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Abstract 

The use of Formative and Shared or Co-Assessment (fsa) has been shown to improve the 
motivation, involvement and learning of university students. The aim of this study is to analyse 
the effect that implementing fsa processes has on university students’ perception of their 
acquisition of transversal competences. The participants in the study were 1,021 students from 
five Spanish universities taking Degree courses in Primary Education or Physical Education and 
Sport Science. They all experienced fsa throughout a complete academic year of their courses. 
For the data collection, a Self-Perception Scale of Transversal Competences was created, which 
presented adequate values of reliability and validity. Using a transversal design (inter-subjects), 
inferential statistical analysis was undertaken of the differences in means between the perception 
of a range of transversal competences before and after having experienced fsa. The results show 
significant perceived improvements at the end of the course for most of the competences 
analysed, which indicates, among other thing, the value and importance of this type of assessment 
for the educational process. 

Keywords: formative and shared or co-assessment; transversal competences; higher education; 
student perception; authentic assessment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Introduction 

If one of the fundamental purposes of higher education is to reflect on the aims of university 
education and its relationship to wider society, then the role that assessment fulfils within that 
education is of equal importance (Bullock and Wilder, 2016). Assessment in universities can be 
divided into two main levels: (a) a macro level, related to structural, legal and economic issues; 
(b) a micro level, related to different ways of understanding and achieving teaching and learning 
(Raaper, 2017). For the latter, lecturers must focus on their subject areas, delivering formative 
processes for students that are concerned with motivation, autonomous learning and with the 
transferability of the learning outside the classroom (López-Pastor, 2011, Brown, 2015, Cookson, 
2017). This last characteristic leads us to the concept of Authentic Assessment, which refers to 
the fact that the techniques, instruments and assessment activities adopted are clearly applied in 
real situations, activities and learning contexts. This is in direct contrast, therefore, to specific and 
artificial assessment situations, unconnected to real practice or the actual application of the 
knowledge gained (Hortigüela, Pérez-Pueyo and López-Pastor, 2015). It is important to bear this 
in mind during every teaching process but particularly so during the initial training of teachers 
who, a few years later, will have to implement authentic and meaningful methodologies and 
assessment practices within a school environment. These formative assessment processes 
therefore need to encompass three main characteristics: authenticity, cognitive challenge and 
judgement (Villarroel, Bloxham, Bruna, Bruna and Herrera-Seda, 2018). 

In addition, a truly formative assessment system must incorporate critical reflection and an active 
questioning on the part of the student, a process which requires a greater level of commitment 
from both lecturers and students (López-Pastor and Sicilia-Camacho, 2017). The development of 
critical and reflective thinking is central to a student's ability to learn, to reflect on what they have 
learned and to interact with their peers in order to develop a professional identity (Brockbank and 
McGill, 1999, Bosco and Ferns, 2014). There is a double concept that better explains these 
processes: Formative and Shared or Co-Assessment (fsa). The concept of formative assessment 
refers to any assessment whose main purpose is to improve the teaching-learning processes that 
take place. It enables students to learn more (and/or correct their mistakes) and helps lecturers 
learn to work better (to improve their teaching practice). Its main purpose, therefore, is not to 
grade or qualify the student, but to provide information that enables educators to understand how 
to help students to improve and learn more (Martos-García, Usabiaga and Valencia-Peris, 2017). 
That is why it is essential to differentiate assessment from grading/qualification, the latter being 
the determination of a final grade at the end of a process (Smith, 2007). For its part, the concept 
of "shared or co-assessment" refers to the participation of students in the assessment process, in 
any of the different formats: self-assessment, peer assessment and shared or co-assessment 
(Brown and Glasner, 1999, Boud and Falchikov, 2006). However, it is vital to clarify what these 
concepts are. Falchikov (2005) suggests that “peer assessment” can be undertaken between 
groups but also at an individual level within groups. Topping (2009) supports this idea, but 
stresses that this form of assessment must be undertaken between students who share the same 
status and level. Roberts (2006) takes this notion further, suggesting that peer assessment must 
incorporate an element of critical reflexion which, if considered appropriate, can then lead to the 
actual grading of work. On the other hand, “co-assessment” is compared by Falchikov (1986) to 
“collaborative assessment”, as it requires both students and teachers to be jointly involved in the 
assessment. Falchikov (2005), develops the issue further by highlighting the need for teachers and 
students to share the responsibility for the assessment criteria, therefore creating truly 
“participative assessment” (Reynolds and Trehan, 2000). Consequently, the key difference 
between “peer assessment” and “co-assessment” relates to who is doing the assessing (students 
only or students and teachers jointly) and the degree of responsibility and participation the parties 



have in the process. The concept of “shared assessment” is applied to the dialogue between 
teacher and pupil (or pupils) which takes place after a self- or peer assessment process during 
which a joint decision is made. This may be an individual or a collective process depending on 
the learning activity, process or evidence that is being assessed. All of these concepts are used 
exclusively in relation to formative assessment processes. When referring to the actual grading of 
a formative assessment the terms “self-grading” and “dialogic grading” are used. 

Fsa in higher education cannot, however, be effective without the implementation of appropriate 
active and participatory teaching and learning methodologies (Boud and Falchikov, 2006, MEC, 
Spanish Ministry of Education and Science, 2006a).  

Some of the reasons that justify this statement are: (a) the periods of time dedicated to teaching 
are being continually reduced; (b) students have constant access to large amounts of information 
from many sources and devices; (c) the role of the lecturer is increasingly that of a guide and 
counsellor to training processes rather than a transmitter of knowledge; (d) the tasks students 
undertake should encourage them to acquire autonomy and self-regulation (Hortigüela, Pérez-
Pueyo and López-Pastor, 2015). Combining these types of didactic methodologies with fsa 
systems is one of the few logical combinations required if the intention is to develop professional 
skills (Brown and Pickford, 2006). Furthermore, these methodologies must take account of the 
student’s perception of the value of what they are learning, because this impacts on their intrinsic 
motivation in relation to the learning tasks they are asked to undertake (Kaur, Noman and 
Awang-Hashim, 2018).  

Transversal competences are already referred to in all the programme guides that illustrate 
university course structures and all lecturers must contribute to their development, irrespective of 
the degree subject or area of specialization (MEC, 2003). These transversal competences address 
different thematic axes, ranging from knowledge of a foreign language to teamwork. It is 
precisely in this “transversality” that the main aim of teaching in higher education is founded, as 
lecturers work on common axes throughout courses that must have direct transferability to wider 
society and the world of work (MEC, 2006b). Some of the most common transversal 
competences are those of analysis and synthesis, organization and planning, communication, 
collaboration, development of interpersonal skills and the use of information and communication 
technologies (Larsen, 2013). In relation to these competences, other studies suggest that the four 
most significant skills that all university students should achieve are: critical capacity, creative 
capacity, communicative capacity and collaborative capacity (Muñoz, Queupil and Fraser, 2016). 
The key question seems obvious: How can these competences be acquired without the 
implementation of coherent methodologies and assessment systems that are directly linked to 
evidence of learning? 

Several studies have been published which show how students consider that the use of fsa 
systems has a positive influence on their development of professional competences (López-
Pastor, 2011, Fraile and Aparicio, 2014, Romero, Castejón, López-Pastor and Fraile, 2017). 
Rullá, Fernández, Estapè and Marquez (2010) report on a study on the assessment of transversal 
competences that seems to show the need to establish different assessment methods and 
instruments for different branches of knowledge. In a broad but detailed study on the assessment 
of competences in higher education, Cano (2015) collates the results of various international 
studies that show how graduates actually value transversal competences more highly than specific 
competencies. In addition, there seems to be a disparity between the competencies required in 
society/the world of work (decision making, problem solving, management skills), and those in 
which current university students are being trained. The transversal skills in which students show 
the least competence are precisely languages, decision making, information technology, 
leadership and problem solving. This seems to indicate a fairly common situation in higher 



education in which every subject or module tends to focus wholly on its specific or core material 
with little or no concern for considering the wider relevance or transversality of the learning 
(Velasco, Learreta, Kober and Tan, 2014). To make the relevance and transversality more explicit 
students need to undertake self-assessment to identify the skills and knowledge they have 
acquired and understand how they relate to the relevant professional competences required 
(Ferrandiz-Vindel, 2011).  

Recently, Romero, Castejón, López-Pastor and Fraile (2017) analysed the perception of lecturers, 
students and graduates about the relationship between the use of fsa systems and the acquisition 
of teaching skills related to communication and the use of ICT in initial teacher training degrees. 
The results of this study indicate that for all three groups the most relevant element in the 
assessment process is the lecturer-student interaction and, secondly, competence in interpersonal 
relationships. In particular, research using Twitter has shown that what the students value most 
highly are the development of critical thinking, collaboration among peers and their active 
involvement throughout the process (Abella, Delgado, Ausín and Hortigüela, 2018).  

Against this background and acknowledging the existing pedagogical link between assessment 
and competences, the objective of this current study is to analyse the impact that the use of fsa 
systems has on the acquisition of transversal competences in higher education. We believe this 
paper will make a significant contribution to existing literature on the subject in relation to 
university education for several reasons: (a) the diversity of universities and degree courses 
analysed in this study concerning the issue of assessment and competencies; and, (b) the inclusion 
of a unique analysis of transversal competences using a specific and validated scale. 

Method 

Participants 

The data for the study was collected from a sample of 1,021 university students studying at five 
Spanish universities: University of Valladolid (59%), University of Valencia (13%), University of 
León (11%), CEU (Center for university studies) University of Vigo (8, 5%) and University of 
Burgos (8.5%). The data collection was completed at two points: initial or pre-test (at the 
beginning of the course) with 59% of students and final or post-test (at the end of the course) with 
the remaining 41% of the participants. The data was collected from students on all four years of 
the Degree in Primary Education and the Degree in Physical Education and Sport Science, 
according to the distribution summarised in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Distribution of participants by Course Year 

 Frequency Percentage 
1st Year 230 22.5 
2nd Year 356 34.9 
3rd Year 288 28.2 
4th Year 147 14.4 
Total 1021 100.0 

 

For the selection of the sample, we started with non-probabilistic sampling, for accessibility to 
the students at the universities that were participating in a national research project. 

The participating lecturers came from different subject areas but most delivered modules on 
Initial Teacher Education courses (School Organisation, Teaching Language and Literature, The 
Psychology of Development, Bodily Expression, etc.). Their professional experience ranged from 
7 to 35 years with an average of 14.75 years; the average size of the groups from which they got 
their data was 33.48 students, the smallest group being 23 and the largest 75 students. All 



lecturers involved were experienced in fsa and were members of a professional network for 
research into innovation in fsa in Higher Education. 

 

Instruments 

The measurement of Transversal Competences in university contexts was carried out using a 
scale designed and validated specifically for this study, as no other instrument is currently 
available in Spanish that can provide a solid and reliable measure for these competences. Its 
construction followed the stages that Carretero-Dios and Pérez (2005) establish as appropriate for 
this type of research. In an initial phase, a range of documents related to transversal competences 
were analysed (MEC, 2003; 2006b) in order to establish a broad set of questions related to the 
relevant competences. These questions were then evaluated by 8 expert judges, all specialists in 
initial teacher training. After these experts evaluated the questionnaire their comments were 
analysed, and a first version of the questionnaire was drafted, consisting of a total of 19 items 
measured using a Likert scale of four alternatives (1=nothing, 4=a lot). This version was applied 
to a reduced sample of students of similar characteristics to the participants in the study. After 
reviewing all the items, those deemed less relevant were eliminated and a final version was 
created, containing 14 questions. This version of the questionnaire presented adequate values of 
reliability and validity. 

Design and procedure 

We opted for a cross-sectional study design in which the initial data and the final data were 
analysed using models of inter-subject mean differences. 

The data collection was undertaken by lecturers from the universities that participated in the study 
and who were members of the National Network for Formative Assessment (NNFA), in a single 
session and with the consent of all the student participants. All were fully informed of the main 
objective of the study and assured that all participants and their responses would remain 
anonymous. 

The students who participated in the study were all enrolled on university degree courses that 
used fsa. The characteristics of this type of assessment are explained in detail in López-Pastor 
(2009). The following references provided  the basis for the research: (a) the assessment is aimed 
at delivering improvements in three areas (student learning, teaching and the teaching-learning 
process); (b) constant feed-back is provided on the learning activities and tasks that the students 
are undertaking (feedback was provided at least every two weeks), most of the time using 
processes of dialogical teacher-student learning, but often also among the students; (c) continuous 
assessment processes are used, where the student learning activities serve to provide the grade at 
the end of the semester, so that in some cases there is no final exam, and in others the final exam 
provides only a minor part of the final grade (between 20% and 40%). This does not mean that 
the assessments are used solely to provide a grade, rather that the use of fsa throughout the 
module leads to a final grading process that is more logical, coherent and defined for the student. 
Additionally, in every module that formed part of the study the students took decisions about 
their own assessment, either individually or as part of a group, using self- or peer assessment, 
followed by assessment in collaboration with their tutor.  

Furthermore, in order to ensure the reliability of the intervention carried out by the lecturers, all 
the participants in the study had previously delivered a final results report which included details 
of the formative assessment system to be used in their subject. This is a basic requirement for all 
participants in the National Network for Formative Assessment, which is a nationwide network 
established in Spain in 2005 to encourage research and innovation focused on fsa in Higher 



Education. (https://redevaluacionformativa.wordpress.com/). 

Every lecturer participating in the study applied the questionnaire to the students in their class at 
the beginning and again at the end of their module in which fsa was used. The data remained 
anonymous and confidential and were entered into the analytical programme used to analyse each 
competence.  

Data Analysis 

The statistical analyses were carried out using the SPSS 23.0 programme. The original scores of 
the Transverse Competence Scale were normalized using Box-Cox transformations (Box and 
Cox, 1964) as a prerequisite for the calculation of subsequent parametric statistics. Given that the 
main objective of the analysis is to determine if there are significant differences in the acquisition 
of competences before and after having studied subjects in which fsa was used, we calculated the 
Student's t-statistic. It was not considered necessary to homogenize the variances of each level of 
the independent variable (pre- or post-test) in the dependent variable (transversal competences) 
since with this statistic it is possible to determine within the same calculation if the homogeneity 
of the variance is achieved and proceed accordingly. The statistical significance in all the 
calculations was calculated, giving a significance level of p <0.01. 

Results 

An Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was carried out on the scores of the final scale. The 
analyses confirmed the validity of the results (KMO, Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin, = .79, Chi-square = 
1438.04, sig = .00), and presented a structure of 5 main factors that explain 59.37% of the total 
variance (Table 2). 

 

Table 2. Rotated component matrix 
 Component Factor 

1 2 3 4 5  
Develop creativity .68     Creative and 

autonomous work 
competences 

Adapt to new situations .65     
Develop autonomous learning  .61     
Develop interpersonal relationship 
skills  

 .74    Intra and 
interpersonal 
competences 

Teamwork  .72    
Develop intrapersonal skills   .57    
Oral and written communication in 
native language 

  .66   
Reflective and 
critical 
communication 
competences 

Critical and reflexive reasoning   .62   
Develop an ethical approach   .53   
Communication using gestures and 
body language 

  .44   

Organisation and planning    .81  Metacognitive 
competences Analysing and synthesising    .75  

Knowledge of a foreign language     .79 Specific 
competences Use of ICT      .73 

Eigenvalues 3.74 1.32 1.18 1.05 1.00  
% Explained variance 26.71 9.48 8.47 7.52 7.18  
% Cumulative explained variance 26.71 36.19 44.66 52.19 59.37  
KMO Test .79 
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity Chi-squared = 1438.04   sig = .00 

 

 

The first of the factors produces the greatest variance in the scales (27%) and has significant 



loadings in three questions related to creativity, adaptation to new situations and to autonomous 
work. For this reason we refer to it as the Creative and autonomous work competences factor. 
The second factor we have called Intra and interpersonal skills since the items with significant 
loadings are related to team work and related skills. The third factor, which has the largest 
number of items, concerns Reflective and critical communication competencies. A fourth factor 
has to do with the capacity for organization, planning, analysis and synthesis and is referred to as 
Metacognitive competences. The final factor relates to Specific competences such as knowledge 
of a foreign language or proficiency in ICT and accounts for just over 7% of the total variance of 
the final scale. 

The variation in the number of questions in both the Transversal Competence Scale and its factors 
makes it difficult to undertake direct comparisons between them, so it was decided to normalize 
them. The common metric has an average of 5.00 (or very close to this value) and a standard 
deviation of 2.00 (or very close to this value). In no case were there any changes to the nature of 
their distributions (Table 3). 

 

Table 3. Descriptive values of the original and normalised scales 

 Original values  Normalised values 

 Mean SD Asymmetry Kurtosis  Mean SD Asymmetry Kurtosis 
Self-perception of 
Transversal Competences 
Scale 

42.84 4.86 -.41 -.98  5.00 1.98 .00 -.10 

Creative and autonomous 
work competences 

9.49 1.54 -.26 .08  4.99 1.88 -.16 -.34 

Intra and interpersonal 
competences 

1.06 1.45 -.54 .23  4.97 1.84 -.28 -.44 

Critical communicative 
competences 

12.33 1.77 -.10 -.15  5.00 1.93 -.04 -.20 

Metacognitive competences 6.18 1.01 -.43 1.29  5.00 1.82 -.14 .02 

Specific competences 4.78 1.37 -.15 -.38  5.00 1.90 .01 -.19 

 

The first comparison between the differences in means corresponding to the values of the pre- 
and post- Self-Perception of Transversal Competences Scale showed significant differences 
(Table 4). Specifically, the value for the students’ perception of the competences acquired at the 
end of the teaching-learning process is higher than at the beginning of the course. 

 

Table 4. Pre- and post-test differences in the Transversal Competence Scale 
 

 
   Homogeneity of 

variances 
  

  Mean SD F Sig. t Sig. (bilateral) 
Transversal 
competences 
scale 

Pre-test 4.82 1.93 
1.73 .19 -3.42 .00 

Post-test 5.25 2.03 

 

However, as we have seen above, the Transversal Competence Scale presents a variety of factors, 
which may be suggesting a less than exact interpretation of what was mentioned above. It is also 
necessary to analyse whether these pre- and post-test differences are maintained in the 5 factors 
resulting from the EFA. 



Regarding the first factor, related to competences in creative and autonomous work, we again find 
significant pre- and post-test differences, showing the perception of a greater level of these 
competences at the end of the teaching-learning processes, based on experience of fsa (Table 5). 

 

Table 5. Differences in mean values of the factor of Creative and autonomous work 

 
   Homogeneity of 

variances 
  

  Mean SD F Sig. t Sig. 

Creative and 
autonomous work 
competences 
(total) 

Pre-test 4.71 1.84 

1.14 .29 -5.63 .00 
Post-test 5.38 1.88 

 

It should also be noted that the competence that increases the most within this factor is the 
development of creativity, with a mean pre-test value of 2.99, compared to the average post-test 
value of 3.30 (remembering that these specific competences are measured on a scale of 1 to 4 
points). The competence that presents the next highest increases is related to adaptation to new 
situations (mean pre-test = 3.15 and mean post-test = 3.30), followed by the development of 
autonomous learning, with smaller increases than the previous ones (mean pre-test = 3.15 and 
mean post-test = 3.21). 

The second of the factors, inter and intrapersonal skills, also presents significant differences pre- 
and post- the FAS experience (Table 6). Specifically, there is a statistically significant 
improvement in the acquisition of these competences at the end of the experience. 

 

Table 6. Differences in mean values of the factor Creative and autonomous work competences 
    Homogeneity of variance   
  Mean SD. F Sig. t Sig. (bilateral) 

Intra and 
interpersonal 
competences 

Pre-test 
 

4.79 1.80 
2.18 .14 -3.65 .00 

Post-test 
 

5.22 1.88 

 

For this factor, the competence that develops to the greatest degree is that related to teamwork 
(mean pre-test = 3.40 and mean post-test = 3.58), followed by the factor related to the 
development of intrapersonal skills (mean pre-test = 3.10 and mean post-test = 3.24); the 
increases are lower for the development of interpersonal skills (mean pre-test = 3.44 and mean 
post-test = 3.47). 

The differences are again significant for the third factor related to reflective and critical 
communication. As in the previous cases, the perception of acquisition of these competences 
increases at the end of the teaching-learning process, based on experiencing fsa (Table 7). 

 

Table 7. Differences in mean values of the factor of Reflective and critical communication competences 

 
   Homogeneity of 

variances 
  

 
 

Mean SD F Sig. t 
Sig. 
(bilateral) 

Reflective and Pre-test 4.81 1.92 .85 .36 -3.74 .00 



critical 
communicative 
competences 

Post-test 5.27 1.92 

 

This increase is mainly due to the perception of changes that occur in the capacity to reason 
critically and reflectively (mean pre-test = 3.08 and mean post-test = 3.24) and in the 
improvement in oral and written communication competence in Spanish (mean pre-test = 3.13 
and mean post-test = 3.32). 

The perception of metacognitive competencies, the fourth factor, also increases at the end of the 
process in a statistically significant way (Table 8). 

 

Table 8. Differences in mean values of the factor of metacognitive competences 
    Homogeneity of variance   
  Media DT. F Sig. t Sig. (bilateral) 
Metacognitive 
competences 

Pre-test 4.76 1.81 
8.56 .00 -4.99 .00 

Post-test 5.33 1.78 

 

Although the two competences that make up this factor increase throughout the process, they do 
so to a greater degree for organization and planning (mean pre-test = 3.13 and mean post-test = 
3.32); as we have said, the ability to analyse and synthesize information also increases (mean pre-
test = 2.94 and mean post-test = 3.05). 

Of the five factors that make up the Transversal Competence Scale, the differences are significant 
and negative in those related to the specific competences (fifth factor). Specifically, the initial 
values are greater than those at the end of the experience. Not only does the perception of 
competence in these areas not increase, but it actually decreases. These specific competences had 
a mean value of 5.36 at the beginning of the experience, but these mean values fall to 4.50 at the 
end of the course (Table 9). 

 

Table 9. Differences in mean values of the factor of Specific competences 

 
   Homogeneity of 

variances 
  

  Mean SD F Sig. t Sig. (bilateral) 
Specific 
competences 

Pre-test 5.36 1.83 
5.75 .02 7.27 .00 

Post-test 4.50 1.87 

 

As might be expected, the two competences that make up this fifth factor suffer a setback in the 
self-perception of their acquisition at the end of the academic year, particularly in terms of 
knowledge of a foreign language (mean pre-test = 2.24 and mean post-test = 1.78) and to a lesser 
extent in the use of Information and Communication Technologies (mean pre-test = 2.84 and 
mean post-test = 2.65). 

Discussion 

The objective of this study was to analyse the impact of the use of fsa systems on the acquisition 
of transversal competences in higher education. It has been proven that in four of the five types of 
competences analysed, significant improvements were seen post-test after conducting fsa 
processes throughout the academic year. 

In relation to the first factor, related to the perceptions of creative and autonomous work 



competencies, these increased significantly at the end of the academic year. This demonstrates the 
impact of this type of assessment on students’ decision making, involvement and self-regulation. 
So that the existing process of feedback between teacher and student throughout the teaching 
process can help develop autonomy, it must be accompanied by practical resources that the 
student perceives as useful to subsequent assessments (Hepplestone, Glover, Irwin and Parkin, 
2016). In relation to this, Oriol, Mendoza, Covarrubias and Molina (2017) indicate that this 
support for the development of autonomy, together with self-efficacy, can enhance academic 
performance. Among all the competences, the one that increased most was the development of 
creativity. Only by using these strategies can creativity and problem solving be achieved in a 
variety of contexts (Keller-Mathers, 2011). For a student to be creative they have to be fully 
aware of what they are learning and be able to generate a variety of alternatives for solving the 
tasks they are faced with. To achieve this, the methodological and assessment systems employed 
during their education are key (Wilkin, 2017). 

Regarding the second factor, related to inter and intra personal skills, significant improvements 
were again perceived at the end of the course. It is striking that this increase was higher in 
perceptions of teamwork skills and intrapersonal skills than in interpersonal skills. This suggests 
that students work better for and in their own group than with other groups. These data contrast 
with some results found in international literature, which reflect how feedback between students 
improves their perception of their acquisition of competence to interact both within a group and 
with other groups (Jafar, 2016). One could therefore envisage two separate levels of assessment 
for the improvement of learning; (a) a lower level, aimed at developing awareness and knowledge 
of the work of the group itself; (b) a higher level, aimed at acknowledging different approaches 
and knowledge between groups, using peer assessment (Eather, Riley, Miller and Jones, 2017). 
The results obtained for this factor are felt to be especially relevant, since the acquisition of 
collaborative competencies and the management of group responsibilities are those that relate 
most closely to the demands of employment in today’s world (Waldron, 2017). 

These results also reflect those obtained for the third factor, reflective and critical communication 
skills, since once again the use of fsa during the course significantly improved students’ 
perception of these competences in comparison to pre-test. These results support findings in other 
studies, such as Power (2010), which showed how the implementation of authentic assessment 
practices and the involvement of future teachers in their own assessment correlated with a more 
critical and reflective perception of their professional identity. However, Mok (2012) cautions 
that for this reflective component to be acquired students must have some experience of this type 
of assessment, since it implies they must acquire an ever more active role within their education 
throughout their course. However, the low level of perception of improvement that the students 
demonstrated in this study regarding their competence in oral and written communication in their 
native language is remarkable. This result is difficult to interpret, since most studies that analyse 
the advantages of fsa in higher education see improvements in oral and written communication 
for two fundamental reasons: (a) the diversity of assessment procedures and instruments used; (b) 
the range of feedback channels and ways of recording the learning achieved (Nikolic, Stirling and 
Ros, 2017). 

The fourth group of competences in which students perceived significant post-test improvements 
were the metacognitive ones. Within them, the competences that showed the greatest increase 
were organization and planning. The fact that university students who experience fsa are more 
aware of what they learn and have a greater capacity to organize and plan their tasks indicates 
that the purposes for which the assessment is designed have been fulfilled (Boud and Falchikov, 
2006). Meriläinen (2014) asserts that this organizational capacity is directly related to the 
student’s sense of responsibility towards work and their motivation to achieve the tasks set, 
provided that the workload is not perceived as being too great. Other research, such as that of 



Hortigüela and Pérez-Pueyo (2016), shows that metacognition and self-regulation of work are 
directly related to the perception of usefulness that the student gives to the task they are working 
on, as well as its transferability to the professional environment. However, this metacognitive 
capacity is not innate and must be developed through the use of valuable tasks and activities that 
encourage reflection and problem solving in a collaborative way (Volet and Mansfield, 2006, 
Harris and Bristow, 2016). 

One of the most striking results of this study has been to verify how of the five factors analysed in 
the Perception of Transversal Competences Scale, the only one in which there have been 
significant differences with higher values before starting the experience that at the end has been 
the factor of specific competencies. Both the knowledge of a foreign language and the use of 
information and communication technologies show decreased post-test values. This may be due 
to the fact that, although they are cross-disciplinary competences, in many curricula these are 
competences that are specifically developed in some subjects (languages, new technologies in 
education, etc.), but to a lesser degree in most other subjects (except in a bilingual curricula). 
Similar results and interpretations can be found in Romero et al. (2017). 

This does not mean that these competences should not be developed through transversality. In 
fact, studies such as that by Akarawang, Kidrakran and Nuangchalerm (2016), indicate that the 
use of ICT as a methodological tool in higher education has increased by 30% in the last five 
years, with positive results for students at both a cognitive and attitude level. In Spain, something 
similar happens regarding the use of a foreign language, especially English. It is common for 
many subjects to be offered through programmes that are "English friendly", where the content is 
partially or wholly taught in English. However, the benefits or changes that this produces in terms 
of learning and content acquisition have not been studied in depth (Hernández-Nanclares and 
Jiménez-Muñoz, 2017). 

Conclusions 

In relation to the objective of this research, we have demonstrated how the use of fsa systems in 
higher education had a positive influence on the perception of the acquisition of four groups of 
transversal competences. This result is of clear relevance for the future development of fsa, since 
its use delivers an improvement in students’ perception of their acquisition of competences. As 
can be seen, our results show a change in students’ perception of their acquisition of 
competences, though not in the acquisition of competences themselves, which is not the key 
focus of this study. Our study makes a significant contribution to the current literature on the 
subject of fsa, as no previous study has analysed in such a specific way the relationship between 
this assessment strategy and the perception of transversal competences at such a wide range of 
universities. 

However, our study is not without its limitations. Among them we would highlight limitations 
that derive from the design chosen for the research instrument. The use of transversal pre-
test/post-test design instruments to measure the changes produced by certain interventions in 
subjects has received some criticisms because, despite their evident advantages, they do not fully 
ensure that the effects of the independent variable are the only determinants of the changes 
produced. Consequently, it is possible that an element of the Hawthorne effect may have occurred 
in the study in terms of the positive psychological reaction the participants may have had whilst 
completing the questionnaires, resulting not from the effects of the intervention but from the 
knowledge that their responses were being analysed.  

Another limitation is that this study only records the students’ perception of their acquisition of 
certain competences. It would therefore be of great interest to identify what the lecturers’ views 
are on the competences their students had achieved by the end of the course. Similarly, it would 



be useful for future researchers to use a control group that did not experience fsa, in order to 
identify any differences between the two groups. In addition, the issue of effectiveness of the 
instrument used in this study to measure the transversal competences offers the possibility of 
subjecting it to an ad hoc psychometric analysis as part of future potential lines of research. 

Despite some limitations, we still consider this study of significant value to all university 
lecturers interested in implementing assessment methods in their modules or courses that actively 
involve their students. It is also of value to academic managers and coordinators of degree 
courses when contemplating and evaluating the positive aspects of establishing these assessment 
processes within course teaching programmes in order that students acquire competences 
common to all subjects. To this effect, and although this research sheds much new light on the 
impact of assessment on the development of competences by students, it remains vital to continue 
analysing innovative proposals and approaches to assessment based on the transversality of 
knowledge, as this represents the truly determining factor in the delivery of successful social and 
professional development. 
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