Do resit examinations matter in Australian higher education?

A resit exam is a form of assessment which offers students who have failed a subject an opportunity to retake a final supplementary examination. Many disciplines employ minimum performance thresholds and high-stakes final exams to assure accreditation standards and key learning outcomes. These practices may exacerbate fail rates, negatively impact student progression and retention performance, and heighten student anxiety and stress levels already aggravated by the circumstances of the coronavirus pandemic. Despite common overseas practice, the adoption of resit examinations in Australian higher education remains infrequent. Within a mixed methods approach, this paper reports on the findings from the analysis of assessment policies from 37 Australian universities, a survey with 275 students from a law school which implemented a resit pilot practice in 2020, and six focus group interviews with law and medicine students at a studied university. Apart from students who had sought supplementary examination pursuant to circumstances supported by a university special consideration policy, the resit exam facility was found to be uncommon. The idea of implementing a resit exam policy to all students who have not satisfied the passing mark was well-received by both law and medicine students who had experienced high-stake summative final examinations in their programs. The study suggests that where there are high-stake exams or performance thresholds, resit exams can be an essential support to both student progression and retention. Likewise, a move towards increasing adoption of low-stake assessments and other well-designed assessment regimes could also contribute to increased progression and retention rates and overall student learning and performance. This study intends to stimulate debate and provoke policy review about resit exam assessment practice and student learning support in Australian higher education. 

 
