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ABSTRACT
In a recent article in this journal, Nieminen, Yan and Boud propose 
positioning student agency at the centre of self-assessment design 
for the digital age. They characterise current practice as individual-
istic and oriented towards self-regulation, with the ‘self’ left at the 
margins. We share their interest in agency. We read their reframing, 
however, as doing something further, through framing rather than 
explicit claim: it relocates the empirical programme of 
self-assessment, including our own work, to the status of a tradi-
tion the field has moved past. We respond to that effect, and 
defend the programme it displaces, on empirical grounds. The 
‘individualistic’ label does not fit a foundational programme that 
includes Boud’s own work. Their paper relies on established cali-
bration research while directing attention away from the accuracy 
research to which the concept belongs, creating an asymmetry 
between what is prescribed and what is used. Its interpretation of 
recent meta-analyses does not reflect what those analyses showed. 
Further, the tradition being set aside contains some of the field’s 
most methodologically innovative work. Self-assessment advances 
through engagement with practice and evidence; in our view, the 
digital and agentic turns are best pursued in continuity with this 
programme, not as a break from it.

Nieminen, Yan, and Boud (2025), in a recent contribution to this journal, propose 
centring student agency as a key in the design of self-assessment in higher educa-
tion. They argue that the digital turn opens new possibilities for self-assessment 
design, and that current practice has reproduced existing student roles by centring 
on learning outcomes and self-regulation while leaving ‘the self ’ at the margins of 
the activity, that is, with little attention to students’ own aspirations, initiatives and 
identity. Their paper articulates three approaches to student agency in self-assessment 
design (i.e. agency as capability, digital agency, and reflexive agency over identity 
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formation) and proposes these as a framework through which the digital can support 
a recentring of student agency.

This response is offered collegially. We hold the authors’ contributions to assess-
ment scholarship in high regard, and our disagreement concerns one effect of how 
their argument is framed rather than the value of the case they make. The case for 
sustained attention to student agency in self-assessment is one we share. Self-assessment 
in higher education has much to gain from careful examination of how students 
participate in the design and conduct of the practice. We respond here because their 
paper does something beyond making that case. It characterises a large body of 
empirical work, including work of the present authors, as a teacher-centred, indi-
vidualistic, and accuracy-focused tradition that has occupied the centre of the field 
at the cost of student agency. Nieminen, Yan and Boud do not state in so many 
words that this tradition is superseded; the claim is never put that directly. But the 
cumulative effect of their reframing is to set that empirical programme to one side, 
as a body of work that the self-assessment field is encouraged to look past. The 
move is made gently, which is partly why it is easy to miss. We think it should not 
be missed, and we give reasons, on empirical grounds.

We address four features of their argument. The first concerns the way the 
empirical literature on self-assessment is described, which sits uneasily with the 
foundational programme of the field, including a substantial body of work by Boud 
himself. The second concerns the use of Boud, Lawson, and Thompson (2013) 
within the paper, and the asymmetry it reveals between what these scholars prescribe 
for the field and what their own empirical work has studied. The third concerns 
the characterisation of contemporary meta-analytic work, ignoring what those anal-
yses substantively show. The fourth concerns the difficulty of treating as a tradition 
of the past a body of work that contains some of the most methodologically inno-
vative contributions the field has produced. We conclude with a brief reflection on 
how any field actually advances. Our response engages the recent paper directly, as 
a reply paper should, and rests throughout on the empirical record.

The foundational programme of self-assessment research

The student self-assessment field in higher education does not begin with the recent 
turn towards critical and post-structural framings. It has a foundational programme 
stretching back four decades whose contributions deserve more careful preservation. 
Among the figures whose work shaped that programme, David Boud occupies a 
central place, and one whose later work is sometimes read in isolation from the 
empirical and conceptual nuance he developed earlier. Tan (2012), in closing his 
book on student self-assessment (a book Boud himself supervised), quotes Boud 
directly: ‘in the end, a writer has absolutely no control over how a text will be 
used’ (Boud 1995, cited in Tan 2012, 204). The remark is reflexive on Tan’s part, 
but it identifies a real problem. Foundational work that established self-assessment 
as an object of empirical study and articulated nuanced typologies of practice can 
be redeployed in ways that lose precisely the nuance the original work introduced.

The first strand of this programme concerns the empirical seriousness with which 
student self-assessment has been treated from the outset. Boud and Falchikov (1989) 
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critical review of quantitative studies of self-assessment in higher education examined 
the comparability of student and teacher judgements with methodological care and 
identified the moderators that have organised much of the field’s subsequent empir-
ical work, including student ability, course level, type of criteria used, and prior 
experience. Their companion meta-analysis (Falchikov and Boud 1989) was the first 
systematic synthesis of student-teacher mark agreement in the field. These two 
papers are the empirical foundation on which an entire body of research was built. 
To treat the question of whether students judge their own work accurately as evi-
dence of a individualistic tradition is to lose sight of the work of the very scholars 
whose foundational analyses brought the field into rigorous existence. Boud and 
Falchikov treated accuracy as a serious empirical question because the answer mat-
tered for practice. Whether self-assessment could legitimately function in higher-stakes 
contexts and what scaffolding students required to develop the capacity to judge 
well, were questions that mattered for practice then and still matter now.

The second strand concerns the typological richness that has long characterised 
the treatment of self-assessment practice. In a review of the field, we synthesised 
five separate typologies of self-assessment (Panadero, Brown, and Strijbos 2016): a 
classification by knowledge interest, which distinguished self-testing, self-rating, 
communicative and emancipatory forms (Boud and Brew 1995); one by the degree 
of student involvement (Tan 2001); one organised around power and transparency 
(Taras 2010); a procedural distinction between self-rating, self-marking, and 
criteria-based judgement (Brown and Harris 2013); and one organised by the pres-
ence and form of assessment criteria, developed and empirically tested by Panadero 
and Alonso-Tapia (2013). That the field has produced this many independent typol-
ogies, over two decades, is itself evidence that it has not reduced self-assessment to 
a single contrast, including the contrast between teacher-centred and student-agentic 
design that the recent paper foregrounds. Tan’s (2012) phenomenographic study, 
drawing on Sadler’s (1989) account of expert evaluative judgement, identified five 
qualitatively different categories at three levels of awareness. The most developed 
form, future-driven self-assessment, oriented towards sustaining students’ judgement 
beyond the programme of study, explicitly preserves teacher and programme criteria 
within the focal awareness of the practitioner. The most sophisticated forms of 
self-assessment in the empirical literature do not eliminate teacher judgement. They 
incorporate it and build upon it.

The third strand, and the most consequential for current debates, concerns the 
role of expert judgement and calibration. Boud, Lawson and Thompson’s (2013) 
longitudinal study, published in this journal, asked whether student engagement in 
self-assessment calibrates their judgement over time. The word calibrate is not inci-
dental. It appears in the title of the article and structures the analysis. The study 
compared student self-marks with tutor marks across multiple assessment tasks, 
identifying systematic patterns of under-estimation among high achievers and 
over-estimation among low achievers, with average students showing the closest 
convergence to tutor judgements.

This pattern of inflated self-assessment among the least competent is not peculiar 
to the classroom; it is a well-documented pattern in the psychology of judgement 
(Dunning et  al. 2003, Dunning, Heath, and Suls 2004; Kruger and Dunning 1999), 
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which is one reason the accuracy of self-assessment has been treated as an empirical 
problem in its own right. Boud, Lawson and Thompson found that accurate esti-
mators showed the highest level of subsequent performance improvement, while 
over-estimators, typically lower achievers, did not improve over successive tasks. The 
pedagogical conclusion they drew is explicit: more systematic interventions are 
needed to support the development of judgement, particularly for students who do 
not improve through unsupported practice. The teacher’s mark functioned as the 
calibration reference, and the authors were clear that students require expert input 
to develop their evaluative capacity. McDonald and Boud (2003) had already shown 
that self-assessment training improves student performance on external examinations, 
and Sadler’s (1989) account of formative assessment, on which Boud, Lawson and 
Thompson explicitly draw, describes the guild knowledge of expert judgement that 
students internalise through structured engagement with the work of more experi-
enced others. The architecture of this position is consistent across decades, and it 
is the architecture the recent paper sets aside.

To treat accuracy and subsequent performance as the criterion against which 
self-assessment is judged is not an arbitrary preference. A field needs a criterion of 
effectiveness to establish whether a practice works at all (Berliner 1989, after Gage 
1963), and the accuracy of judgement against expert reference is what has allowed 
self-assessment to be tested, refined, and held to account. To replace that criterion 
with agency or identity formation would be not to extend the paradigm but to 
change what counts as success within it. An empirical claim earns its standing 
precisely by exposing itself to the possibility of being wrong (Popper 1959), and it 
is that exposure that has driven what the field has learned.

On the asymmetry between prescription and practice

It is in the context of this architecture that the central difficulty of the recent paper 
comes into view. Nieminen, Yan, and Boud (2025) draw on Boud, Lawson, and 
Thompson (2013) at exactly the moment they describe the iterative nature of 
self-assessment, framing the practice as ‘a continuous calibration process’ (6) and 
citing their own 2013 paper as authority. At the same time, the broader argument 
names accuracy-focused work, including the meta-analytic literature on self-assessment 
accuracy, as part of the individualistic tradition that has occupied the centre of the 
field at the cost of student agency. The calibration concept the paper relies on is 
not separable from the empirical programme that produced it, and that is the same 
programme the paper invites the field to look past. The reliance and the reframing 
point in opposite directions.

The deeper point is not the local inconsistency but the asymmetry it reveals. The 
same scholars whose published empirical work engaged questions of accuracy, cal-
ibration, and self-grading (e.g. Boud, Lawson, and Thompson 2013, 2015) are now 
among those reorienting the field away from those questions. What the field is 
encouraged to study runs ahead of what those encouraging it have themselves stud-
ied. The point is not that these scholars have changed their emphasis, which they 
are entitled to do. It is that scoring accuracy remains the most investigated question 
in the field (e.g.  (Andrade 2018; Brown, Andrade, and Chen 2015) and among the 
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least settled. In an earlier review (Panadero, Brown, and Strijbos 2016), we did not 
argue that the field should leave accuracy behind; we distinguished scoring accuracy 
from content accuracy, judged the latter to be of greater importance, and stated 
plainly that the conditions under which scoring accuracy improves needed far more 
study. That study has begun. Recent work has moved beyond measuring the gap 
between student and expert scores to asking why the gap arises and what it costs. 
When students are asked to explain their own inaccuracy, their reasons rarely con-
cern the criteria and mostly concern themselves: high achievers under-estimate 
through self-critical perceptions of their work, low achievers over-estimate through 
optimism and overconfidence, and the errors are patterned rather than random 
(Pinedo et  al. 2025). Discovering one’s miscalibration, in turn, has measurable con-
sequences for emotion and self-efficacy that differ by the direction of the error 
(Pinedo et  al. 2026). Each of these findings opens questions the field has not 
answered: how accuracy develops over successive tasks, how it behaves outside higher 
education and beyond the domains studied so far, and which supports produce 
calibrated judgement rather than merely reveal its absence. It is worth noting where 
the student’s self-perceptions, emotions and sense of efficacy enter the empirical 
record: through the accuracy line, not in spite of it. To steer researchers away from 
this work while continuing to draw on its results is to set aside a productive and 
unfinished line of work on the authority of work that has depended on it.

This asymmetry deserves to be named, because it has consequences for the field. 
When influential scholars treat a line of empirical work as belonging to the past 
while continuing to rely on its results, the effect on researchers, junior and senior 
alike, and on the field’s sense of its own history is not neutral. It can encourage 
the abandonment of questions that remain open and important, on the authority 
of work that itself depended on those questions being taken seriously. Lines of work 
that are still partly unanswered (e.g. León, Panadero, and García-Martínez 2023), 
or that have identified positive effects on academic performance (e.g. Sanchez et  al. 
2017), risk being treated as closed when they are not.

A similar observation applies to the meta-review (Nieminen and Boud 2025) 
published in Assessment in Education shortly before their 2025 paper in this journal. 
The meta-review identified a psychological discourse in self-assessment research 
that, in its account, treats students as non-experts whose self-assessments require 
validation against external measures. This captures something real about a strand 
of the literature. But the same characterisation, applied with the same brush, extends 
to Boud and Falchikov’s 1989 critical review and to Falchikov and Boud’s 1989 
meta-analysis, the foundational empirical works of the field. To recast decades of 
careful empirical work (i.e. student-teacher mark agreement, the moderators of 
accurate self-judgement, and the developmental trajectories of evaluative capacity) 
as a discursive formation that occluded the self is to set aside what those analyses 
substantively contributed. The empirical questions are not artefacts of a discourse. 
They are questions whose answers shape what self-assessment can responsibly be 
asked to do.

Importantly, self-assessment has never been about assessing the self. It is about 
the self evaluating his or her own work: it is assessment by the self, not of the self. 
We made this point in our 2013 review (Brown and Harris 2013), drawing on 
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Kasanen and Räty (2002), whose study of young children showed that self-assessment 
teaches the judgement of one’s own work against the criteria the institution holds, 
not the assessment or development of the self. To place the self, understood as 
identity, at the centre of the practice is not the recovery of a dimension the field 
had neglected. It is a redefinition of what self-assessment has always been; that is, 
not the assessment or formation of the self, but the evaluation by students of the 
work they produce. That redefinition follows from a socio-cultural reframing in the 
Vygotskian and constructivist tradition (Jaramillo 1996), which argues ‘a child’s 
intellectual personality and socio-moral knowledge is ‘constructed’ by students inter-
nalising concepts through self-discovery’ (2). This has not arisen from any finding 
the empirical record has produced. We develop this point more fully in the com-
panion paper.

On the characterisations of contemporary empirical work

Two characterisations in the recent paper warrant specific comment because they 
bear on how readers will understand the contemporary literature. The first concerns 
the meta-analytic synthesis by Panadero, Jonsson, and Botella (2017), cited (5) as 
exemplifying an individualistic view of agency-as-capability following the OECD 
framing. The 2017 paper reports four parallel meta-analyses of the effects of 
self-assessment on self-regulated learning and self-efficacy. To compress these analyses 
into a single label is to set aside what they substantively report: that self-assessment, 
used as an instructional practice, contributes to the development of self-regulated 
learning. Whether this amounts to a commitment to individualism is a question 
the recent paper does not take up.

It is worth noting here that the integration of self-assessment with formative 
assessment and self-regulated learning, treated as a coordinated and relational ped-
agogical project, has been articulated in collaborative work by several of the scholars 
now involved in this debate. Work co-authored by Boud developed an account of 
evaluative judgement and its relation to self- and co-regulation of learning, drawing 
self-assessment squarely into a relational and developmental frame (Panadero et  al. 
2019). The view that self-assessment supports regulatory capacity through interaction 
with teachers and peers, and that evaluative judgement develops through structured 
engagement with assessment expertise, is one that the field, including authors of 
the recent paper, has supported with empirical and theoretical work. The framing 
of self-assessment research as committed to an individualistic conception of agency 
is therefore at variance not only with the broader literature but with collaborative 
work the authors of the recent paper have themselves co-authored.

The second characterisation concerns León, Panadero, and García-Martínez (2023), 
cited as exemplifying ‘the vast literature on how digital tools could help students 
provide accurate, correct self-assessment judgments’ (3). The León et  al. study is a 
meta-analytic systematic review of self-assessment scoring accuracy across 160 studies 
and 29,352 participants, examining the moderators that explain variation in the 
accuracy of student judgement against expert reference. It is not a study of digital 
tools. It found that students show a small average over-estimation (Hedges’ g = 0.206) 
that diminishes when they receive feedback, when they have prior self-assessment 
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experience, when they possess greater content knowledge, and when the assessment 
does not have formative purposes (an effect consistent with the predominantly 
summative, self-grading contexts in which scoring accuracy has been measured). 
These are findings about the developmental and pedagogical conditions under which 
the accuracy of self-assessment improves, and they bear directly on the design of 
any self-assessment practice, including the agency-oriented and digital practices the 
recent paper advocates (Nieminen, Yan, and Boud 2025). To file this analysis under 
a digital-tools literature concerned with making student judgement accurate and 
correct is to misread both its method and its contribution.

Innovation comes from engagement with practice

There is a final difficulty with treating this body of work as superseded category, 
and it is worth stating plainly. The empirical tradition the recent paper characterises 
as individualistic and accuracy-bound is among the most methodologically innovative 
areas of contemporary assessment research, and the present authors have contributed 
to that innovation. We state this not as a matter of standing but because the claim 
of obsolescence is an empirical claim, and the empirical record contradicts it. 
Consider what this tradition has produced in recent years.

The accuracy of student self-judgement, far from being a settled or abandoned 
question, has been advanced through the largest meta-analytic synthesis to date, 
identifying the developmental moderators that determine when self-assessment is 
accurate and when it is not (León, Panadero, and García-Martínez 2023; Panadero, 
Fernández-Ruiz, and Sánchez-Iglesias 2020). The measurement of self-assessment 
has moved beyond static self-report towards process-level approaches that capture 
how students actually engage in self-assessment as it unfolds, rather than what they 
report afterwards (Panadero et  al. 2023). Integrative models have been developed 
to organise the components of feedback and self-assessment practice and to locate 
where empirical work is needed (Panadero and Lipnevich 2022; Yan and Brown 
2017). The joint effects of self- and peer assessment on academic performance have 
been meta-analysed at scale (Yan et  al. 2022). The accuracy of self- and peer judge-
ment, its conditions, and its consequences have been examined with increasing 
methodological sophistication (Brown, Andrade, and Chen 2015). The development 
of students’ self-feedback, a useful alternative expression for self-assessment, has 
been modelled empirically through distinct learner profiles (Panadero et  al. 2024). 
This is not the output of a tradition that has run its course. It is the output of a 
tradition doing the cumulative, empirically disciplined work that moves a field 
forward.

The point is sharpened by recent work, which addresses precisely the territory 
the recent paper claims the empirical tradition neglects. Jiang, Brown, and May 
(2026a) modelled the motivational and behavioural antecedents of self-initiated 
self-assessment (SISA) in two professional disciplines and linked students’ intention 
to self-assess, their perceived agency, and their self-regulatory actions to academic 
attainment. Jiang, Brown, and May (2026b) formalised SISA, the kind of self-assessment 
students undertake autonomously rather than at a teacher’s request or because a 
task requires it, identifying a seven-step cycle and three distinct profiles of 



8 E. PANADERO AND G. T. L. BROWN

engagement. Recent empirical work continues to theorise the self directly: Li, Brown, 
and Hawe (2023) showed across more than two thousand students that when con-
sequences are attached, the self becomes the reason students manage their 
self-presentation rather than reporting honestly, a tension modelled through 
dual-processing accounts of self-regulation. Pinedo et  al. (2026) demonstrated that 
miscalibration carries an affective and psychological cost: students who discover 
they have over-estimated their work lose positive emotion and self-efficacy, while 
those who under-estimated gain both. Agency, self-initiation, the self, and the emo-
tional stakes of calibration are not features the empirical programme has overlooked. 
They are what its most recent contributions are about.

There is a further point about what it would mean to treat the empirical pro-
gramme as obsolete, which is the effect we have been describing. A reconceptual-
isation and an empirical programme answer to different standards. A reconceptualisation 
is assessed against other ways of framing the problem; it can be restated, extended, 
or recombined, and it is not the kind of claim that observation can overturn. An 
empirical programme is different: it commits to measurable claims and can therefore 
be shown to be wrong, or surpassed by better evidence, which is what gives its 
progress real content (Popper 1959). This matters because treating the empirical 
programme on self-assessment as obsolete is itself an empirical judgement, and an 
empirical judgement needs a standard. That programme has continued to produce 
new methods, new models, new syntheses, and new findings throughout the very 
period in which it is being set to one side. We would welcome an account of what 
self-assessment research should be doing, beyond what this programme has been 
doing, that it is currently failing to do. In the absence of such an account, there is 
no empirical basis for treating the programme as superseded.

The cumulative character of this work is visible even within our own line. The 
cyclical model of how students engage in self-assessment (Yan and Brown 2017) 
offered an early process account that subsequent empirical work has refined. That 
model, developed originally in the context of outcomes-based teacher education, has 
evolved as its generalisability has been empirically tested. The SEFEMO profiles 
(Panadero et  al. 2024), grounded in a larger and more varied evidence base, develop 
and qualify that earlier account, as does the Self-Initiated Self-Assessment model, 
embedded in an intentionality framework (Jiang, Brown, and May 2026a, 2026b). 
This is how a healthy empirical field behaves: its models are proposed, tested, and 
revised against evidence, including by the researchers who proposed them. 
Reconceptualisation does not work this way, and the difference is not trivial.

Conclusion

We have responded to the recent paper directly because the relocation of an 
empirical tradition to a superseded category, carried out gently, is still a relo-
cation, and the field is not served by letting it pass unexamined. We have done 
so collegially: the aim is not to diminish a serious contribution but to keep 
the empirical programme in view. The case for centring student agency in 
self-assessment is one we share, and we have said so (Panadero, Brown, and 
Strijbos 2016). But agency is not advanced by setting aside the empirical 
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programme that has told the field what self-assessment can and cannot do 
under what conditions. The foundational work of Boud, Falchikov, Sadler, and 
others, and the contemporary work that has extended it, together constitute the 
architecture on which any account of self-assessment design must build, includ-
ing designs that engage the digital and the agentic turns.

In a companion paper (Panadero and Brown 2026), we develop the affirmative 
framework these commitments imply, setting out how agency, self-regulated 
learning, evaluative capacity, and teacher expertise can be integrated in a coher-
ent account of self-assessment in higher education for a digital and AI-mediated 
era. The recovery offered here is a precondition for that integration. 
Self-assessment advances by building on the empirical programme that has 
produced its most durable knowledge, and the digital and agentic turns are no 
exception. They are best pursued in continuity with that programme rather 
than as a break from it.
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