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Over the past few years in Australia, there has been a growing interest in assessing and benchmarking the quality 
of  undergraduate programs and student learning outcomes. At the same time, concerns have been expressed about 
graduate employability. This has led to a sector-wide focus on the potential of  capstone curriculum as a tool for 
enhancing final year student experience and transition to post-graduate life. However, while final year projects are 
required in some disciplines such as engineering, capstones have not been a common feature of  the Australian 
undergraduate degree. This situation is rapidly changing, as many universities are implementing capstones in an effort 
to respond to the graduate employability and quality assessment imperatives. 

Students in Australia, as in the US, generally undertake one capstone in the final year of  their degree. However, in 
some cases, there may be a capstone for each major or for a major and core curricular stream. Capstones generally 
occupy a relatively small proportion of  the final year credit: they may be a single subject worth one quarter or one half  
of  the credit for one semester or spread across two semesters in two subjects worth one quarter of  the credit for each 
semester. There is some variation in the curriculum format. Industry and research projects are predominant. Other 
capstones utilise simulations of  industry activities, work placements and the like. Many, but not all, of  these activities 
bear the hallmarks of  what we understand to be a capstone experience: integration, extension and application of  prior 
learning; transition from student to independent professional, and a closure and celebration of  achievement in the 
degree.

In late 2013, I received a National Senior Teaching Fellowship from the Australian Government Office for Learning 
and Teaching to run a national program on the topic of  capstones. The goal of  this work is to provide faculty 
and universities with a contextual understanding of  capstones in Australia and internationally, to provide targeted 
resources for capstone coordinators, to support decision-making at both institutional and curriculum design levels in 
Australia, and ultimately, to improve the student experience in capstones.

Drawing on prior studies, the research component of  the Fellowship was designed to answer four central questions:

	 • What is the range of  capstone models in use across the sector?
	 • What are the key characteristics and dimensions of  capstone curriculum?
	 • What challenges do faculty face in reconciling capstone innovation with policy and standards expectations?
	 • What tools or resources are needed by staff  to support curriculum design?
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In June 2014, we completed the major data collection phase of  the Fellowship, including 
interviews with capstone coordinators and a survey of  current practices. The survey was 
wide ranging, covering program structure and timing, delivery and scope, key purposes, 
assessment and perspectives on the benefits and challenges of  capstones. The final sample 
comprises some 216 capstones. The majority (88%) of  the universities in Australia are 
represented, as well as contributions from New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the 
United States, and a small group from Canada and Singapore. There is also a wide spread 
of  disciplines, with strong representation in social sciences and humanities, business and 
economics, health and biomedical sciences, and engineering. Smaller groups from creative 
and performing arts, physical sciences, architecture and law reflect the relative numbers of  
programs in those areas. Only four of  the capstones were not attributed to a single broad 
field of  education – that is, they were intrinsically generic or cross-disciplinary.

The early analysis of  data is revealing some evocative findings on the topic of  assessment, 
both assessment of  student learning and capstones for program quality assessment.

We found a wide range of  assessment activities are being used in combination. These were 
dominated by some of  the conventional written and verbal outcomes we might expect of  
capstones, such as reports (71%) and presentations (69%). Evidence related to engagement 
domains (such as evidence of  behavior, participation and reflective journals) was around 
40%. Assessment of  developmental or multiple outcomes was next, at around 30%, as were 
essays. Physical products such as manufacturing prototypes, websites or other media, along 
with exams and tests, occupied the lowest band at 23% and 22% respectively, the former 
possibly reflecting the limited number of  respondents for whom physical products are the 
natural outcome of  the profession, and the latter likely reflecting a move to assessment 
of  evidence of  student capacity to do the work, rather than declarative knowledge in 
examination conditions.

What is instructive is the number of  cases that demonstrated a clear departure from 
conventional academic assessment evidence. There were individual cases of  blogs, wikis, 
websites, videos and diaries; interviews, journal articles, student delivery of  seminars or 
lectures and conference papers. In addition, the evidence seems to be being used as a way 
of  demonstrating the quality of  the work itself, particularly in performance scenarios where 
some learning activities might be more difficult to capture. Almost across the board, these 
kinds of  approaches reflected a desire to have students demonstrate their best work and 
assess their performance in a public manner that would prepare them for the transition from 
being a student to a post-university setting.

Faculty do not necessarily find less conventional assessment an easy path, however. In 
interviews, and anecdotally, several coordinators commented that one of  the greatest 
struggles they experience is defending assessment approaches of  authentic student work 
to conservative course approval committees. They also reported struggling with assessment 
policy where the number of  assessments was limited and progressive or graded formative 
assessment did not easily fit within the required framework. On the complexity of  assessment 
design, faculty reported challenges in simply working out how to capture the depth of  
learning outcomes (particularly in the affective and engagement domains) in assessment 
evidence and how to grade diverse project outcomes.

They also reported some struggles with how to balance peer and self-assessment between 
assessment for learning, assessment for grading, and equity. In the capstones we collected 
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data about, teachers assess in 95% of  cases. In 40% of  cases, teacher assessment was the 
only assessment mechanism used. Peer assessment came in at a frequency of  47%, self-
assessment at 38% and external assessment at 35%. The assessments carried out by non-
teacher assessors were weighted inversely to their frequency: external assessments were 
weighted in the final capstone grade at a mean of  30%, self  at 17%, and peers at 14%. This 
suggests that while faculty believed that using other assessors, particularly peer assessors, 
is important, teachers are still considered to be by far the most important verifiers of  the 
quality of  student work. We might also infer that they believe peers to be the most unreliable 
assessors.

Recent work in Australia has pointed to the use of  student assessments in capstone subjects 
as evidence for quality assessment of  programs, and as a tool for a tuning process in which 
staff  from multiple universities review assessments for each other. On the topic of  using 
capstones for this process, faculty could perhaps be best characterised as pragmatic. They 
indicate some logical challenges: capstone outcomes do not necessarily capture all of  the 
learning (or not-learning) in a program, particularly where the capstone is weighted at only 
one eighth of  the final year full time load, the program is very broad or students have 
numerous elective choices. Designing capstones that create the conditions for a substantial 
integration of  skills and knowledge, as well as supporting transition, is clearly challenging 
under these conditions.

Further, faculty point to a teleological issue; students are also taking other subjects during 
the capstone period, meaning that unless there is a fully integrated capstone through which 
all final semester activities are assessed, we are not capturing all of  the final year learning 
outcomes. Nonetheless, most faculty agree that using capstones as the focus for a ‘bird’s eye’ 
quality assessment ‘is better than nothing’, and the benefits of  having a focus for delivering 
on program learning outcomes, as well as for external moderation, outweigh the limitations.

More information on the fellowship and associated research activities, as well as the resources 
for capstone curriculum design, can be found at the fellowship website: www.capstone.
curriculum.com.au

 

The views expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect the views of  the Australian Government Office 
for Learning and Teaching.
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