidence suggests
that changes in actual classroom assessment have progressed slowly and unevenly
(Panadero et al. 2019; Rodriguez-Gémez et al. 2025). The first nationwide analysis
conducted with syllabi from the 2015-2016 academic year revealed the predomi-
nance of final exams, modest use of coursework and very limited student involve-
ment in assessment (Panadero et al. 2019). A recent cross-sectional update using
syllabi from the 2022-2023 academic year seems to confirm the persistence of these
patterns, while signalling small increases in some alternative practices (Panadero
et al. 2026). What remains unknown is whether the developments observed in
2022-2023 reflect genuine evolution of assessment practices or simply isolated
variation. Addressing this question requires longitudinal contrast rather than inde-
pendent snapshots. The present study therefore compares assessment practices across
the same syllabi analysed in 2015-2016 and in 2022-2023, offering a rare oppor-
tunity to monitor change within courses, academic fields and year levels over a
seven-academic-year period. Importantly, the 2022-2023 syllabi were prepared before
the widespread uptake of generative artificial intelligence in education (ChatGPT
(GPT-3.5), 30 November 2022); thus, any longitudinal differences identified here
should be interpreted as pre-GenAl developments rather than institutional or ped-
agogical responses to Al

By analysing paired cases, this article examines whether the Spanish system has
experienced substantive shifts in the use and weighting of assessment practices, and
whether disciplinary or curricular factors explain observed trends. The findings
provide empirical insight into the stability and adjustment of university assessment
and help situate current practices within broader debates on the pace of pedagogical
change in higher education.

Understanding stability and evolution in assessment practices

Across systems, assessment change tends to occur slowly. Studies across countries
have shown that established routines, disciplinary norms and institutional expecta-
tions create ‘assessment cultures that are resistant to transformation (Baartman,
Gulikers, and Dijkstra 2013; Medland 2016). This inertia implies that shifts towards
diversified, feedback-oriented or participatory models are typically incremental and
uneven, rather than rapid or systemic (Carless et al. 2011; Winstone and Carless
2019). From this perspective, examining assessment at a single time point offers
valuable insight but does not clarify whether observed practice reflects temporary
accommodation or bigger change. Longitudinal evidence is therefore essential to
determine whether institutional reforms or pedagogical debates are producing adjust-
ment in assessment design, if diversification consolidates over time, and whether
disciplinary logics maintain or adapt their assessment profiles.

Multiple forces influence the likelihood that assessment practices change or endure.
Reform agendas, such as Bologna-driven competence frameworks and subsequent
emphases on learning outcomes, have explicitly encouraged alignment between
instruction and assessment (European Commission 2015). External shocks
(e.g. COVID-19 pandemic) temporarily disrupted examination systems and compelled
experimentation with alternative formats, raising expectations of transformation
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(Rapanta et al. 2020). At the same time, structural constraints moderate these pres-
sures: large classes, accreditation requirements and the perceived defensibility of
written exams frequently sustain traditional assessment formats (Broadbent, Panadero,
and Boud 2018; Lipnevich et al. 2021). Disciplinary cultures reinforce these patterns,
with science and engineering more aligned with exam-based traditions, and human-
ities and social sciences more open to coursework-based approaches (Becher and
Trowler 2001; Panadero et al. 2019). Calls for greater student participation, including
forms of self- and peer-assessment, have gained prominence due to demonstrated
learning benefits (Yan et al. 2023), yet implementation remains rare and uneven.
These competing dynamics point to a system where forces for change and preser-
vation coexist, making it uncertain whether observed diversification indicates genuine
transformation or episodic adjustment.

In this context, longitudinal syllabus analysis provides a distinctive vantage point
to understand assessment evolution. Syllabi constitute formal statements of assessment
intent, capturing institutional expectations and the design choices that shape student
experience. As such, they offer an unobtrusive indicator of how assessment is con-
ceptualised and operationalised across programmes and disciplines (Goodwin et al.
2018). However, cross-sectional studies cannot determine whether differences over
time signal durable trends or transient variation. By analysing the same courses
across two time points, and therefore controlling for institutional, disciplinary and
curricular characteristics, our longitudinal comparison enables the investigation of
the stability of assessment practices. It helps identify which assessment practices
persist despite reform rhetoric, which diversify, and whether changes are concentrated
in particular branches or year levels. This approach is therefore well-suited to assess
whether Spanish university assessment is experiencing structural adjustment or
incremental adaptation, and to situate national developments within broader debates
on the pace and direction of pedagogical change. Longitudinal paired-syllabus
approaches have been used to track change within institutions across key disruptions
(e.g. the pandemic), but evidence remains limited to local or discipline-specific
contexts (Mumpower et al. 2024). To our knowledge, no previous study has mon-
itored assessment practices longitudinally using paired syllabi from a nationally
representative sample — in Spain or elsewhere — which gives this approach particular
relevance for examining systemic stability and change.

Aims and research questions

The present study extends Panadero et al. (2019, 2026) by tracking changes in
assessment practices across the same syllabi seven academic years apart. It aims to
examine (1) whether the use and weighting of assessment practices have changed
over time and (2) whether such changes vary across academic branches and
course levels.

RQI. To what extent has the use of different assessment practices changed between
2015-2016 and 2022-2023, and do these changes vary by academic branch
and course year?
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RQ2. To what extent do time, academic branch and course year predict the
likelihood of using different assessment practices?

RQ3. To what extent has the relative weighting of assessment practices in final
grades changed between 2015-2016 and 2022-2023, and do these changes
vary by academic branch and course year?

RQ4. Do latent assessment profiles change over time, and how stable are they
overall and across year levels and academic branches?

For each research question, analyses explicitly incorporated academic branch (five
standard fields) and course level (first- vs. fourth-year) as comparison and explan-
atory factors, given their relevance in the 2019 and the 2026 publications and their
continued theoretical and pedagogical salience. 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 forms part of a broader research programme on assessment practices
in Spanish higher education. Two large-scale syllabus data collections were conducted
seven academic years apart (Panadero et al. 2019, 2026). Those publications used
cross-sectional content analyses of the 2015-2016 and 2022-2023 datasets, respec-
tively. The present investigation adopts a longitudinal approach by linking the same
course syllabi across both time points; that is, syllabi collected in 2015-2016 were
retrieved again for the corresponding courses in 2022-2023 to enable direct com-
parison. Accordingly, this study implements a repeated-measures design, allowing
investigation of the stability or change in assessment practices over time.

Following recommendations for transparent reporting of mixed-design studies
(Fetters and Molina-Azorin 2019), Figure 1, extracted from Panadero et al. (2026),
summarises the main stages of the research programme, from database creation and
sampling to both data collection waves, coder training, reliability checks, data analysis
and manuscript preparation. Supplementary material A in Panadero et al. (2026)
provides a comparative overview of both studies’ research questions, design features
and findings.

Data collection

The original study (Panadero et al. 2019) created a national database of 78,094
undergraduate syllabi from 48 public universities with undergraduate studies.
A random 2% sample was drawn and subsequently adjusted to ensure a minimum
of 30 syllabi per university (final sample n=1693). Each syllabus received a unique
identifier.

For the follow-up data collection (Panadero et al. 2026), the same syllabus cases
were retrieved for the academic year 2022-2023 using the unique identifiers assigned
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Initial database creation Data collection - Testing and interrater Initial coding
(78,094 syllabi) Random 2% of total agreement process (1,450 syllabi)

2017

Initial coding Database update
(1,450 syllabi) (> 30 per uni - 1,693 syllabi)

First data <
collection

Data analysis Manuscript writing and editing

Manuscript

Manuscript writing and editing published

Data collection
(same 1,693 syllabi)

Second
Data collection Interrater agreement Full coding data
(1,693 syllabi) process (1,434 available syllabi) collection

Full coding

(1,434 syllabi) Data analysis Manuscript writing and editing

wd

Figure 1. Procedural diagram of the research programme and the two data collection waves.
From Panadero et al. (2026). The upper brace (‘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 brace (‘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 (Panadero et al. 2026).

in the original database. Slight attrition occurred due to programme removal and
unavailable syllabi, resulting in 1426 matched syllabi from 45 universities.

The distribution by year level was 369 in first year (25.9%), 376 in second year
(26.4%), 338 in third year (23.7%), 303 in fourth year (21.2%), with 40 syllabi
belonging to optional or atypical years (2.8%). Social Sciences (31.9%) was the most
represented branch, followed by Engineering and Architecture (29.7%), Arts and
Humanities (15.6%), Health Sciences (12.5%) and Sciences (10.3%). It is to be noted
that for the present longitudinal study, only syllabi containing complete information
on assessment practices at both time points were retained (n=1347) and considered
for the statistical analyses.

Data coding

The coding scheme was the one used in Panadero et al. (2019) to ensure longitudinal
comparability. Five trained coders undertook the coding of the full dataset. As coders
were incorporated at different stages, three separate inter-coder reliability processes
were conducted. 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 - ie. real-world task to perform - 0.67-0.74; partial exam - i.e. mid-term
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exams — 0.68-0.68; portfolio, 0.68-0.78; assignment (individual or group), 0.83-0.90;
practices (i.e. small individual tasks completed throughout the semester, such as
homework, quizzes or short exercises), 0.69-0.77 and attendance, 0.82-0.92). These
levels indicate acceptable agreement for content analysis of educational documents.

Data analysis

To address RQ1, McNemar’s tests for paired binary outcomes evaluated changes in
the presence of each assessment practice between 2015-2016 (Time 1 [T1]) and
2022-2023 (Time 2 [T2]). In addition, stratified McNemar’s tests were conducted by
academic branch and course year (first vs. fourth year) to examine whether these
changes differed across fields. For RQ2, binary logistic regression models were esti-
mated with time (T1 vs. T2), course level and academic branch as predictors of the
use of each assessment practice. These models allowed us to quantify how each factor
influenced the likelihood that a syllabus included a given assessment practice. To
answer RQ3, mixed-design ANOVAs were used to analyse changes in the percentage
contribution of each assessment practice to the final grade, with time
(T1 vs. T2) as a within-subjects factor and course year (first- vs. fourth-year) and
academic branch as between-subjects factors. For RQ4, latent transition analysis (LTA)
was applied to examine the stability and evolution of assessment profiles over time,
estimating both class membership probabilities at each time point and transition
probabilities between latent classes. All analyses were performed in SPSS 25 and
Mplus 7. Full details on assumption testing, bootstrapping and effect size estimation
are provided in Supplementary Materials.

Results

RQ1. To what extent has the use of different assessment practices changed
between 2015-2016 and 2022-2023, and do these changes vary by
academic branch and course year?

Significant increases in use were observed for portfolio (y* = 47.36, p < .001) and
individual assignments (y* = 12.48, p < .001), with a greater number of courses
beginning to incorporate these practices than those that discontinued them. Similarly,
the use of practical exams rose significantly (y* = 5.21, p = .022). In contrast, other
categories showed a significant decrease: partial exams, which declined over time
(x> = 4.63, p = .031), and practices (y* = 14.78, p < .001), with more courses drop-
ping them than adopting them across both time points. No significant changes were
found for final written exams (y* = 0.43, p = .515), group assignments (x> = 0.75,
p = .386) or attendance (y* = 0.05, p = .826), indicating stable use across both
time points.

Comparison across time for first- and fourth-year courses
A statistically significant increase was observed in the use of portfolios among
first-year courses (y* = 8.828, p=.003). In contrast, practices showed a statistically
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significant decrease in use in first-year courses (y* = 4.596, p=.032). The remaining
assessment practices did not exhibit significant changes in use in first-year courses.
On the other hand, the only assessment practice showing a statistically significant
change in fourth-year courses was portfolio (x> = 13.225, p<.001), reflecting a
notable increase in its use. All other assessment practices remained stable in
fourth-year courses, with no significant differences observed.

Comparison across time for academic branches

In Arts and Humanities, the use of practical exams and portfolios increased sig-
nificantly, while attendance decreased significantly. Sciences showed significant
decreases in the use of partial exams and practices. Health Sciences exhibited a
significant decrease in the use of partial exams and a significant increase in the use
of portfolios. In Social Sciences, practical exams, portfolios and individual assign-
ments all increased significantly, whereas practices decreased. Finally, in Engineering
and Architecture, the use of partial exams and practices declined significantly, while
portfolio use increased.

RQ2. To what extent do time, academic branch and course year predict the
likelihood of using different assessment practices?

Compared to the reference category (Social Sciences, Year 1), branch and course
year were consistently significant predictors across most assessment practices, as
described below.

For final written exams, courses from Arts and Humanities (OR = 0.549,
p < .01), Science (OR = 0.643, p < .01) and Engineering and Architecture (OR =
0.399, p < .01) had significantly lower odds of using this method. Additionally, its
use decreased significantly in Year 4 (OR = 0.674, p < .01).

In contrast, practical exams were more likely to be used in Sciences (OR = 2.243,
p < .01), Health (OR = 2.322, p < .01) and Engineering and Architecture (OR =
1.725, p < .01), and showed a modest increase in Year 2 (OR = 1.424, p < .05).

Partial exams were more likely to be used in Sciences (OR = 2.688, p < .01) and
Engineering and Architecture (OR = 3.217, p < .01). However, their use decreased
progressively over time, especially in Year 3 (OR = 0.635, p < .01) and Year 4 (OR
= 0.417, p < .01).

Use of portfolios increased significantly in Time 2 (OR = 2.487, p < .01) and
was more frequent in Arts and Humanities (OR = 1.765, p < .01), with greater odds
also observed in higher years, particularly Year 4 (OR = 2.399, p < .01).

Individual assignments also showed an increase in Time 2 (OR = 1.310, p<.01),
and were more commonly used in Arts and Humanities (OR = 1.895, p < .01) and
in Year 4 (OR = 1.953, p < .01).

Group assignments were less used in Arts and Humanities (OR = 0.480, p < .01),
Sciences (OR = 0.306, p < .01), Health Sciences (OR = 0.731, p < .05) and Engineering
and Architecture (OR = 0.43, p < .01). However, an increase was seen in Years 2
and 3 (OR = 1.346 and 1.147, respectively).
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The use of practices significantly decreased in Time 2 (OR = 0.763, p < .01),
particularly in Arts and Humanities (OR = 0.656, p < .01), but increased in
Engineering and Architecture (OR = 1.436, p < .01). A slight decrease in the use
of practices was also noted in Year 4 (OR = 0.697, p < .01).

Finally, attendance-based assessment was more likely to be used in Arts and
Humanities (OR = 1.917, p < .01), but less in Engineering and Architecture (OR =
0.548, p < .01).

RQ3. To what extent has the relative weighting of assessment practices in
final grades changed between 2015-2016 and 2022-2023, and do these
changes vary by academic branch and course year?

Significant time effects were found for several assessment practices, including final
written exams (p = .038), practical exams (p = .050), portfolios (p = .014) and
individual assignments (p < .001), indicating that the relative weight of these com-
ponents in the final grade increased from T1 to T2. Other instruments, such as
partial exams (p = .567), group assignments (p = .830), practices (p = .346) and
attendance (p = .420), did not show significant changes over time.

The course year had a significant effect on the percentage contribution of partial
exams (p = .015), individual assignments (p < .001) and group assignments (p =
.003), with Year 4 final grades relying more on individual and group assignments,
but less on partial exams, when compared to Year 1. Conversely, the course year
did not significantly affect the contribution of practical exams (p = .864), portfolios
(p = .150), practices (p = .064) or attendance (p = .423).

Academic branch also influenced the percentage contribution in several cases, such
as final written exams (p = .048), group assignments (p = .041), practices
(p = .044) and attendance (p = .047). Post-hoc analyses revealed significant differences
between Arts and Humanities and Science in practice and attendance contributions
(p = .021 and p = .050, respectively), with Arts and Humanities having higher per-
centages. However, in many cases where academic branch effects were significant,
post-hoc tests did not detect specific differences, likely due to small effect sizes or
limited power.

Finally, interaction effects between time and course year (Time x Year) and time
and academic branch (Timex Branch) were generally not significant (all p > .05),
indicating that changes in percentage contribution over time occurred similarly across
years (Year 1 and Year 4) and academic branches.

RQ4. Do Ilatent assessment profiles change over time, and how stable are they
overall and across year levels and academic branches?

Figure 2 displays the probability of using each assessment practice for each assess-
ment profile (classes) at two time points, T1 and T2, while the transition probabilities
between classes over time are shown in the Supplementary Material (Table D1).
Class 1 emerged as the most prevalent assessment profile, increasing in size from
48.2% at T1 to 53.5% at T2. This profile is characterised by a high reliance on final
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CLASS 1 CLASS 2
——T1(48.2%) —W—T2(53.5%) ——T1(23.2%) —m—T2(18.6%)
1 1
0.8 0.8
0.6 0.6
04 0.4
0 0.2
0 G & . 0 AC EXAM & PART
CLASS 3 CLASS 4
——T1(22.8%) —m—T2(18.2%) ——T1(5.8%) —B—T2(9.6%)
1 1
0.8 0.8
0.6 0.6
0.4 0.4
0.2 0.2
O RT XAM A MENT TE 0 C E & NTS

Figure 2. Transition of assessment practices profiles between T1 and T2.

Each panel shows the probability of using each assessment practice, for each latent class, at Time 1 (T1) and Time
2 (T2). Class size is given in parentheses. Assessment practices include: Final written exams, practical exams and
portfolios, partial exams, assignments and attendance.

written exams, with relatively low usage of other assessment practices, except for a
minor increase in assignments over time. Notably, Class 1 demonstrated high lon-
gitudinal stability, with 87% of syllabi remaining in this class from T1 to T2.

Class 2 represented 23.2% of the sample at T1 and decreased slightly to 18.6%
at T2. This profile also exhibited a very high probability of using final written
exams, similar to Class 1, but differed by combining it with high use of partial
exams and assignments. In contrast, there is minimal use of practical exams, port-
folios and attendance. The stability of Class 2 was also relatively high, with 73.8%
of syllabi remaining in the same profile over time, and 14.9% of syllabi shifting to
Class 3.

Class 3 decreased slightly in size from 22.8% at T1 to 18.2% at T2. It was pri-
marily defined by a strong emphasis on partial exams, with limited use of final
written exams and other assessment practices. However, this class showed lower
longitudinal stability, with only 45.6% of syllabi remaining in the same class at T2.
The proportion of syllabi that transitioned from Class 3 to Class 1 was 42.2%,
indicating a trend towards more traditional assessment practices.

Class 4 represented 5.8% of the cases at T1 but grew to 9.6% at T2. This profile
showed higher probabilities of using practical exams, portfolios and assignments,
with minimal reliance on final written exams. Despite its smaller size, Class 4
exhibited remarkable stability, with 99.4% of syllabi remaining in this class over time.

Conclusively, LTA reveals a general trend towards consolidation around the traditional
assessment profile (Class 1), with many syllabi, particularly those from Class 3, shifting
into this group over time. At the same time, more innovative or alternative profiles,
such as Class 4, while less frequent, appear to be highly stable and slightly growing.
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Analysis by academic year: first- and fourth-year courses

Figure 3 shows the probability of using each assessment instrument and the tran-
sition probabilities between latent classes from T1 to T2, separately for first-year
and fourth-year courses. The transition probabilities between classes are included
in the Supplementary Material (Table D2). It is worth noting that although the
classes are labelled as Class 1, Class 2 and Class 3 within each year group, these
classes represent distinct assessment profiles specific to their respective cohorts and
are not directly comparable across academic years.

For first-year courses, Class 1 (44.9% at T1, 56.5% at T2) is the most prevalent
profile, characterised by a strong reliance on final exams complemented by moderate
use of assignments and attendance. Moreover, Class 1 is the most stable profile,
with 89.1% of syllabi remaining in this class at T2. Class 2 (23.3% at T1, 22.3% at T2)
emphasises both final and partial exams, demonstrating considerable stability with
82.5% of syllabi remaining in the class at T2, while 17.5% transitioned to Class 1.
Class 3 (31.8% at T1, 21.2% at T2) is characterised predominantly by the use of

First year Fourth year
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Figure 3. Transition of assessment practices profiles between T1 and T2 for first and fourth year
courses.

Each panel shows the probability of using each assessment practice, for each latent class, at Time 1 (T1) and Time
2 (T2). Class size is given in parentheses. Assessment practices include: Final written exams, practical exams and
portfolios, partial exams, assignments and attendance.
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partial exams and lower engagement with other assessment practices; however, it
exhibits lower stability (55%), with 39.1% of syllabi transitioning to Class 1, indi-
cating a shift towards more traditional assessment profiles.

For fourth-year courses, Class 1 (51.6% at T1, 57.5% at T2) similarly focuses on
final exams and assignments, maintaining high longitudinal stability (84.1%). Class
2 (30.0% at T1, 24.4% at T2) emphasises partial exams, final exams and assignments,
exhibiting moderate stability (50.6%), with 46.7% of syllabi transitioning to Class 1.
Class 3 (18.5% at T1, 18.1% at T2) is characterised by a high use of practical exams
and portfolios, and assignments, with limited reliance on final exams and partial
exams. Class 3 is highly stable, with 93.8% of syllabi remaining in the class over
time. Collectively, these findings reveal both persistence and evolution in assessment
practices, with first-year courses tending towards convergence around traditional,
exam-based profiles, while fourth-year courses show greater differentiation and
consolidation of alternative assessment practices.

Analysis by academic branches

Figure 4 displays the probability of using each assessment instrument and the tran-
sition probabilities between latent classes from T1 to T2, separately for academic
branches. The transition probabilities between classes are included in the
Supplementary Material (Table D3). It is worth noting that although the classes are
labelled as Class 1 and Class 2 within each academic branch, these classes represent
distinct assessment profiles specific to their respective cohorts and are not directly
comparable across academic branches.

In Arts and Humanities, Class 1 (60.96% at T1, 50.48% at T2) is characterised
by a high reliance on final exams and moderate use of assignments and attendance.
This profile showed good stability, with 79% of syllabi remaining in Class 1, while
Class 2 (39.04% at T1, 49.52% at T2), which places more emphasis on final exams,
partial exams, and assignments, exhibited even higher stability (94.1%).

In Health Sciences, Class 1 (73.6% at T1, 81.1% at T2) is clearly dominant,
defined by a strong emphasis on final exams and assignments, and demonstrated
the highest stability among all academic branches (91.2%). Class 2 (26.4% at T1,
18.9% at T2), which relies more on partial exams and assignments, showed lower
stability, with 47.2% of syllabi shifting to Class 1.

In Sciences, a similar pattern emerges: Class 1 (58.3% at T1, 54.3% at T2) is
more traditional and stable (77.5%), while Class 2 (41.7% at T1, 45.7% at T2) places
a greater emphasis on partial exams and has a slightly lower stability rate (77.1%).

In Social Sciences, Class 1 (71.6% at T1, 68.7% at T2) emphasises final exams
and assignments, and remained highly stable (77.7%), while Class 2 (28.4% at T1,
31.3% at T2), which mostly uses partial exams and final exams, showed moderate
stability (53.9%), with a notable shift towards Class 1.

Lastly, in the Engineering and Architecture branch, the two classes are more
evenly distributed at both time points (Class 1: 44.2% at T1, 53.6% at T2; Class 2:
55.8% at T1, 46.4% at T2). Class 1 again focuses on final exams and assignments
and remains relatively stable (79.9%), whereas Class 2, which shows higher use of
partial exams, demonstrated moderate stability (67.4%), with over 30% of syllabi
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Figure 4. Transition of assessment practices profiles between T1 and T2 by academic branch.
Each panel shows the probability of using each assessment practice, for each latent class, at Time 1 (T1) and Time
2 (T2). Class size is given in parentheses. Assessment practices include: Final written exams, practical exams and
portfolios, partial exams, assignments and attendance.
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transitioning to Class 1. These findings indicate that across academic branches,
profiles centred on final exams and assignments tend to dominate and remain stable
over time, while more diversified or alternative profiles exhibit lower stability and
are more prone to shift towards traditional assessment profiles.

Discussion

This study provides, to our knowledge, the first national-scale longitudinal inves-
tigation of assessment practices in higher education based on paired course syllabi,
moving beyond the cross-sectional snapshots that dominate the literature. Whereas
our earlier cross-sectional analyses of the 2015-2016 and 2022-2023 syllabi (Panadero
et al. 2019, 2026) documented a dominant reliance on exams and only modest
diversification, the present paired comparison allows us to determine whether these
differences reflect sporadic year-to-year fluctuation or a sustained shift in assessment
design over time. The results showed that assessment practices in Spanish higher
education have evolved slowly, with incremental growth in portfolios and individual
assignments but substantial continuity in exam-centred profiles. In other words,
reform discourses appear to have translated into selective movement rather than
systemic transformation. Furthermore, this stability is reinforced by official degree
verification protocols validated by national quality agencies. Although national
legislation (Real Decreto 822/2021) does not mandate specific weightings, these
institutional designs often establish mandatory minimum thresholds for assessment
categories. Such constraints effectively limit individual teacher autonomy to fully
replace traditional exams with alternative formats without initiating complex
re-accreditation processes.

These findings align with prior work highlighting the stability of disciplinary
assessment cultures and the incremental nature of pedagogical change (Becher and
Trowler 2001; Carless et al. 2011; Winstone and Carless 2019). Although
competence-based reforms and external disruptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic
might suggest conditions for accelerated innovation (Rapanta et al. 2020), our lon-
gitudinal evidence indicates that change tends to consolidate slowly and unevenly.
Notably, as the 2022-2023 syllabi were finalised in mid-2022 (a period marking the
widespread return to face-to-face instruction), the results suggest a swift regression
to pre-pandemic routines. This interpretation is reinforced by evidence that even
during the peak of the emergency period, Spanish higher education teachers were
the group most likely to maintain their existing assessment instruments and grading
procedures (Panadero et al. 2022). Such stability was largely driven by accountability
pressures and the role of university syllabi as rigid ‘instructional contracts’ that
discourage sudden modifications (Panadero et al. 2022). Consequently, once the
external pressure of the crisis was removed, the system’s underlying structural con-
ditions favoured a return to familiar, exam-centred formats rather than consolidating
alternative designs. The added value of this design is that it demonstrates not only
what practices are common at a given point in time, but whether their use and
weighting endure or adjust across years.
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Patterns and drivers of change in assessment practices (RQ1-RQ2)

The comparison between the 2015-2016 and 2022-2023 academic years provides
insight into how much diversification has actually materialised in Spanish university
assessment. Consistent with the cross-sectional findings, the use of portfolios and
individual assignments increased modestly over time, whereas final written exams
remained dominant and stable. This pattern aligns with research showing that
instructors often gravitate towards methods perceived as defensible, efficient and
familiar, even when alternative approaches are encouraged institutionally (Baartman,
Gulikers, and Dijkstra 2013; Broadbent, Panadero, and Boud 2018; Lipnevich et al.
2021). The longitudinal perspective indicates that these tendencies are not episodic:
exam-centred designs continue to anchor assessment systems despite policy rhetoric
around competence-based learning.

RQ2 helps illuminate where change is more or less likely to occur. Differences
across academic branches and year levels revealed that diversification is uneven and
conditioned by local cultures of practice. Increases in portfolios were more notable
in Arts and Humanities, whereas practical assessment grew in Sciences, Health
Sciences and Engineering and Architecture, echoing evidence that epistemological
traditions shape assessment formats (Becher and Trowler 2001; Panadero et al. 2019).
Likewise, individual and group assignments were more prominent at the end of
undergraduate programmes, suggesting that experiential forms of assessment may
be more feasible or valued in later stages. These findings reinforce prior observations
that policy expectations for innovation often encounter structural and cultural con-
straints, generating partial rather than uniform adoption (Carless et al. 2011;
Winstone and Carless 2019).

Taken together, RQ1 and RQ2 suggest a system where diversification occurs, but
within the boundaries of established assessment cultures. Exams remain structurally
and symbolically dominant, while alternative practices grow in specific niches rather
than displacing prevailing norms. This helps explain why observed increases in
selected formats are accompanied by stability, or even consolidation, of traditional
ones over time.

Shifts in the weighting of assessment components (RQ3)

The longitudinal analysis of percentage contributions to final grades indicates modest
but meaningful adjustments in how assessment elements shape grading structures.
The increased weighting of final exams, practical exams, portfolios and individual
assignments over time suggests not only diversification in usage but also a redistri-
bution of their evaluative influence. This finding aligns with arguments that diver-
sification in assessment does not necessarily imply radical change but rather
incremental recalibration of existing practices (Carless et al. 2011; Medland 2016).

The stronger role of individual assignments and portfolios, particularly in later
years, may reflect curricular expectations that higher-level courses prioritise applied
competencies and independent work, consistent with disciplinary cultures and
outcome-based frameworks embedded in Bologna reforms (European Commission
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2015; Panadero et al. 2019). However, the persistence of similar weighting structures
across branches and years, and the absence of interaction effects, reinforces the idea
that structural stability remains a defining feature of assessment cultures (Baartman,
Gulikers, and Dijkstra 2013; Winstone and Carless 2019).

Overall, shifts in weighting seem evolutionary rather than transformational. They
signal adjustment within a dominant template rather than reconfiguration of assess-
ment design. This pattern underscores a central tension in higher education reform:
surface-level diversification versus bigger change in the principles governing assess-
ment and learning (Brown 2017; Knight 2002).

Stability and transition in assessment profiles (RQ4)

The LTA provides a further layer of insight by examining whether changes in
assessment practices represent structural reconfiguration or re-sorting within existing
patterns. The results showed high stability in dominant profiles, particularly those
centred on final exams, confirming prior observations that assessment cultures tend
to reproduce themselves over time even where innovation has been actively promoted
(Baartman, Gulikers, and Dijkstra 2013; Panadero et al. 2019).

The fact that the largest profile grew in size, and that movement into it was
especially pronounced among syllabi originally belonging to more diversified profiles,
suggests a consolidation rather than expansion of alternative assessment approaches.
This aligns with arguments that large-scale shocks (e.g. pandemic) may initially
drive experimentation but tend to reinforce conservative defaults in the longer term
(Rapanta et al. 2020).

At the same time, the finding that smaller, more innovative profiles exhibit very
high stability, especially in later-year courses, indicates a form of ‘segmented change’
Some programmes or disciplines appear able to sustain alternative assessment designs,
while others revert towards traditional formats. This duality reflects what Winstone
and Carless (2019) describe as tensions between reform rhetoric and enactment,
where change does materialise but remains bounded rather than widespread.

Taken together, the LTA results suggest that Spanish university assessment systems
evolve primarily through consolidation and selective differentiation: established
profiles persist and absorb others, while niche alternatives stabilise in specific cur-
ricular spaces rather than diffuse across the system.

Integrative interpretation and conceptual contribution

Across the four RQs, a coherent picture emerges: assessment practices in Spanish
higher education have changed, but modestly and unevenly. The longitudinal design
clarifies what the cross-sectional paper could not fully capture, namely, that diver-
sification in assessment use is occurring, yet the dominant model remains an
exam-centred configuration. This aligns with prior arguments that assessment reform
tends to be incremental rather than transformative, particularly where strong insti-
tutional and disciplinary traditions are in place (Baartman, Gulikers, and Dijkstra
2013; Carless et al. 2011; Panadero et al. 2019).
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The evidence of greater increases in portfolios and assignments, coupled with
limited reductions in exams, suggests what Winstone and Carless (2019) describe
as adaptive layering rather than displacement: new practices are introduced but
seldom replace established ones. The stability of latent profiles reinforces this inter-
pretation. While alternative configurations do exist and have strengthened in specific
curricular spaces, they have not diffused widely across the system. Instead, change
appears segmented, more visible in late-stage courses and certain branches but
absorbed or neutralised elsewhere.

This longitudinal approach offers a distinctive empirical contribution. To our
knowledge, this is the first national-scale longitudinal study to track changes in
higher-education assessment practices using paired course syllabi. The results suggest
that although a broader mix of assessment methods becomes visible when comparing
cohorts, the main assessment formats remain largely unchanged. In other words,
diversification tends to occur around a stable core rather than replacing it.
Methodologically, the study shows the value of examining specific assessment meth-
ods one by one and, in parallel, identifying overall patterns of assessment design
across courses, which helps distinguish between minor rebalancing within familiar
approaches and more substantial shifts in assessment design.

Overall, these findings situate Spanish assessment reform within broader debates
on the pace and mechanisms of pedagogical change. They suggest that stability and
adaptation coexist, and that movement towards more learning-oriented approaches
is occurring but remains partial and structurally bounded.

Implications for practice and policy

The longitudinal results point to a system that changes slowly and unevenly. This
has several practical implications. First, while diversification in assessment practices
is visible, its scale is limited. The persistence of exam-centred profiles reflects strong
structural and cultural constraints, as well as the professional and disciplinary value
that teachers attach to these formats (Carless et al. 2011; Panadero et al. 2019). If
universities wish to strengthen learning-oriented assessment, change cannot rely only
on discourse or policy statements; it requires sustained institutional support, devel-
opment of assessment literacy, and incentives for redesign.

Second, the growth and high stability of alternative profiles in some branches
and late-stage courses suggest that innovation is possible when conditions are favour-
able. These pockets of change could be leveraged as exemplars or communities of
practice, particularly if institutions want to scale portfolio-based or task-oriented
assessment. However, their selective nature also highlights the risk of fragmentation,
where reform benefits are confined to certain disciplines or degree levels.

Third, the study provides a baseline against which future developments, including
the emerging influence of generative AI on assessment, can be monitored. Because
the syllabi analysed precede institutional responses to AI, the patterns identified
here represent a pre-Al configuration. Tracking whether AI accelerates diversification
or reinforces traditional formats would allow policymakers and faculty leaders to
understand whether new pressures destabilise assessment cultures or simply adapt
within existing logics.
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More broadly, the findings suggest that improvement efforts need to address both
design practices and systemic conditions. Without reductions in class size, revised
accreditation expectations, or explicit support for formative and participatory
approaches, diversification is likely to remain marginal. In this regard, institutional
policies must address the bureaucratic rigidities within degree verification frame-
works. Since many programmes are bound by fixed assessment intervals previously
validated by accreditation agencies, universities should provide more flexible pathways
for syllabus redesign. Without such administrative flexibility, pedagogical innovation
will remain confined within the boundaries of pre-established grading structures.
At the same time, the stability of innovative profiles shows that gains, once made,
can be sustained. The task is therefore not only to pilot change but to create the
conditions for diffusion.

Limitations and future research

Several limitations should be acknowledged when interpreting these findings. First,
the study relies on course syllabi as formal representations of assessment design.
While syllabi provide valuable insight into intended practices, they may not fully
capture how assessment is enacted in classrooms or how students experience it
(Czajka et al. 2026; Nicol 2010). Future research could strengthen validity by tri-
angulating syllabi with interviews, student reports, or artefacts of actual assess-
ment tasks.

Second, our longitudinal comparison spans a period just prior to the emergence
of generative Al as a mainstream educational concern. As noted in the introduction,
the patterns observed here represent pre-Al configurations. It remains uncertain
whether Al-driven pressures will destabilise established assessment routines or rein-
force conservative defaults. A third wave of syllabus analysis would allow monitoring
of these potential shifts.

Third, although the analyses reveal differences across branches and course levels,
the study cannot identify which institutional or cultural mechanisms drive change
or stability. Structural factors such as accreditation demands, workload constraints,
or faculty development initiatives could play important roles but were not observable
in our design. Explanatory studies examining these drivers directly would be valuable.

Finally, while the latent transition approach enabled a nuanced view of profile
stability, our design remains descriptive. Extending the analytical framework to
include longitudinal multilevel models or explanatory predictors could clarify why
some profiles persist and others evolve. Comparative studies across national systems
would also help situate Spanish patterns within broader European dynamics.

Conclusion

This study provides, to our knowledge, the first national-scale longitudinal investi-
gation of assessment practices in higher education based on paired course syllabi.
By tracking the same courses over time, it shows that diversification in assessment
has occurred but remains modest, uneven, and largely embedded within enduring
exam-centred cultures. Alternative configurations, particularly those incorporating
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portfolios and task-based approaches, have grown and appear stable, yet they occupy
limited system space.

Together, the findings indicate a pattern of gradual adaptation rather than struc-
tural transformation. They highlight the value of longitudinal monitoring for dis-
tinguishing surface change from deeper shifts, and they establish a pre-Al baseline
against which future developments can be assessed. Continued research is required
to understand the institutional, disciplinary and technological forces shaping assess-
ment reform, and to determine whether emerging pressures will consolidate or
disrupt long-standing practices.
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