
MODULE 6 
Accountability 

Overview 

Most people , lay an d professiona l alike , agree tha t th e educatio n secto r 
should receiv e a  large percentag e o f a  country's investment . Sinc e th e 
advent o f huma n capita l theorie s thi s ha s indeed bee n the cas e i n man y 
countries o f th e developin g world . However , emphasi s o n suc h heav y capita l 
outlay mus t a t som e poin t b e show n t o b e justified, and there mus t b e 
evidence tha t mone y ha s been wel l invested , because fo r mos t o f thes e 
countries resource s ar e scarce . Yet man y countrie s hav e so far bee n unabl e 
to undertak e a  thorough evaluatio n o f thei r educatio n systems . Such a n 
evaluation woul d see k to determin e whethe r th e syste m ha d bee n efficient  i n 
its us e o f th e country' s resources , whether i t ha d mad e equity  gain s fo r 
different sector s o f th e populatio n an d whethe r i t ha d bee n use d to improv e 
the quality  o f educatio n i n the country . Thes e ar e the accountabilit y issue s 
on whic h a n education syste m need s t o b e evaluated . 

The obviou s tas k i n evaluating an education syste m would b e to asses s it s 
outcome -  i.e . studen t achievement . Ho w i s this t o b e done? Clearly , testin g 
is the answer . Thus, this chapte r wil l discus s som e issue s relevan t t o th e 
design an d construction o f tests . Tests, however , serv e differen t functions . 
For example , they may  b e use d fo r selectio n purpose s o r fo r th e gainin g o f 
credentials, or the y ma y b e designed t o giv e a n indicatio n o f th e healt h o f 
the system . Some ide a o f th e basi c difference s i n tests wil l b e developed . 
Once a  test ha s been implemente d an d score d through , how ar e the result s 
to b e interpreted ? Thi s take s u s into th e highl y contentiou s worl d o f 
'standards'. Her e we find  tha t man y peopl e hav e only a  hazy ide a o f wha t 
standards ar e and yet continuall y mak e judgements base d o n them . Thi s 
module wil l sho w tha t standard s hav e to b e carefull y selected , assessed an d 
monitored i f they ar e to b e use d i n evaluatin g the system . 

If we succee d i n al l these efforts , the unhapp y fac t remain s tha t w e stil l d o 
not hav e a  complete assessmen t o f th e educatio n system . We need t o 
engage i n cross-national comparison s t o se e ho w ou r effort s measur e u p 
with thos e o f others strivin g fo r simila r goal s -  otherwise , i t woul d b e onl y a 
self-contained endeavour . Thi s chapte r wil l loo k a t th e kin d o f informatio n 
generated b y survey s conducte d b y th e IE A (Internationa l Evaluatio n o f 
Educational Assessment ) a s a measure o f ho w th e syste m i s functioning . 
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Objectives 

When s/h e ha s completed thi s module , the participan t shoul d b e abl e to : 

1. Justify, i n the contex t o f educationa l financing , the nee d t o se t u p 
evaluations o f educatio n systems . 

2. Explai n ho w nationa l attainmen t test s diffe r fro m thos e designe d fo r othe r 
purposes. 

3. Interpre t indicator s o f syste m performance . 

4. Criticall y apprais e th e notio n o f 'standards ' i n the assessmen t o f 
educational achievement . 

5. Justify th e nee d t o includ e comparativ e internationa l educationa l indice s 
of assessmen t fo r purpose s o f accountability . 

6. Demonstrat e a n awareness o f th e procedure s an d mechanism s whic h 
guarantee accountability , no t jus t fo r compliance , bu t i n the interest s o f 
efficiency, equit y an d improvemen t i n the educatio n system . 

Accountability an d educationa l financin g 

The educatio n syste m ca n b e assesse d o n it s effort s t o realis e efficiency , 
equity an d qualit y o r improvements , i n the deliver y o f educatio n t o th e 
country. Thes e ar e the reason s fo r whic h i t wa s financed. These ar e the task s 
an education syste m i s require d t o perfor m an d fo r whic h i t i s accountable . 

Efficiency ha s to d o wit h whethe r th e syste m i s maintaining o r increasin g it s 
output o f graduate s a t ever y leve l i n a  cost-effective manner . I t woul d thu s 
examine student-teache r an d enrolmen t ratios , different way s o f transmittin g 
curricula, different curricula , drop-out an d repetitio n rates , and graduatio n 
rates. Such indicator s nee d to b e periodicall y monitore d t o giv e polic y 
makers a  real sens e o f whethe r th e syste m i s doing wha t i t i s supposed t o 
do cost-effectively . The y ma y wel l sugges t tha t mor e fundin g ma y b e 
necessary i n som e area s for th e syste m t o becom e mor e efficien t i n 
producing output . 

Equity i s concerned wit h whethe r al l groups i n the societ y ar e bein g treate d 
fairly b y th e educatio n system . Hence, no grou p shoul d b e over-represente d 
as graduates a t an y leve l o f th e syste m o r appea r t o b e confine d t o certai n 
types o f schools . This hinge s o n th e clea r correlatio n betwee n educationa l 
credentials an d well-payin g jobs, leadin g to a  higher standar d o f living . 
Equity, then, i s reall y a  means o f measurin g to wha t exten t al l groups ar e 
able t o acces s socia l mobility . Government s expec t tha t th e heav y financia l 
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investment the y hav e mad e i n education i s one indirect , long-ter m wa y o f 
addressing this issu e and th e syste m mus t therefor e deliver . 

Quality indicator s hav e to d o wit h pedagog y an d th e natur e o f th e 
education tha t i s being transmitted . Are th e curricula r programme s designe d 
for, and relevan t to , the ag e an d interest s o f th e students ? I s the teachin g 
innovative an d stimulating ? Ar e mos t teacher s trained ? I s the learnin g an d 
knowledge helpfu l i n developing critica l thinker s an d productiv e citizens ? 
The improvemen t o f instructiona l practice s als o ha s implication s fo r 
improving th e efficienc y o f th e system , so tha t efficienc y an d qualit y 
indicators ar e closely related . 

All countrie s see m to inves t heavil y i n education . Nationa l goal s ma y var y 
from countr y t o country , bu t al l countrie s wan t thei r educatio n system s t o 
be efficient , equitabl e an d capabl e o f deliverin g a  'quality ' education . Hence , 
the syste m ha s to b e evaluate d t o se e ho w wel l i t i s performin g o n thes e 
indicators. Especiall y i n smal l developin g countries , planner s an d polic y 
makers i n nee d t o becom e awar e of , an d insis t o n th e nee d for , th e 
establishment o f procedure s an d mechanism s t o guarante e accountabilit y i n 
the educatio n system . 

Accountability an d achievemen t indicator s 

The issu e o f accountabilit y i n educatio n i s boun d u p wit h th e dominanc e o f 
academic achievemen t a s its majo r outpu t indicator . Th e notio n o f 
achievement i s no t a t issu e becaus e thi s is , after all , the majo r projec t o f 
schools -  t o educat e student s an d the n tes t the m o n wha t the y hav e 
learned. However , there i s some dissatisfactio n wit h th e specifi c indicato r 
most i n us e today, that o f cognitiv e o r intellectua l achievement . Bo x 1  belo w 
discusses som e o f the issue s surroundin g outpu t indicators . 
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Box 1 

Choice of Outcome Indicator s 

To enumerate th e outcome s o f education abou t whic h i t migh t b e usefu l 
to hav e empirical information i n terms o f the many aims that hav e been 
posited for educatio n woul d be an endless task . Aims frequentl y 
suggested include the developmen t o f literac y and numeracy skills , the 
development o f aesthetic area s of experience, preparation for lif e i n a 
democratic society , preparation fo r th e world o f work, development o f 
character and mora l sensitivit y an d personal self-fulfilmen t Aim s (an d 
expected outcomes) ma y differ fo r differen t age s and students . Given th e 
range of educational aim s and the complexit y an d difficulty o f measurin g 
outcomes, some selection ha s to b e made in deciding what outcome s 
should b e measured for us e in an indicator system . All we can hope for i s 
information o n a  limited numbe r o f indicators rathe r than a description o f 
all possible outcomes . 

In choosing indicators, the evaluator wil l be influenced b y consideratio n 
of which educational outcome s ar e regarded as important an d by th e 
ease and efficiency wit h which the outcomes can be measured. Thus, 
both politica l an d technica l considerations hav e to b e attended to . At th e 
political level , some measures will be regarded as  more importan t o r 
credible than others , and achieving consensus o n these ma y not b e easy. 
At th e technical level , considerations relatin g to suc h factors as method 
of measurement , sampling strategies, and how data are aggregated an d 
reported ma y also constrain th e selection o f indicators... . 

The role of bot h politica l and technical factors i s evident i n the emphasi s 
placed on cognitive factors i n assessing school outcomes. Partly becaus e 
it i s difficult t o obtai n agreemen t on the value as school outcomes o f 
activities wit h a  large noncognitive component , and partl y becaus e thes e 
activities ar e difficult t o measure , most attentio n i n the development o f 
outcome measure s has been given to cognitiv e achievement . The genera l 
public, as well as those professionall y involve d in education, seems 
genuinely intereste d i n finding out wha t cognitiv e skill s and knowledg e 
students hav e acquired i n school . For example, can students rea d and 
write satisfactorily ? I s their knowledg e o f scienc e and technolog y 
adequate fo r lif e i n the contemporar y world ? 
Source: Adapted from Greane y and Kellaghan , 1996 , pp .4 - 5 

Cognitive testing , however , i s no t withou t it s arra y o f problemati c issues . 
Since th e evaluatio n o f achievemen t o n a  national scal e i s likely t o b e a n 
expensive undertaking , decisions hav e to b e mad e abou t selectin g som e 
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areas o f competenc e t o test . Whic h subjec t area s are mor e incline d t o giv e 
key insights int o the performanc e o f the syste m agains t the goals o f efficiency , 
equity an d quality? Th e ke y subjec t area s that ar e normally chose n are English , 
mathematics, science an d socia l studies . They represen t area s o f th e 
curriculum tha t ar e considered cor e subject s an d therefore mos t student s hav e 
been expose d t o them . Nationa l testin g i n subject s offere d onl y b y som e 
students, for exampl e ar t o r technical-vocationa l studies , i s of limite d value . 

Important decision s als o hav e to b e mad e abou t th e frequenc y wit h whic h 
this exercis e shoul d b e undertaken . I s i t feasibl e t o ru n the sam e tests ever y 
year t o ge t a n idea o f trend s ove r time , or i s i t just a s feasible t o d o s o i n 
cycles fou r o r fiv e years apart ? Wha t kin d o f design s shoul d b e use d i n th e 
assessment o f studen t achievement ? Cross-sectiona l design s wil l garne r 
information o n ho w student s ar e performin g i n certai n subject s acros s th e 
nation a t on e poin t i n time. Longitudina l designs , on th e othe r hand , 
provide dat a fo r th e sam e (o r different ) cohort s a t certai n interval s ove r 
time? Whic h shoul d b e chosen i f both analysi s o f output s an d monitorin g o f 
learning i s required ? 

Summary 

This introductio n t o testin g i n the contex t o f establishin g accountabilit y o f 
the educationa l system , shows i t t o b e a n extremel y specialize d subject . 
Competent personne l i n the fiel d o f testin g an d measuremen t ar e neede d t o 
design procedure s an d mechanism s tha t facilitat e meaningfu l evaluatio n o f 
national educatio n systems . The section s belo w wil l addres s som e o f th e 
specialist knowledg e neede d i n the fiel d o f tes t constructio n an d 
information neede d i n the analysi s o f results . The latter , however , i s no t a n 
'exact science ' a s i t rest s o n value s inheren t i n the selection , monitoring an d 
evaluation o f standards . Hence , accountability i n educationa l system s no t 
only rest s wit h statistician s an d measuremen t personne l bu t als o wit h thos e 
knowledgeable abou t th e working s o f th e whol e syste m -  th e planner s an d 
policy makers  i n education an d finance . 

Testing 

Distinguishing betwee n differen t kind s o f tests -  Bo x 2  belo w summarise s 
the variet y o f tests tha t exist s i n a  school syste m an d th e purpose s fo r whic h 
they hav e been constructed . Tests designe d fo r evaluatio n o f nationa l 
educational system s mus t diffe r i n fundamenta l way s from test s take n b y 
primary schoo l student s t o selec t thos e t o g o o n t o secondar y education , 
or test s take n t o obtai n credential s a t th e en d o f secondar y school . 
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Box 2 

Testing and Evaluations of Educationa l System s 

Tests are the mos t commo n measur e of student learnin g and are typicall y 
used to monito r learning . Tests are defined a s 'any serie s o f questions o r 
exercises or other mean s of measuring the skill , knowledge, intelligence , 
capacities o r aptitudes o f an individual or group ' (Anderson , Ball and 
Murphy, 1975 , p. 425). Educatio n achievement test s focus on skills , 
knowledge and capacities tha t student s acquire through educatio n 
(schooling). They do no t see k to measur e intelligence o r aptitude . 

Psychometricians construc t educationa l achievement tests for man y 
different purposes , of which the mos t common are: 

• Monitorin g achievement trends ove r time; 

• Evaluatin g specific educationa l program s or policies ; 

• Holdin g schools, regions, and other administrativ e sub-unit s 
accountable fo r studen t achievement ; 

• Selectin g students fo r furthe r education ; 

• Certifyin g student achievement ; 

• Diagnosin g individual learnin g needs. 

The purpose o f the tes t determine s it s overal l design, for example , the 
purpose of selection tests i s to discriminat e between individuals , and 
hence the tes t wil l include man y items of a  difficulty know n t o 
discriminate betwee n those who should be selected and those wh o 
should n ot A s a consequence, the rang e of competencies tested wil l b e 
highly constrained. By comparison, the purpos e o f a test designed t o 
monitor nationa l achievement i s to assess a large number o f competenc y 
areas, but t o provid e littl e informatio n abou t specifi c individuals . I t wil l 
include items covering many competencies, but it s powe r to discriminat e 
among individuals wil l be constrained. Tests designed to monito r trend s 
over time wil l repeat a t leas t some items, whereas tests designed only t o 
select once need no t b e equated. 

Source: Adapted from Lockheed , 1996, pp. 10-11 
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Activity 1 

Consider the kinds of tests that occur  in your country  or  region.  Classify them 
according to the  six criteria listed  in Box 2. Is  there evidence of any  evaluation 
of the  national education  system? If  there is not what  are the reasons for 
this? If there  is, investigate: 

1. How  recently this practice was established; 

2. What  subject areas have been tested; 

3. How  the actual test  items differ from those  in other kinds of tests; 

4. At  what  levels in  the system it  has  been considered feasible to test. 

National assessmen t 

National assessmen t testin g also differ s fro m high-stake s selectio n o r 
credentialling test s i n that a  great volum e o f back-u p dat a i s collected s o 
that tes t result s ca n b e appropriatel y interprete d b y planner s an d polic y 
makers, educators, parent s an d th e publi c i n general . Box 3  belo w elaborate s 
on th e dat a require d b y nationa l assessment s an d ho w the y ar e used . 

Box 3 

National Assessments and Background Dat a 

Educational assessment s include no t onl y measure s o f student learning , 
but als o of studen t backgroun d an d schoo l input s and processes tha t 
enable the assessmen t data to b e used for polic y analysis . Many 
researchers hav e sought to identif y th e minimu m se t o f information tha t 
should be collected. Most recommen d the collection o f basic intellectual , 
socio-economic, and cultural background data on students . Examples 
include the students ' sex , age, nutritional status , socio-economic status , 
language, attitudes, expectations an d ability. Theory, research and 
experience sugges t four area s about which data o n classroom input s 
should be gathered: the curriculum, instructional materials , adequate 
time fo r learnin g and effective teachin g . . . Beyon d these inputs ar e 
(a) manageria l processe s at the school s and within the classroom , such 
as tracking, school structure , and autonomy; and (b ) schoo l contex t 
conditions suc h as student acces s to knowledge , organisational pres s fo r 
achievement, and professional teachin g conditions . 

Source: Adapted from Lockheed , 1996 , p. 14 
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Contextual informatio n 

There ar e severa l reason s wh y informatio n othe r tha n informatio n o n 
student achievemen t shoul d b e obtaine d i n nationa l assessments . Firstly , th e 
quality o f resources , people an d activitie s i n schoo l i s importan t i n itself . 
Secondly, only a  small rang e o f educationa l output s ca n b e measure d an d 
the us e of contextua l informatio n may  preven t school s fro m placin g undu e 
emphasis o n th e output s measure d t o th e exclusio n o f othe r importan t 
factors. And thirdly , b y allowin g a n examination o f th e interaction s o f inputs , 
processes an d outputs , contextua l informatio n ma y provid e clue s t o polic y 
makers abou t wh y school s obtai n th e outcome s tha t the y do . 

Several kind s o f contextua l informatio n ar e likel y t o b e o f valu e i n providin g 
clues t o polic y maker s abou t th e determinant s o f achievement , particularl y 
determinants tha t migh t b e alterabl e throug h change s i n educationa l policy . 
It i s interesting to kno w wha t student s brin g to schoo l fro m thei r famil y an d 
community background s tha t ma y contribut e t o successfu l o r poo r schoo l 
performance. On e canno t assume , however, tha t factor s foun d t o b e 
important i n one cultura l contex t wil l b e o f simila r importanc e i n othe r 
contexts. Fo r example, the fairl y consisten t conclusion s fro m industria l 
countries i n Europ e an d Nort h Americ a tha t famil y siz e i s negatively relate d 
to educationa l achievemen t ha s no t bee n foun d i n studie s i n Keny a o r i n 
Tanzania. In these countrie s a  positive rathe r tha n a  negative relationshi p 
was found betwee n famil y siz e and educationa l achievement , measure d i n a 
variety o f ways. 

Source: Adapted fro m Greane y an d Kellaghan , 1996 , pp . 3 5 - 36 

Activity 2 
Investigate the research evidence on the distribution of  educational resources 
(for example  physical plant, curricula,  libraries,  laboratories)  in  different 
countries and their record  of educational  achievement 

• Compare  the data from developed  and developing countries. 

• Are  there indications that  a  wide array of  contextual data is  valuable in 
formatting analyses  of  achievement patterns? 
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Public examination s 

Public examination s diffe r markedl y fro m nationa l assessment s becaus e thei r 
purposes vary . Nationa l assessment s ar e conducte d t o monito r th e level s o f 
equity, efficiency an d qualit y educatio n i n the syste m an d requir e a  host o f 
contextual data . Publi c examination s discriminat e betwee n student s wh o ar e 
then sorte d an d allocate d withi n th e system . They ar e regarde d a s high -
stakes examination s an d largel y determin e th e life-chance s o f students . 
National assessment s ar e low-stakes . They giv e onl y a n indicatio n abou t th e 
functioning o f the system , and onl y a  sample o f student s nee d b e tested . 
However, the test s ar e comprehensiv e i n coverin g the curriculu m becaus e 
assessors nee d to kno w ho w wel l student s ar e doing o n al l curricula r 
objectives. Publi c examinations , on th e othe r hand , involve al l students i n a 
year grou p an d differentiat e betwee n student s o f differen t abilitie s rathe r 
than gaug e whethe r curricula r objective s hav e bee n met . 

The natur e o f th e instrumen t 

Testing i s a  precise activity . The tes t i s referred t o a s an instrumen t tha t 
measures performanc e o r achievement . Boxe s 4 , 5  an d 6  belo w discus s 
some o f th e criteri a involve d i n the constructio n an d administratio n o f test s 
- i.e . standardisation procedures , reliabilit y an d validit y consideration s an d 
item discrimination . These procedure s ar e necessar y t o ensur e tha t ther e i s 
equity i n testing -  tha t al l student s sittin g the examinatio n ar e deal t wit h i n 
a fair way . Such precaution s ar e absolutely vita l whe n test s ar e bein g 
administered acros s th e countr y i n al l kind s o f school s an d context s a s wel l 
as when the y ar e bein g administered ove r tim e t o differen t group s s o tha t 
comparability ca n b e maintained . 

Box 4 
Testing and Standardisation Procedure s 

Tracking progress require s having tools capabl e of monitorin g trends ove r 
time. Tests must be standardised with respec t t o content , behavioura l 
objectives, format, administration procedures , and scoring. Standardising 
the content require s that the same or equivalent questions or performanc e 
tasks be posed for al l students. Standardising test administratio n require s 
uniformity i n the written and verbal instructions give n to examinees , in 
the lengt h o f time afforde d them , in the material s provided to them , and 
in the physica l testing environment. Standardise d scorin g requires 
explicit, impartia l procedure s fo r correctin g tests or judging performance . 

Source: Adapted from Lockheed , 1996 , p. 12 
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Activity 3 

Unlike tests for certification  and  selection, test items for national  assessments 
tend to be repeated. This  is how standardisation of  content  is achieved. 

• Consider  reasons why  test security is not a  problem in this instance? 

• How  are test items for certification  and  selection standardised for content 
from year to year? 

• Investigate  the range of different kinds  of tests  (for example,  objective  tests, 
essays, practical  tests).  Which of these lend themselves easily  to 
standardisation of  content,  administration and  scoring procedures? 

Other tha n bein g standardised , test instrument s nee d t o b e vali d an d 
reliable, whether fo r publi c examination s o r nationa l assessments . Th e 
excerpt i n Bo x 5  explain s th e differenc e betwee n th e tw o concepts , and th e 
importance o f both , i n tes t construction . 

Box 5 
Testing and Considerations of Reliability and Validity 

An instrument i s reliable i f it measure s whatever i t measure s accuratel y 
and consistently, but i t i s valid i f i t measure s what i t i s expected t o 
measure and does so accurately an d consistently . Conside r the followin g 
example. Suppose a country's ministr y o f education ha s the followin g 
telephone numbers : 

Minister 042-770-504 , 042-77 1 -345 

Permanent Secretar y 042-77 1 -640 

Secretary to th e Ministe r 042-77 1 -500 

Suppose tha t when you dial the minister' s numbe r eac h time you reac h 
the minister' s secretary.  The telephone ha s not give n you what yo u 
wanted, but i t ha s been accurate and consistent i n what i t ha s given. It i s 
a reliable phone . However, i t i s not vali d because i t ha s not delivere d 
what you wanted, namely, getting through o n the minister' s line . If, 
however, each time you dia l 042-770-504 th e phon e o n the minister' s 
desk rings , then i t i s valid because i t i s giving you wha t you wanted i n 
accurate and consistent manner . Observe also that , in this case, the 
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phone is also reliable because it is accurate and consistent. In general, 
if an instrument is valid, it is necessarily reliable . If, by contrast, when 
you dial 042-770-504 an d reach 042-771 -345, 042-771 -640, 
042-771 -720, or 042-771 -250 a t various times, then the phone is 
neither reliable nor valid. 

Reliability i s usually established by using such methods as test-retest, 
equivalent forms, split half, and the Kuder-Richardso n formula. As for 
validities, these may be of different types , for example, concurrent 
predictive, face, and content. An important aspect of any national 
assessment is that the utmost care is taken to ensure the acceptabilit y 
and accuracy of the outcomes. 

Source: Adapted from Nwama, 1996 , p. 25 

Activity 4 

• Investigate  at least one statistical  method, mentioned  in Box 5 , of 
establishing test reliability. Create  a test in  a curriculum area in which you 
are familiar. Assess its  reliability characteristics. 

• Examine  the differences between the  different kinds of  test validity 
mentioned above. Use  the  test you have created to illustrate at least  one 
kind of validity check. 

• Attempt  to justify to an audience, who  is unaware of the procedures 
involved in test creation, the  importance of designing reliable and valid 
measuring tools. 

Whether hig h or lo w stakes , tests are instrument s whic h must b e precisel y 
put together i f they ar e to b e taken seriousl y a s generating informativ e 
output indicators . Standardisation procedures , issues of validity an d 
reliability an d ite m analysis then becom e majo r feature s o f testing. Bo x 6 
below discusses som e of the concern s inheren t i n item writing . 
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Box 6 
Testing and Item Analysis 

Care is also taken to ensure that item s are free from cultural , racial, 
religious, gender, and location bias . This is extremely importan t becaus e 
research has shown that seemingl y neutra l achievement tes t item s may 
actually favour one subcultural group or handicap another . In multi-ethnic 
and geographically divers e situations , as is the case in developing Africa, 
this factor doe s operate and test developer s mus t recognis e i t and guard 
against it . This can be done through detailed item critiques and revisions. 

Source: Adapted from Nwama, 1996 , p.26 

Dangers of Cultural Bias in Testing 

The following problem was given to a sample of adolescents and adults as 
part of a pretest in a study of basic learning needs in Bangladesh: 

Abu owned thirty-two bighas of land. When he died his land was divided evenly 
among his wife, daughter  and two sons. How much land did his daughter get? 

Succession and property rights  unde r the laws of the two main religiou s 
groups that apply in Bangladesh would prompt respondent s to offer 
answers other than 8 bighas. Under Islami c law, the mother gets one-eight h 
of the propert y and each daughter get s hal f as much as each son. Under 
Hindi law, the daughter receive s nothing if there are sons in the family. 

Source: Adapted from  Greane y and Kellaghan, 1996, p.60 

Activity 5 
Item writing is a technical and specialised task. 

Research the topic of item writing and suggest other kinds of criteria (other 
than cultural bias) which are important in  creating items for examinations. 

Review any test that you can  procure from primary or secondary schools or 
from a public testing agency. Critically  assess the test items against the 
criteria you have researched. 

Should informal classroom tests  to monitor  learning be designed with  the 
same kind of rigour of formal tests? Survey some teachers in the system to 
get a sense of how they approach testing. 

134 



Designs of national assessments 

Countries ma y adop t a  cross-sectional o r longitudina l design , or som e typ e 
of compromis e i n it s evaluatio n o f th e system . Whatever desig n i s adopte d 
depends o n wha t resource s th e countr y command s an d wha t kind s o f 
questions i t want s answered . Although onl y a  sample i s involved i n nationa l 
assessments, considerable investmen t i n th e projec t i s stil l required . Bo x 7 
below explore s som e o f th e emphases , strengths an d shortcoming s o f eac h 
type o f design . 

Box 7 

Survey Design Issues 

Implicit i n a decision to d o a  cross-sectional stud y i s a focus on th e 
cumulative learnin g of children , either u p to th e particula r grad e o f 
school o r b y a  particular age . Implicit i n a design to d o a  repeated-
measurement stud y (o r longitudina l design ) i s a focus on instructiona l 
characteristics affectin g learning within the time perio d bounde d b y th e 
time point s o f measurement -  namely , the beginnin g and end o f th e 
selected grade o f school . 

Focus of a cross-sectional stud y -  Mos t IE A (Internationa l Evaluatio n o f 
Educational Assessment) studie s have had a cross-sectional design , 
corresponding to fundamenta l interes t i n assessing and comparin g 
cumulative achievemen t i n a  subject are a as attained by student s whe n 
they reac h a given grade o r age . The content domai n has been defined as 
the essentia l core of the subjec t are a as it accumulate s and culminates a t 
the target grad e or year . We want t o kno w i n detail what student s kno w 
and can do. The explanatory variable s ar e personal (wha t kind s o f 
students hav e what level s of attainment ) an d systemic (wha t schoo l an d 
teaching circumstances lea d to highe r achievements) . The educationa l 
policy inference s ar e general and structural : for example , they dea l wit h 
curricular arrangements , tracking and specialisation , retention and yield . 

The effects o f education ar e strongly cumulativ e and all of the learnin g 
that hav e been attained b y a  particular ag e or stag e of schoolin g are a 
consequence o f what ha s gone on before . Only i f longitudina l stud y 
designs are used is it conceptuall y possibl e t o isolat e effects tha t occu r 
within a specified, grade-year-limited tim e perio d an d even this i s a 
methodologically difficul t task . As a consequence, explanations o f cross-
sectional data o n achieve d learning must res t on events that hav e 
occurred during the earlie r a s well as the contemporaneou s proces s o f 
schooling. 
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Focus of a longitudinal stud y -  Th e fundamenta l interes t i s in th e 
processes and connections o f teaching and learning in the conten t are a 
at the targe t grade level . The conten t domai n i s defined b y what i s bein g 
taught a t the grade level. We want t o kno w in detai l abou t cognitiv e 
growth, about wha t student s lear n during the targe t year . The 
explanatory variables are the studen t inpu t characteristic s (prio r 
attitudes an d prior knowledge ) an d grade-specific measure s of curriculu m 
and pedagogy (conten t opportunities , teaching and classroom practices , 
teacher knowledge and studen t activities) . The educational polic y 
inferences are specific and formative: for example , they dea l with th e 
appropriateness o f different conten t domains , with pacin g and 
differentiation o f content, with teaching methods and with studen t work . 

Adapted from Wiley and Wolfe, 1992 , pp. 297 -300 

Activity 6 

Consider these tasks: 

• If  you had to design a national assessment  in a specific content area for 
your country  for  a  particular level  of schooling , which survey design would 
you choose? 

• Justify  your decision  in  relation to  the  characteristics of the particular 
country especially  its needs,  resources  and  the general context of education. 

Standards 

The range  of  interpretations  of  the  term  'standards' 

It i s often hear d nowaday s tha t 'standard s ar e falling' . What ar e standards ? 
Are they synonymou s wit h nationa l examinatio n results , so tha t i f mor e 
students d o poorl y o n a  test compare d t o a  decade ago , we can sa y tha t 
the standar d ha s fallen ove r time ? The y ar e als o referre d t o a s 'benchmark s 
of excellence ' -  coul d i t the n b e the criteri a use d b y examinin g bodie s t o 
allocate grades ? Thus , only ra w score s o f 8 0 an d ove r wil l b e deeme d 
worthy o f an 'A' ? Or , on th e othe r hand , standards ma y no t b e relate d t o 
final event s lik e exams an d gradin g procedures , bu t ma y actuall y refe r t o th e 
teaching and learnin g processe s i n classrooms -  ar e the expectation s o f 
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teachers an d the method s the y emplo y conduciv e t o learnin g for th e 
majority o f students ? 

In mos t developin g countries ther e ha s bee n expande d provisio n o f 
education ove r th e las t fe w decades . Man y wil l charg e tha t i n expandin g 
provision, standard s hav e fallen. I f a country i s attempting t o provid e 
schooling for al l o f it s primar y an d secondar y schoo l population , then i t i s 
logical t o assum e tha t a  wide variet y o f abilit y level s an d backgroun d factor s 
will b e interactin g wit h teachin g and learning , and generall y ther e ma y wel l 
tend t o b e a  high failure rate . How the n mus t w e mak e sens e o f th e charg e 
here tha t standard s hav e fallen fro m wha t the y wer e a  few decade s ago ? I t 
seems saf e to sa y tha t th e sens e i n which standard s hav e fallen i s relate d t o 
the inadequac y o f th e syste m i n effectively teachin g student s wit h a  wide 
continuum o f aptitudes , abilitie s an d backgroun d characteristics . There i s a 
general feelin g that school s ar e no t a s effective a s they use d t o b e and tha t 
this i s reflected i n a  downward spira l o f under-achievement . 

The situatio n als o seem s to b e clouded b y valu e judgements abou t th e wa y 
in which educatio n i s being transmitted. Many peopl e hav e definite idea s 
about wha t i s a  sound educatio n an d wha t ar e importan t an d valuabl e area s 
of study . Methodologie s tha t involv e studen t centre d learnin g ma y see m 
time-consuming an d lackin g in rigour , given th e demand s o f th e 
examinations student s hav e to sit . When improvement s i n curricula an d 
innovative teachin g method s d o no t see m to resul t i n widespread highe r 
achievement, there i s a call for 'bac k t o basics' . 

This essentiall y mean s a  concentration o n literac y an d numeracy , 
emphasis o n dril l an d repetitio n an d constan t testin g an d monitorin g 
of 'standards' . 

The notio n o f educatio n a s a journey int o a  world o f ne w an d excitin g 
experiences, involving the ful l participatio n o f th e student , retreat s befor e a 
notion o f educatio n tha t i s highl y circumscribe d b y wha t ough t t o b e 
taught, ho w i t shoul d b e taugh t an d 'accountabilit y testing' . When on e i s 
trying to ensur e accountabilit y i n the educatio n syste m an d see s tha t tas k as 
a stric t maintenanc e o f standards , the notio n tha t no t al l standard s ca n b e 
adequately teste d b y th e mean s we hav e a t ou r disposal , or, even tha t 
'standards' i s an ambiguous concept , i s inconvenient . Bo x 8  belo w explore s 
at leas t thre e differen t understanding s o f th e ter m 'standards' . 
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Box 8 
'Learning' and 'Education ' Standard s 

The World Conference on Educatio n for Al l recognised tha t people' s 
learning needs are very broad and varied: they 'compris e bot h essentia l 
learning tools (suc h as literacy, oral expression, numeracy and proble m 
solving) an d the basi c learning content (such as knowledge, skills, values 
and attitudes) require d by human beings to b e able to survive , to develo p 
their ful l capacities, to live and work in dignity, to participat e full y i n 
development, to improv e the quality o f their lives , to mak e informe d 
decisions, and to continue learning ' (Articl e I  of the World  Declaration on 
Education for All).  I n light o f this , a 'learning standard' may be defined as 
a specific se t of 'learning tools' and/or learnin g content ' i n the sense s 
indicated above . In principle, it i s understood that ther e exists a 
procedure for ascertainin g whether a  person has attained any given 
learning standard. 

An 'education' standard may be defined narrowly a s a learning standar d 
that a n educational programm e aims to hel p learners attain o r mor e 
broadly an d colloquially a s encompassing both the learning ' standar d 
aimed at and the whole complex o f characteristics o f the educationa l 
programme, for example class sizes, teachers' qualifications, textbook s 
required, conditions o f the physica l plant , and so on, associated with th e 
standard. In this broader sense the term 'education standard ' is virtuall y 
synonymous with 'educationa l quality' . 

It i s useful to draw a distinction betwee n a  prescribed learning or 
education standard on the one hand and a standard o f performanc e o r 
attained standard on the other. That they do no t alway s coincide i s 
reflected in the frequency o f publi c complaint s o f 'fallin g standards', when 
the reference can be understood narrowl y -  dependin g on the contex t -
to refe r to leve l of learning achievement o r performanc e o f student s i n a 
particular educationa l programm e or , more broadly bot h t o thi s fal l in 
learning achievement a s well as a deterioration i n the materia l condition s 
required to implemen t th e educationa l programm e unde r consideration . 
In this broade r sens e 'falling standards' is virtually synonymou s with a 
'decline' in the 'qualit y o f education' . 

Source: Adapted from UNESCO , 1993, p.7 8 
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Activity 7 
Consider these tasks  based on the previous and  following boxes: 

• Conduct  a small survey of educators and members of  the  public to 
determine their  notion  of  'standards'  in  education. Do  they equate 
standards with: achieved levels of  proficiency as handed down by public 
examinations? Or is  there more of an  understanding of standards as a set 
of prescriptions detailed beforehand that students  should attain? Do  they 
subscribe to  a broader notion of  standards, as in the determinants of 
educational quality? Or  is  there some other understanding  of 'standards'? 

• Identify  the  sense in which the term 'standards' is  used in Box 9 below. 

Box 9 
Average Performance o f Student s in a Curriculum Are a 

If the individua l score s of a representative sampl e o f student s i n a 
country ar e added an d then divided by the numbe r o f students , one gets 
an overall average for performanc e i n a particular curriculu m area , at a 
particular age , for tha t country . The procedur e ma y not b e quite as 
simple as this i n practice, since adjustments ma y have to b e made to tak e 
into accoun t th e disproportional samplin g of student s i n differen t 
regions o r types o f school . The basic point , however , is that on e is 
seeking to represen t i n quantitative term s the average level o f 
performance i n the country . 

This information i s of limited value in itsel f because i t does no t tel l us 
whether the average obtained can be regarded as 'satisfactory' o r 
'unsatisfactory'. I t can be useful , however, i f comparative data ar e available 
with which the obtained averag e score can be compared. Thus, the 
information coul d b e usefu l as an indication o f whether standard s i n the 
country were , in general, stable, rising, or falling , if comparabl e 
information were available from an earlier poin t i n time. I t could als o be 
useful i f similar informatio n wer e available from other countries , as is the 
case in international studie s o f assessment . 

Source: Adapted from Greaney and Kellaghan , 1996 , p. 63 
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Summary 

Putting this together , w e come u p wit h a n understanding tha t al l the sense s 
of the term , 'standards' , are related . When developin g curricula , educator s 
are mindfu l o f th e genera l prescribe d minimu m level s o f competencie s tha t 
world organisation s an d o r nationa l developmen t plan s la y dow n a s desirabl e 
to upgrad e th e huma n resource s o f a  country o r region . I n turn , thes e 
competencies guid e th e decision s o f publi c examinatio n an d nationa l 
assessment bodie s i n ho w the y creat e tes t items , mark an d grad e scripts . 
And, certainl y thes e 'minimu m competencies ' ca n b e bette r transmitte d i n 
classrooms equippe d wit h traine d personne l an d up-to-dat e resources . 
Hence, i f persons onl y identif y on e 'sense ' b y whic h the y understan d 
'standards', i t i s obvious tha t tha t implicitl y invoke s th e othe r 'senses ' wit h 
which 'standards ' ar e associated . As an example, refer t o Bo x 1 0 where ther e 
are regiona l prescription s o f standards , expected t o b e attaine d throug h th e 
specific an d genera l objective s o f curricul a an d examinations . I f there i s a 
'gap' betwee n wha t ha s bee n prescribe d an d wha t i s attained, then on e ca n 
reasonably questio n th e 'quality ' o f educatio n bein g delivered . 

Box 10 

Defining Educational Standard s in the Easter n Caribbea n 

Quality educatio n i s broadly define d i n terms o f educational standard s 
expected o f student s a t the end of secondary schooling . They should : 

(a) Posses s literacy an d numeracy skill s that allo w them to : 

(i) rea d with comprehension newspaper s o r magazines ; health, 
disaster preparednes s o r agricultura l bulletins ; (ii ) writ e legibl e 
letters i n standard Englis h to a  friend, prospective employe r o r 
Government bureau ; (iii ) expres s views in an articulate an d logica l 
manner; (iv ) handl e importan t basi c computations i n everyda y 
financial transactions ; 

(b) Kno w how to fin d information throug h th e us e of libraries , 
directories an d encyclopedias, maps and charts, and moder n 
electronic devices ; 

(c) Demonstrat e positiv e habit s and good interpersona l skill s in th e 
interaction with family , community, visitors and in group relationship s 
generally; 
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(d) Demonstrat e reasonabl e understanding and appreciation of scientific 
and technological processes as these pertain to nature , the 
environment and everyday life; 

(e) Demonstrat e a  working knowledge of and functional capacity in at 
least one foreign language; 

(f) Hav e an appreciation for a wide range of music, art, dance, dramatic 
expressions, and have some practical competence in expressing 
oneself in at leas t one of these areas; 

(g) Posses s functional knowledge and skills to facilitate entry into the 
world of work or to continue formal education; 

(h) Posses s functional knowledge and skills needed for civic 
participation -

(i) a s citizens of a democratic state , 
(ii) a s participants in civic organisations, 
(iii) as members of the Caribbean Community ; 

(i) Hol d to a value system that espouses a noble vision of Caribbean 
society and of Caribbean people and high principles pertaining to 
personal integrity, honesty, truthfulness and goodness. 

Source: OECS , 1991 , pp. 71 - 72 

Activity 8 

Consider this task  and these questions: 

• Which  of these standards are  relatively 'easy' to test via  traditional 
curricula and assessment practices? 

• Research  the  topic 'Educational Objectives'. Identify  the standards above, 
which lie in the 'affective' domain. 

• It  is  possible that some affective objectives can be tested via 'authentic 
assessment'. Research  this  topic  and evaluate to what extent authentic 
assessment is used in schools or  public and national assessments. 

• How  valid is the proposition then  that  educators or  the public in general 
can pronounce on 'falling standards?' 

141 



Prescribed standard s i n specifi c curriculu m area s 

It i s only i n the specifi c curriculu m are a o f literac y tha t ther e hav e bee n 
extensive internationa l effort s t o com e u p wit h a  common standar d o f a 
literate perso n an d translation o f thi s int o nationall y prescribe d standard s a t 
every stag e an d leve l o f schooling . 

A person is functionally literate  who  can engage in all  those  activities in 
which literacy is  required for effective  functioning of  his  [her]  group  and 
community and  also  for enabling  him  [her]  to  continue  to  use  reading, 
writing and  calculation  for  his  [her]  own  and the  community's  development. 
(UNESCO, 1993 , p.79) . 

Each country ca n eithe r devis e standardise d test s t o determin e t o wha t 
extent the y ar e achieving this prescriptio n and/or , the y ca n participat e i n 
international literac y survey s s o tha t the y hav e a  good ide a o f wher e the y 
stand compare d t o othe r countrie s agains t th e standard . 

Millward, below , objects t o th e rigorou s institutio n o f standardise d testin g o f 
reading i n school s i n the Unite d Kingdom . The purpos e o f suc h tests i s t o 
ensure accountabilit y -  tha t th e educatio n syste m i s delivering the minimu m 
standards prescribed . However , the proces s o f readin g i s multi-dimensiona l 
and testing can only touc h fe w aspects . Emphasi s o n devising , monitorin g 
and evaluatin g standard s ca n unnecessaril y circumscrib e education . 

Box 11 

Standards and Basics 

Talk of standards implies carefully define d benchmarks which can be use d 
to describe actions an d responses as being correct o r incorrect . 
Standards are decentred, they deman d consistency ove r time an d the y 
are applied indiscriminately across  a population. Progress against a 
standard is marked in terms of moving closer t o th e nor m o r mor e nearl y 
meeting the criteria . There are elements of the readin g process which can 
be standardised. It i s possible, for example , to identif y carefull y define d 
benchmarks (dictionar y definition s o f words or grapho-phoni c 
correspondence) an d to recor d correc t an d incorrect response s (righ t 
answers to comprehensio n exercise s or correc t pronunciation) . I t i s 
possible to trea t text s as constant ove r time ('Wha t i s Shakespeare 
saying here?') an d not difficul t t o se t out a  hierarchy o f features (movin g 
from, say a recognition o f initia l letters , to vowels, to blend s and diagraphs 
to string s o f letters and so on) whic h describes an d prescribes progress . 
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It is possible to describe elements of the reading process in this way, but 
it is immediately apparent that these benchmarks are not like the 
standard for measuring railway tracks. 

It might be argued that we are only finding our way into describing 
standard features of the reading process and that, with time and with 
good teaching, we could expect to refine these benchmarks and make the 
standards more reliable. The important thing , so it might be said, is that 
we have identified significant aspects of reading (mostly concerned with 
decoding skills and the ability to say what a list of words or phrases 
mean) and that proper teaching of these skills will not only make children 
into proficient reader s but also make the assessment procedures more 
reliable. After all, it is reassuring to know what to teach and reassuring to 
know that you have the procedures for deciding whether people have 
learned their lessons well. I t is not hard to see how standardised testing 
can lead to children being taught the 'basics' , and it is more than just a 
happy world which manages to ensure that the basics in reading are 
those elements of the reading process which are most easily tested. 

However, this approach leads to a sterile account of reading with 
emphasis upon decoding, word building and 'given' meanings, and it is a 
description of the reading process which is severely limited. It is also a 
distortion. That the account represents only parts of the reading process 
for so long as it is made clear that only aspects of reading are being 
tested and for so long as there is 'no pretence that the results will tell a 
teacher or a parent all there is to know about the child as a reader'. 
However, the data recovered from standardised tests are usually treated 
as a measure of reading (consider only the implication of giving a child a 
reading age of, say, 7.9 years) and the standardise d elements of the 
reading process are thereby presented as the essence of reading. That 
does matter. As readers' performances against these standards ar e seen 
to fall, it is easy to see how remedial action might be directed towards 
the standards. The 'basics' for success is realising standard performances. 
It is also easy to se e how these standards can encourage teachers to take 
a narrow view of the reading process, a view which is reflected in their 
teaching and which colours the children's view of what counts as success 
in reading. This may bring disappointing results, but i t helps us to see 
why the outcomes of reading tests are only rarely unexpected and it 
points to one of the reasons why the testers are able to claim high levels 
of content validity for their tests. We are in danger of being knotted up in 
a closed circle and condemned to a spiral defined by standards an d 
'basics'. Within such a spiral there can be no room for the readin g 
process and it can lead to a curriculum which, 'through the assessment 
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framework emphasises the ability to conform to conventional correctness , 
and to produce prescribed responses' . The focus is 'almost entirel y on a 
narrow conception of word identification and on children spottin g 
'correct' meanin g in texts. This may be a narrow and dispiriting view of 
reading, but it lends itsel f readil y to testing. 

Source: Adapted from Millward , 1994 , pp.88-8 9 

Activity 9 
Consider the following issues: 

• Should  there be one literacy standard for all students at a  specific grade 
level, or  several to accommodate individual differences? 

• Are  there other, possibly  more meaningful ways, of  setting standards? 
Investigate different approaches to  setting standards (Tuijnman et ai, 
1994). 

• Identify  the ways in  which the setting, monitoring and evaluation of 
standards are a 'values-laden' exercise. 

International evaluatio n o f educational assessmen t 

When a  country embark s on national assessment s o f its education syste m in 
the interest s o f greater accountability , i t ofte n ha s to become involve d as 
well in international comparison s t o obtain a  more complet e pictur e o f what 
the syste m is achieving. What exactl y wil l be compared? A  score of some 
kind measure d agains t a  standard. National assessment s nee d to be 
compared to pas t interna l assessment s to monito r 'standards ' i n the country 
over time , as well as compared t o the performance o f other countrie s t o 
determine whethe r a n acceptable leve l of performance i s being achieved at 
home. 

The IE A (International Evaluatio n o f Educational Assessment ) has 
undertaken man y cross-nationa l survey s wher e test s are made as equivalent 
as possible s o that comparison s ca n be meaningful. The IEA also extend s 
assistance and technical expertis e i n other way s of assessing the system -
the emphasi s i s not only on testing. We are going to look i n some detai l at 
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the experienc e o f th e Dominica n Republi c (Bo x 12 ) i n carryin g ou t 
assessments o f it s educatio n syste m wit h th e hel p o f th e IEA . You wil l notic e 
that bot h qualitativ e a s well as quantitative dat a ar e collected s o tha t th e 
notion o f 'standards ' tha t i s being invoked her e ha s to d o wit h dat a derive d 
from test s a s well a s from qualitativ e factor s havin g to d o wit h th e 
conditions an d contex t o f learning . 

Box 12 

Dominican Republic : The Stud y on Teaching and Learnin g of 
Mathematics 

Most policy-maker s do no t kno w the educationa l achievemen t score s in 
mathematics an d language attained b y student s spendin g a few years in 
the classroom. Therefore they d o no t kno w i f the qualit y i s better o r wors e 
over time. Unfortunately, man y Lati n American countrie s stil l lac k nationa l 
evaluation system s to determin e curriculu m area s that nee d improvement -
systems that ca n generate innovativ e an d viable programme s t o improv e 
instruction an d learning in the variou s curriculum subjects . In fact, i t i s 
often lef t t o th e teacher alon e to determin e whethe r a  student shoul d b e 
promoted to th e nex t primar y grade . Under thi s system , how can one be 
sure whether standard s in one schoo l are the sam e as standards i n 
another? 

In 1980 , a group o f professors initiated th e TLMDR (th e teaching and 
learning of mathematic s i n the Dominica n Republic ) project . Dominica n 
professors decided t o poo l their knowledg e i n different area s to focu s on a 
neglected bu t importan t aspec t o f education -  th e evaluation of classroo m 
teaching and learning. One reaso n for interes t i n classroom mathematic s 
teaching/learning was the perceptio n tha t educator s di d no t kno w ho w wel l 
scientific an d technological knowledg e appropriat e t o Lati n America was 
being produced i n the classroom. The lack o f sufficien t Dominica n Republi c 
college student s intereste d and competent i n the science s could also be 
traced to poo r teachin g of basic sciences and mathematics i n primary an d 
secondary schools . In fact, educators ha d very littl e reliabl e informatio n 
concerning the quantit y an d quality o f mathematics learne d by student s i n 
the Dominica n Republic . Moreover, very little was known about th e way 
teachers taught dail y mathematic s classes. 

It was against thi s background tha t th e IE A International Mathematic s 
Study provide d th e opportunit y t o shar e access to expertise , experienc e 
and technological know-ho w accumulate d by the IE A since the  lat e 1960s . 
National expectation s fo r th e stud y wer e to receiv e empirica l data whic h 
could b e used to design new strategies to improv e the teachin g and 
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learning of mathematics in the Dominican Republic . The strategie s would 
be based on information obtained from national samples of both teachers 
and students interacting with each other in the instructiona l framework. 
Comparisons with other education systems, both similar to and different 
from the Dominican Republic, could show how well students were doing on 
the basis of 'the international yardstick' . The earlier stud y (1980s ) pave d 
the way for participation in the newer international mathematics and 
science study now being conducted in over fifty countrie s by the IEA. 

Like all international comparative studies , TLMDR wa s conceived as a 
broad-based, comparative investigatio n of the mathematic s curriculum as 
prescribed, taught and learned. For the purposes of the study , the 
mathematics curriculum was seen to consist of three dimensions: 
intended (officia l documents), implemented (classroo m teaching) and 
attained (studen t achievement gain on a pre- and post- tes t design). In 
addition to the curriculum analysis, the design allowed the study of 
several non-school factors, such as family influences, since it is always 
more appropriate to study an education system within its social context. 

TLMDR mathematic s tests were administered at the beginning and end of 
the school year to a random sample of 5,342 student s in the target 
populations (1 3 an d 1 7 year olds). Achievement tests consisted of a 40-
item core and 4 rotate d forms of 35 item s each, from which students 
answered the core items and one rotated set of questions. In addition to 
the mathematics test, a student questionnaire was developed to gather 
information about parental occupation and education, students' 
nutritional practices, the occupational expectations of students and 
attitudes toward school and learning. Similarly, a questionnaire was 
developed for teachers, requesting information about academic training, 
teacher workload, instructional materials and practices, opinions about the 
mathematics process and attitudes towards mathematics. A classroom 
process questionnaire was developed to gather information about 
methods and procedures used to teach algebra, geometry, measurement , 
etc. Finally, a questionnaire was developed which gathered informatio n 
about the opportunities students had had during their current or previous 
school year to learn the mathematics needed to answer the test items. 

Some findings from the study: all school types in the Dominica n Republi c 
were below the internationa l norms, with the private schoo l student s 
performing best among the school types in the country. I n fact, the pre-
test average score in the private school group was higher than the post -
test score in all the other schoo l forms. 

Source: Adapte d from Luna, 1992, pp.448-5 1 

146 



Summary 

From the abov e accoun t th e followin g i s evident : 

• Test s constructe d fo r publi c examination s canno t b e use d fo r th e 
purposes o f nationa l assessment s althoug h bot h ar e created wit h a  simila r 
attention t o rigour . 

• A  nationa l assessmen t extend s fa r beyon d th e computatio n o f ra w score s 
and compariso n wit h a n internationa l standard . 

• Nationa l assessment s ar e conceived a s multi-faceted exercise s wher e th e 
opportunity i s taken t o gathe r a s much dat a a s possible o n classroo m a s 
well a s non-classroom factors . 

• Th e notio n o f standard s eviden t her e i s the settin g o f minimu m 
competencies fo r particula r ag e an d grad e level s an d the n compariso n 
across internationa l contexts . 

• Lo w performanc e measure d agains t th e standar d shoul d signa l tha t 
improvements ar e necessar y i n the system . 

• Give n th e subjectivity , ambiguit y an d 'narrow ' interpretatio n associate d 
with th e selection , monitoring an d evaluatio n o f standards , educators an d 
planners conductin g nationa l assessment s shoul d b e awar e tha t 
accountability issue s canno t b e base d o n quantitativ e dat a alone . 

• Standard s ca n b e regarde d a s a general indicato r o f syste m performanc e 
- th e hos t o f othe r contextua l dat a collecte d indicate s awarenes s tha t 
analysis o f th e syste m depend s o n a  great variet y o f factors an d standard s 
are just a  tool t o indicat e whethe r somethin g i s wrong. 

• Nationa l assessment s ca n revea l equit y issue s entrenche d i n the system , 
for example , performance o f rura l vs . urban schools , private vs . state-
owned, denominationa l vs . non-denominational, o r curriculu m option s 
that see m aligned t o gender , ethni c o r socio-economi c factors . 

• Nationa l assessment s ca n als o revea l i f stat e fund s ar e bein g use d 
efficiently. Rapi d turnover o f teachin g staff , hig h teacher pupi l ratios , 
increasing rate s o f repetition , attrition an d drop-out s a s well a s a larg e 
percentage o f student s bein g unabl e t o obtai n minimu m credential s a t th e 
end o f secondar y schoolin g signa l tha t investment s i n education ar e no t 
realising targeted goals . 

• Th e 'quality ' o f educatio n i s also reveale d throug h th e variou s dat a 
collection device s o f nationa l assessments . Curriculum analysi s become s a 

147 



must whe n larg e number s o f student s ar e failing to attai n minimu m 
standards. Teacher trainin g and classroo m strategie s als o com e unde r 
scrutiny a s well as the calibr e o f text s an d othe r resources . Teache r 
opinions ar e invaluabl e i n pinpointin g problem s i n the system . 

Wrap-up an d extende d reflectio n 

Launching a  revolution  in  standards  and  assessments 

The poin t i s that standard s wil l b e meaningles s i f student s continu e t o b e 
tested withou t regar d t o them . Unles s curren t test s change , the standard s 
will withe r an d die . Teachers kno w tha t the y wil l b e judged b y tes t results , 
and they wil l continu e t o teac h t o th e test s b y whic h the y ar e judged. Tests 
must tes t knowledg e an d skill s tha t ar e meaningfu l t o students . The test s 
should b e base d o n wha t childre n lear n i n class , and wha t the y lear n i n clas s 
should b e worth knowin g an d doin g an d using . 

Standards ar e the startin g poin t o f educatio n reform . You canno t desig n a n 
assessment unles s you hav e agreement abou t wha t childre n shoul d learn . In 
the absenc e o f nationa l standards , we hav e evolved a  haphazard, accidental, 
disconnected nationa l curriculu m base d o n mass-marke t textbook s an d 
standardised, multiple-choice tests . 

Education refor m mus t begi n wit h broa d agreemen t o n wha t childre n shoul d 
learn. Learning , after all , is the hear t an d sou l o f education . When ther e i s 
no agreemen t regardin g wha t student s shoul d learn , then eac h par t o f th e 
education syste m pursue s different , sometime s contradictory , goals . As a 
result, our educatio n syste m i s riddled wit h inequity , incoherence , an d 
inefficiency. 

In the summe r o f 199 1 th e departmen t sponsore d a  meeting with educatio n 
ministers fro m 15  Asia n Pacifi c countries . The subjec t o f th e meetin g was 
standards fo r th e 2 1 st century . Th e Unite d State s wa s one o f th e fe w 
participants tha t ha d no t establishe d nationa l standards . Whe n w e asked th e 
various minister s wh y thei r societ y ha d se t nationa l standards , they al l gave 
the sam e dual answer : to promot e equalit y o f opportunit y an d t o promot e 
high achievement . A s they explaine d it , withou t explici t standard s som e 
schools woul d se t hig h standard s an d other s woul d no t (an d withou t 
assessments, n o on e woul d kno w th e difference) . Moreover , explici t 
standards enable d student s t o judge thei r performanc e agains t clea r goals , 
thus raisin g everyone's expectations . 

Ravitch, 1993 , p.77 2 
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