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Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

Abstract

Teachers’ conceptions are powerful in shaping the quality of their instructional
practice. The purpose of this thesis is to defend a four-facet model of teachers’
conceptions of assessment, which revolves around emphasising improvement or school
accountability, or student accountability purposes or treating assessment as irrelevant.
Further, it explores how those conceptions relate to teachers’ conceptions of learning,
teaching, curriculum, and teacher efficacy.

A literature review is used to identify the major conceptions. Multiple studies
led to a 50-item Teachers’ Conceptions of Assessment (COA-III) questionnaire based
on the four main conceptions of assessment. Structural equation modelling showed a
close fit of a hierarchical, multi-dimensional model to the data. Teachers moderately
agreed with the improvement conceptions and the system accountability conception.
Teachers disagreed that assessment was irrelevant. However, teachers had little
agreement that assessment was for student accountability. Improvement, school, and
student accountability conceptions were positively correlated. The irrelevance
conception was inversely related to the improvement conception and not related to the
system accountability conception.

A four-factor structure of teachers’ beliefs about assessment, curriculum,
teaching, learning, and teacher efficacy, was found. Teachers agreed that assessment
influences and improves their teaching and student learning. They agreed less strongly
that assessment, measuring surface learning only, makes schools, teachers, and students
accountable and that teachers are able to conduct assessment through a systematic
technological approach. They agreed at a similar level with student centred learning
that involves deep approaches to learning, divorced from assessment. They disagreed
with a telling type of teaching that focuses only on intellectual development of students
or on reconstruction or reform of society.

Use of the CoA-III makes teachers’ conceptions of assessment more explicit and
will assist in the development of teacher training programs, the design of assessment
policy, and enhance further research into educational assessment practices.
Furthermore, explicit attention to teachers’ conceptions of assessment is expected to be
a precursor to teachers’ self-regulation of their assessment beliefs and practices.

© 2002, Gavin Thomas Lumsden Brown
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Introduction

Understanding and communicating assessment information has been identified
as one of the most critical teacher professional development needs in the field of
educational measurement expertise (Plake, Impara, & Fager, 1993). Furthermore,
understanding what teachers believe about assessment is critical in designing and
implementing appropriate teacher professional development. Tittle (1994, p. 161) has
proposed that understanding teachers’ conceptions of assessment is crucial in
implementing assessment systems; “test theory and validity theory need expansion to
encompass ... theories of teaching, learning, curriculum, and change, and to view the
interpreter and user as central to the development and evaluation of assessments”.
Ekeblad and Bond (1994) argued, in the process of advocating for phenomenographic
research, that changes to the quality of student learning outcomes may depend on
research that shows the internal relations between persons and things experienced; in
this case the relationship of teachers to assessment.

Teachers’ beliefs are understood as being organised into systems wherein some
beliefs are more central or primary and others may be derived or peripherally linked to
those central beliefs (Pajares, 1992; Thompson, 1992). Beliefs are the meanings
connected to psychological objects or phenomena that are used as a culturally defined
lens through which sense is made of events, people, and interactions (Pratt, 1992a) and
which are contingent upon environmental contexts that define the objects and sense
makers (Ekeblad & Bond, 1994). A wide variety of language has been used to refer to
teachers’ beliefs, including ‘teachers’ subjectively reasonable beliefs’ (Harootunian &
Yarger, 1981), ‘untested assumptions’ (Calderhead, 1996), and ‘implicit theories’

(Clark & Peterson, 1986).
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However, in order to more efficiently address the differences between and
relationships among knowledge, beliefs, belief systems, and belief clusters and the
varying terminology referring to beliefs, Thompson (1992, p. 130) invoked conceptions
“as a more general mental structure, encompassing beliefs, meanings, concepts,
propositions, rules, mental images, preferences, and the like”. Furthermore,
conceptions represent different categories of ideas held by teachers behind their
descriptions of how educational things are experienced (Pratt, 1992a). Thus,
conceptions act as a framework though which a teacher views, interprets, and interacts,
with the teaching environment (Marton, 1981). It is in this manner that a wide view of
conceptions as an organising framework by which an individual understands, responds
to, and interacts with a phenomenon is taken in this research. Nevertheless, the
structure of teachers’ conceptions is not uniform and simple; conceptions appear to be
multi-faceted and interconnected. Indeed, findings exist that suggest that, “the
conceptions that teachers do hold ... do not fit neatly into the research-based typology
and that they may be more complex and eclectic than those of ... researchers” (Clark &
Peterson, 1986, p. 287) and that there are “wide variations in teachers’ belief systems”
even when teachers share a commitment to similar educational practices (Clark &
Peterson, 1986, p. 289).

The study of teachers’ conceptions of assessment is important because evidence
exists that teachers’ conceptions of teaching, learning, and curricula influence strongly
how teachers teach and what students learn or achieve (Calderhead, 1996, Clark &
Peterson, 1986; Pajares, 1992; Thompson, 1992). Indeed, teachers’ beliefs about
student self-confidence, morale, creativity, and work are, as Asch (1976, p. 18) argued,
“closely linked to one’s choice of evaluation techniques”. Tittle (1994, p. 151)

proposed that teachers “construct schemas or integrate representations from assessments
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into existing views of the self, of teaching and learning, and of the curriculum, broadly
construed”. From their survey of elementary school teachers, Cizek, Fitzgerald, Shawn,
and Rachor (1995) argued that, based on the highly individualistic nature of assessment
practices, many teachers seem to have assessment policies based on their idiosyncratic
values and conceptions of teaching. In a study of high school English classes, Kahn
(2000) has argued that teachers used a wide variety of seemingly conflicting assessment
types because they eclectically held and practiced transmission-oriented and
constructivist models of teaching and learning.

Thus, all pedagogical acts, including teachers’ perceptions of and evaluations of
student behaviour and performance (i.c., assessment), are affected by the conceptions
teachers have about their own confidence to teach, the act of teaching, the nature of
curriculum or subjects, the process and purpose of assessment, and the nature of
learning among many educational beliefs. It is critical that the conceptions teachers
have about teaching, learning, assessment, curriculum, and teacher efficacy and the
relationships of those conceptions among and between each other are made explicit and
visible. This is especially so, if it is considered prudent or advisable that teachers’

conceptions be changed (Borko, Mayfield, Marion, Flexer, & Cumbo, 1997).

The New Zealand Context

Environmental constraints and opportunities play an important role in any model
of teachers’ thoughts and actions (Clark and Peterson, 1986; Dahlin, Watkins, &
Ekholm, 2001). It is important to briefly describe the New Zealand educational context
because it may be significant in understanding teachers’ conceptions. In the last decade
and a half large structural changes have been initiated in education. Prior to these

changes, described below, New Zealand had a centralised, national, bureaucratic system
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wherein all things educational (e.g., policy, curriculum, school infrastructure, teacher
training, teachers’ salaries, school and teacher inspection, student leaving qualifications,
and school governance) were determined for primary schools by the Department of
Education (Crooks, 2002).

In the late 1980s, a significant change to the administration of education was
implemented under the title Tomorrow’s Schools. The present New Zealand Ministry
of Education (MoE) was created out of the old Department of Education as a policy
only body. Other statutory bodies were created to deal with important functions
devolved from the MoE; specifically, the Education Review Office (ERO) was made
responsible for quality assurance of schools, the New Zealand Qualifications Authority
(NZQA) was made responsible for secondary and tertiary level qualifications, and,
perhaps most radically, all schools were made responsible for their own administration
and management, through single-school boards (Wylie, 1997).

In the early 1990s, the MoE created the New Zealand Curriculum Framework
(NCF) of seven essential learning areas (i.e., Language and Languages, Mathematics,
Science, Social Science, Physical Well-being and Health, Technology, and Arts) each
of which was broken into eight hierarchical levels of achievement covering Years 1-13.
At the same time the New Zealand Qualifications Framework (NQF) was instituted
which, like the NCF, has eight levels of certification ranging from Level 1 (School
Certificate at the time of this research is being replaced by the National Certificate of
Educational Achievement 1) expected in Year 11 (approximately age 16) of schooling
to Level 8 (awarded as an equivalent to a doctorate degree). The goal in the NQF and
NCF policy developments was a seamless education system that wove together
curriculum and qualifications from childhood to adulthood. In addition, legislation (the

National Educational Goals and National Administrative Guidelines) was enacted that
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required schools to ensure that students reached expected levels of achievement,
especially in literacy and numeracy. It was a particular responsibility of the ERO to
verify that schools were complying with this legislation. Fiske and Ladd (2000) provide
an excellent review of the impact of this restructuring on New Zealand schools.

New Zealand schools are generally either in the Primary (Years 1-8) or
Secondary (Years 9-13) sectors each having different employment arrangements
through collective employment contracts with two different teacher unions. The
Primary sector consists of three major school types: Contributing (Years 1-6),
Intermediate (Years 7-8), and Full (Years 1-8). Though it should be noted that some
secondary schools have attached or integrated intermediate school departments. The
greatest proportion of students progress through contributing and intermediate schools
before commencing secondary schooling (Crooks, 2002). Students begin Year 1 at age
five and the nominal age of students in each year is determined by adding that value to
each school year. The MoE determines the socio-economic status of schools by
considering income and ethnicity characteristics of each school community. The socio
economic status of the cohort of students for each school is identified by its decile with
ten being the highest and one the lowest.

Despite the external accountability role of the ERO, there is no centrally
mandated testing of students in primary schools (Crooks, 2002). Assessment in primary
schools is voluntary and Crooks (2002) provides a good description of the various
assessment issues and practices around primary school use of teacher-made
observations, conversations, checklists, and standardised tests. In the context of self-
managing schools, assessment practices are school-based. High proportions of schools
have reported use in at least one class of the voluntary, standardised Progressive

Achievement Tests of language skills while only half reported using the same series’
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mathematics tests (Croft & Reid, 1991). More recently, it was found that a large
number of standardised achievement and diagnostic assessment tools were being used
in New Zealand primary schools with most teachers reporting that the use of voluntary
diagnostic assessments frequently or always altered the way they taught their students
(Croft, Strafford, & Mapa, 2000). The stake or consequence of these school-based
assessments is low with teachers assessing their students to identify their strengths and
weaknesses in progress towards curriculum objectives and to evaluate the quality of
teaching programmes (M. Hill, 2000a).

Assessment in secondary schools is also voluntary, but nearly every student
participates in one or more of the various national qualifications assessments in Years
11, 12, and 13. These high-stakes qualifications, determined by the National
Qualifications Framework, include the New Zealand Qualification Authority’s external
3-hour subject examinations at School Certificate (Year 11) and School Bursary (Year
13) levels, internally assessed unit standards towards National and Sixth Form
Certificates (Year 12), and the new National Certificate of Educational Achievement
standards (Crooks, 2002 provides further details of the system).

Several qualitative, case-study descriptions of teachers’ understandings of
assessment in the context of professional development in assessment have been reported
in New Zealand (Cowie, 2000; Dixon, 1999; Hill, J., 1998; Hill, M., 2000a) and will be

referred to in the review of literature.

Structure of Thesis

This thesis grew out of an interest in how teachers teach and how students learn
in the context of preparation for external high-stakes and internal low-stakes

examinations. The impact of the assessment regime in secondary schools (documented
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in part in Study 1) led to a review of the literature on what teachers believe about
assessment, beyond what textbooks on educational measurement and classroom
assessment argued teachers ought to believe about assessment. That review found little
empirical information on how teachers conceive of assessment, and thus began research
into the development of a tool to obtain insight into teachers’ conceptions of
assessment. It was expected that a variety of conceptions would be found.

Thus, the purpose of this research was to investigate how teachers conceive of
assessment, and then to ascertain the structure of those conceptions, and how those
various conceptions of assessment related to each other. Also, it was intended to
determine the strength of agreement that teachers might have for each conception by
obtaining a sample representative and large enough to make generalisations about
teachers’ conceptions of assessment. Further, it was intended to gain an understanding
of how teachers’ conceptions of assessment relate to their conceptions of learning,
teaching, curriculum, and teacher efficacy. The common methodological approach
taken in all the studies in this research is that of attitude scale development which
involves both qualitative and quantitative approaches. Specifically, this involved
generating statements based on literature and research related to the topic of interest,
getting participants to indicate degree of agreement, factor analysis of responses to
detect mathematical patterns that could be meaningfully interpreted in light of the
literature, and verification of the factor structure through simultaneous equation
modelling.

Chapter one reviews the literature on conceptions of learning and assessment
and briefly overviews conceptions of curriculum, teaching, and teacher efficacy.

Models of learning, curriculum, teaching, and teacher efficacy were adopted from
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previous research, while a four-facet model of teachers’ conceptions of assessment was
developed.

The second chapter presents two studies in which primary and secondary school
teachers’ conceptions of learning, teaching, and assessment were explored. The
approach used to obtain data from teacher self-reporting of beliefs (e.g., response scale
format, avoidance of negatively worded items) was developed in these studies. The
first study clearly pointed to the important role of assessment in the life of teachers and
the second identified a range of beliefs about assessment.

The studies reported in chapter two provided a basis for further studies wherein
an instrument to measure teachers’ conceptions of assessment was researched and
developed. Thus, chapter three takes up the development of a model of and an
instrument to measure teachers’ conceptions of assessment in a series of three studies. A
Likert-style self-report instrument was administered to over 500 primary school
teachers and a measurement model analysis of the data led to a robust hierarchical,
intercorrelated model of teachers’ conceptions of assessment. That tool was then used
to shed light on how teachers’ beliefs about learning, curriculum, teaching itself, and
their efficacy as teachers related to their conceptions of assessment.

The fourth chapter analyses the relationship of teachers’ conceptions of
assessment with their conceptions of curriculum, learning, teaching, and teacher
efficacy and with their self-reported assessment practices. By treating the various scale
scores as observed variables a further meta-level measurement model was developed.
That model reduced teachers’ conceptions to four main factors (i.e., external checking,
assessment influences learning, student centred learning, and telling for change).

The last chapter summarises methods and findings and discusses possible

implications of the data. From a series of inter-connected studies, has grown an
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integrated understanding of what assessment means to New Zealand teachers and which
acts as a basis for future research into the implication of those beliefs for teaching and
assessment practice. The chapter concludes with possible directions for future research

based on the findings and hypotheses generated by this research.
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CHAPTER |. TEACHERS’ INSTRUCTIONAL
CONCEPTIONS: LEARNING, CURRICULUM, TEACHING,
EFFICACY, AND ASSESSMENT

This chapter explores five key teachers’ instructional conceptions that impact on
educational achievement, those of learning, curriculum, teaching, efficacy, and
assessment. Calderhead (1996, p. 719) argued that there were five main areas in which
teachers have been found to hold significant beliefs (i.e., beliefs about learners and
learning, teaching, subjects or curriculum, learning to teach, and about the self and the
nature of teaching) and noted that “such areas, however, could well be interconnected,
so that beliefs about teaching, for instance, may be closely related to beliefs about
learning and the subject”. It is the argument of this thesis that teachers’ conceptions of
assessment are an important part of this potentially interconnected set of teachers’
instructional beliefs that effect students’ learning outcomes. These beliefs constitute a
set of value premises from which decisions about curriculum objectives, content,
organisation, teaching strategies, learning activities, and instructional assessment are
made (Cheung & Ng, 2000). Thus, it is expected that what teachers believe about the
purpose of teaching and learning, what subjects should be taught, and how teachers
might be effective may be important to understanding teachers’ conceptions of
assessment.

This chapter reviews the literature on these instructional conceptions and gives
special attention to teachers’ conceptions of assessment as it was found that those
conceptions were the least well understood. First, teachers’ conceptions of learning are
reviewed. Learning is conceived of as a cognitive process involving remembering and
understanding material, which can range from surface to deep. Then, teachers’

conceptions of teaching and curriculum are reviewed and it is found that those
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conceptions vary along a continuum of teacher - student orientations. Next, teacher
efficacy conceptions are reviewed and it is shown that these are either an internal
confidence to effect student learning or an emphasis on external obstacles that prevent
teachers from effecting student learning. Finally, assessment is conceived around the
three purposes of improvement of learning, accountability of students, and
accountability of schools, to which teachers have varying conceptions that lead

acceptance or rejection.

Conceptions of Learning

A powerful model for understanding how teachers conceive of learning is the
surface-deep continuum developed in the last quarter of a century by researchers in
Scandinavia (Marton and Saljo, 1976), Australia (Biggs, 1987a), and Britain (Entwistle,
1997). Marton’s phenomenographic work (1981) focused attention on what students or
learners claimed as their intention or purpose for learning and the processes by which
the learning intention was carried out (Entwistle & Marton, 1984). A taxonomy of
learning views was developed that took account of the various surface and deep ways
people had of understanding learning. The surface approaches or conceptions included
a) remembering things, b) getting facts or details and c) applying information. In
contrast, the ‘deep’ approach to “learning is a qualitative change in one’s way of
understanding some aspect of reality” (Marton, 1983, p. 291). The deep views included
d) understanding new material for oneself without reference to rewards, e) perceiving or
understanding things in a different and more meaningful way, and f) developing or
changing as a person.

Biggs (1987a) identified in his 3P (i.e., presage, process, product) model of

learning that what students bring (presage factors such as student ability, home and

11



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

family characteristics, and other socio-demographic variables) to learning impinged on
the student’s selection of learning processes and purposes, as well as the products
created by the student. There were three major kinds of learning purposes: surface
purposes involved accurate reproduction of material; deep purposes emphasised making
meaningful connections; and achieving purposes had to do with maximising rewards
such as scores, or rank positions. In his process strategies, Biggs and Collis (1982)
identified a surface to deep taxonomy of learning products, called the Structure of
Observed Learning Outcomes (SOLO). The SOLO taxonomy described student
learning as being unistructural (i.e., focused on one idea or piece of information), multi-
structural (i.e., focused on more than one idea or piece of information handled serially
without reference to any connection between ideas or information), relational (i.e.,
focused on the interconnection between two or more ideas or bits of information), and
extended abstract (i.e., focused on the general principles underlying ideas or
information that can be extracted from data).

Thus, with both the Marton and Biggs models, the surface to deep conception
can be used to describe beliefs about the nature of learning, the purposes for learning,
the processes of learning, and the products of learning. The deep intention is to
understand ideas for oneself and is achieved by transforming information. The surface
intention emphasises coping with course requirements and is fulfilled by consuming or
reproducing information. Further, the surface approach to learning involves learners
applying teachable skills such as underlining, mind mapping, or mnemonics. A third
approach, achieving, has been identified that makes use of surface methods for a
relatively surface intention of obtaining the highest possible grades through concerted

organisation of time, space, materials, and information.
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The ‘surface’ approach to learning is associated with the act of reproducing
information that has been attended to, stored in, and retrieved from memory; for
example, “in situations where the learner’s aim is to gain new information or add to
their store of knowledge” (Howe, 1998, p. 10). MacKechnie and MacKechnie (1999)
found, in a review of programs at one New Zealand university for students entering
with an academically insufficient background, that the strategies focused on were
largely achievement-improvement skills such as note taking, time and study
management, library skills, and reading skills. Anthony (1994, 1997) has described the
use of learning strategies of Sixth Form mathematics students where she noted that the
surface-oriented requirements of assessment and students’ resistance to engaging in
self-regulated construction of knowledge resulted in a passive approach to learning.
She further found that, because of an emphasis on surface approaches, “the range and
quality of many students’ strategic behaviours were limited, and in many cases
ineffective in assisting their knowledge construction processes” (Anthony, 1997, p.2).

The difficulty with an over-emphasis on surface approaches to learning is that
learning is often a ‘less-structured’ task that “cannot be broken down into a fixed
sequence of subtasks or steps that consistently and unfailingly lead to the desired end
result” (Rosenshine, Meister, & Chapman, 1996, p.18). Further, learning “implies a
deliberate effort by the student to understand, remember, and use specified knowledge
or procedures” (Devine, 1991, p. 743). Additionally, Gall, Gall, Jacobsen, and Bullock
(1990, p. 10) emphasised that learning involves a variety of study skills; that is, “the
effective use of appropriate techniques for completing a learning task” [italics in
original], though it needs to be noted that there is little evidence for this claim.

While surface and deep conceptions of learning and studying can be invoked,

too often learners and teachers assume that surface beliefs and approaches are bad while
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deep ones are good. However, just as surface approaches alone cannot ensure learning
takes place, deep approaches alone cannot guarantee learning. Learning at all levels
requires active mental processing of information, the making of meaningful connections
between and among ideas and information, and repetition, practice, and memorisation
(Howe, 1998). Thus, learning requires deep (i.¢., active processing of information to
make meaningful connections) and surface (i.e., use of rehearsal and repetition)
practices and processes. Successful learners seem to understand that both surface and
deep processes are legitimately involved in learning and are able to select and
implement appropriate strategies (Purdie & Hattie, 1999).

A major factor that affects student learning is the nature of assessment that
generates learning outcomes or products and the resulting feedback. Learning is
affected by assessment systems, though perhaps more often negatively than otherwise
(Crooks, 1988). Success in learning depends on the type of assessment being prepared
for (Pressley, et al., 1997). Surface approaches to learning seem eminently sensible for
assessments for which one has only overnight to prepare (e.g., which of the following is
a planet between earth and the sun?), while deep approaches seem necessary for the
completion of multi-year innovative research. As a result of assessment students
usually receive feedback. External feedback from sources outside the student (e.g.,
scores, grades, or teacher comments) in response to learning outcomes contributes
somewhat to the learner’s understanding of the quality of learning processes and
products. However, it has been argued that internal monitoring of the quality of one’s
own learning processes and products (i.e., metacognitive evaluation) contributes even
more than external feedback to successful learning (Butler & Winne, 1995).

How assessment is conceived, and how those conceptions relate to conceptions

of teaching, curriculum, and learning is relatively unexplored (Dahlin, Watkins, &
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Ekholm, 2001). Recent phenomenographic research in Sweden and Hong Kong has
identified that tertiary lecturers’ conceptions of assessment impact on their
understandings about student motivation, curriculum content, student ability, and
student learning strategies (Dahlin, Watkins, & Ekholm, 2001). That research proposed
a continuum wherein assessment was understood as moving from an external relation to
teaching, learning, and curriculum until there is “a completely internal relation between
curriculum and assessment” wherein “understanding, reflecting, interpreting, analysing,
and relating” are essential to teaching, curriculum, student learning, and assessment
(Dahlin, Watkins, & Ekholm, 2001, p. 69). In a micro-study of three mathematics
teachers, Delandshere and Jones (1999) argued that teachers’ beliefs about assessment

are shaped by how they conceptualise learning and teaching.

Conceptions of Curriculum

Studies have explored how teachers conceive of teaching various subjects,
including mathematics, English, reading, language, history, and social studies
(Calderhead, 1996; Clark & Peterson; Thompson, 1992). These studies have shown
that teachers develop a subject understanding that is “broad and deep, enabling them to
facilitate the building of similar connections in the minds of others” (Calderhead, 1996,
p. 716). They also have shown that the way teachers understand their subject affects the
way they teach and assess. For example, in the field of mathematics, different major
conceptions of the subject (i.e., relational understanding and instrumental
understanding) are claimed to be “at the root of disagreements about what constitutes
‘sound’ approaches to the teaching of mathematics and what constitutes ‘sound’ student
assessment practices” (Thompson, 1992, p. 133). In particular, those who conceive of

mathematics in relational terms appear to emphasise authentic, problem-solving
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process-focused forms of assessment, while those who conceive of mathematics in
instrumental terms seem to emphasise correct answer-focused forms of assessment.

However, primary school teachers are not subject specialists for the most part;
they are generalists charged with responsibility for teaching all essential learning areas.
This indicates that examining how teachers conceive of the totality of school curriculum
instead of the separate subjects taught in classrooms is important. Curriculum has to do
with the answers to such commonplace questions as “what can and should be taught to
whom, when, and how?” (Eisner & Vallance, 1974). Teachers can be viewed as simply
delivery mechanisms or conduits for curriculum or else they can be understood to be
creators or makers of curriculum (Clandinin & Connelly, 1992). It is in the spirit of the
latter type that research into how teachers conceive of curriculum has been conducted.
Furthermore, where teachers are concerned with curriculum-based assessment, as they
are in the New Zealand context of curricula defined by eight levels of achievement
objectives and legislation that requires them to monitor student progress against such
objectives and levels, the orientation teachers have to curriculum may impact on what
they believe about and how they use assessment. For example, teachers who believe
curriculum is about transmission of traditional academic knowledge may well believe
assessment is about student accountability and, thus, tend to agree with the use of
surface-oriented, factual-recall, high-stakes, externally referenced, objectively scored
assessments.

At least five major orientations to curriculum have been found in a review of the
literature on what students should be taught (Eisner & Vallance, 1974). These
orientations included (a) the development of cognitive processes, (b) the finding of
efficient technological means to a set of agreed ends, (c) the primacy of self-

actualisation, (d) the importance of social reconstruction and relevance, and (e)
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traditional academic rationalism (Eisner & Vallance, 1974). While these conceptions of
curriculum have a different focus to those that interpret curriculum primarily in terms of
the politics of defining what is taught (e.g., curriculum as a fact, as practice, or as social
conflict in Goodson, 1995) or understanding the nature of what is taught (e.g.,
curriculum as race, gender, aesthetic, institutionalised, or poststructuralist texts in Pinar,
Reynolds, Slattery, & Taubman, 1995), they remain the focus of interest in this thesis.

Cheung (2000), found in a review of orientation to curriculum models that there
were common elements in the various models, among which were the five constructs
identified by Eisner and Vallance (1974). Specifically, they were (a) cognitive
processes or skills, (b) the role of technology, (¢) society and social change, (d)
humanistic concern for individual development, and (e) academic knowledge or
intellectual development. Like other research into teachers’ beliefs, Cheung (2000) has
argued that these orientations to curriculum (a) explain why teachers emphasise certain
topics, (b) clarify the real meaning or intent of curriculum documents, and (c) influence
both teacher professional and curriculum development. Inspection of curriculum
practice is not guaranteed to expose teachers’ true orientation to curriculum as various
contextual constraints may impose common curriculum practices on teachers with
highly divergent views of curriculum (Cheung & Ng, 2000). Although teachers have
interconnected conceptions of curriculum drawing on several orientations
simultaneously, there appear to be patterns in teacher conception of curriculum
(Cheung, 2000).

Cheung (2000) operationalised one model of curriculum conceptions that has
four major orientations (i.e., humanistic, social reconstructionistic, technological, and
academic) into a teacher self-report instrument. The humanistic conception advocates

that the student is the crucial source of all curriculum, the social reconstructionist
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perceives school as a vehicle for directing and assisting social reform or change, the
technological orientation focuses on finding efficient means of reaching planned
learning objectives through the use of modern technology, and the academic orientation
aims at developing students’ rational thinking and skills of inquiry. Cheung’s (2000)
research with Chinese speaking, Hong Kong primary school teachers found that the
highly inter-correlated technological and academic orientations most strongly explained
teacher conceptions of curriculum, closely followed by a humanistic orientation. The
social reconstructionist orientation was least prevalent though still positively and
moderately correlated with the three other curriculum orientations.

In a parallel study of teacher’s conceptions of science curriculum, Cheung and
Ng (2000) added a cognitive processes or skill orientation to the four previously
identified major orientations. They developed a self-report instrument with a Likert-
type response scale. Their results found that science teachers’ orientations were
predominantly cognitive processes oriented, though the other four orientations were not
substantially weaker. This situation of many strongly held orientations is described by
Cheung and Ng (2000, p. 367) as “complementary pluralism”.

These five curriculum conceptions appear to have some element of the surface to
deep continuum identified in the discussion of conceptions of learning. The order of
conceptions from surface to deep seems to be technological, cognitive processes or
skills, academic, humanistic, and social reconstructionistic. Thus, it is of interest to this
study to evaluate whether teachers’ conceptions of assessment are related in a

meaningful way to their conceptions of curriculum.
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Conceptions of Teaching

A number of independently developed models of teachers’ conceptions of
teaching (e.g., Gow & Kember, 1993; Pratt, 1992a; Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992;
Trigwell & Prosser, 1997) have been compared (Kember, 1997) and show that three
major approaches to teaching were found. The first is teacher-centred transmission of
content (i.e., knowledge or information), while the second is a student-centred
conceptual learning process. The complexity of teachers’ mental realities, however,
means that many teachers’ conceptions of teaching lay between, as much as at either
end of, the more surface-like first approach and the deeper second approach. The third
approach is a bridging one that involves student and teacher interaction or
apprenticeship. Kember (1997, p. 263) has argued that these conceptions are not
hierarchical but rather “an ordered set of qualitatively differing conceptions” ranging
from along the axis of teacher to student centred.

Thus, teachers have differing conceptions of teaching and this may make a
difference to how they conceive of assessment. Gow and Kember (1993) argued that
conceptions of teaching affect teaching methods used by teachers, the methods students
use to learn, and the learning outcomes students achieve. In other words, teachers who
conceive of teaching as being teacher-centred use a transmission of knowledge method
(e.g., lecture) and their students acquire a surface reproduction of knowledge. Thus, it
is argued that “the methods of teaching adopted, the learning tasks set, the assessment
demands made and the workload specified are strongly influenced by the orientation to
teaching” (Kember, 1997, p. 270). Ho, Watkins, and Kelly (2001) showed in a study of
planned change of teacher conceptions of teaching that teaching practice improved
promptly and student learning eventually improved when teachers adopted a more

advanced conception of teaching. Jensen, Kauchak, and Rowley (2001) showed in a

19



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

study of four teacher trainees that the candidate with the most constructivist, deep
learning conception of teaching actually learned much more about teaching than the
candidate with the most behaviourist, transmission-oriented, surface learning
conception of teaching. Samuelowicz (1994) showed that two teachers with differing
conceptions of teaching had differing conceptions and practices of assessment. The
first teacher, who had a deep, student-oriented conception of teaching, emphasised
assessment as a means of improving teaching, providing feedback to students to
improve their learning, and as a means of making students accountable. This teacher
emphasised higher-order, problem solving, and decision-making processes in
assessment tasks. On the other hand, the teacher who was more transmission, teacher-
oriented conceived of assessment only as a means of forcing students to be accountable
for their learning and emphasised recall of knowledge in assessment tasks.

Conceptions of teaching are assumed to be dependent on learning contexts
(Marton, 1981) such that different conceptions may be prevalent depending on
“differences in stage of schooling, major subject area, curriculum, evaluation system,
social and cultural background, etc” (Gao & Watkins, 2002, p. 62). Prosser and
Trigwell (1999) developed a set of contingent principles for good classroom learning
and teaching. They suggested that teachers must be continuously aware of the students’
learning situations, the contextually dependent nature of teaching, the perceptions
students have of teaching technologies, the diversity of students in a class, and the need
to constantly evaluate and improve teaching.

Within the context of the three major conceptions of teaching (i.e., teacher-
centred, bridging, student-centred), there are models that identify more finely first-order
factors of teachers’ conceptions of teaching. For example, Gao and Watkins (2002), in

a study of Chinese physics teachers, identified five conceptions designed along the
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teacher-student centred continuum described by Kember (1997). These conceptions
were identified as knowledge delivery, exam preparation, ability development, attitude
promotion, and conduct guidance and were grouped into two approaches. The
moulding approach involved the first two conceptions and the cultivating approach
involved the last three conceptions. Gao and Watkins developed a 37-item
questionnaire based on this model with over 700 secondary school physics teachers in
People’s Republic of China.

Another instrument, based on a similar model of teachers’ conceptions of
teaching has been developed in a series of multi-cultural studies (Pratt, 1992a; Pratt,
1992b; Hian, 1994; Pratt, 1997; Pratt & Associates, 1998; Pratt & Collins, 1998; Pratt
& Collins, 2001). The Teaching Perspectives Inventory (TPI) attempts to measure
beliefs about the nature of teaching by enquiring into teaching intentions, actions, and
beliefs. There are five perspectives that parallel the range of teacher-centred, surface
views to student-centred, deep views of the teaching-learning process. The most
teacher-oriented conception, transmission, describes teachers who effectively
communicate a well-defined and stable body of knowledge and skills to learners who
must master that content. The other four conceptions are more student-oriented views
of teaching. Apprenticeship assumes that the best learning happens when students work
on authentic tasks in real settings of practice with learners gradually doing more of the
work. The developmental perspective begins with the learners’ prior knowledge and
works towards restructuring how students think about that content through effective
questioning and ‘bridging’ knowledge. The nurturing perspective respects students’
self-concepts and self-efficacy in an effort to support student achievement by caring for
the whole person not just the intellect. The social reform perspective views social and

structural change as more important than individual learning and so teachers advocate
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change in society as the purpose of teaching. A unique characteristic of the TPI among
the various conceptions of teaching instruments is the place given to a social reform
conception of education. Nevertheless, not only does this instrument have strong
comparability to the student-teacher oriented axis, but it also contains parallels to the
social reconstruction conception of curriculum developed by Cheung (2000) and thus

was judged appropriate for use in this research.

Conceptions of Efficacy

Teacher efficacy refers to teachers’ conviction or belief in their own ability to
influence how well students learn or perform. Research into teacher efficacy has been
shaped by two major traditions; Rotter’s (1982) internal versus external locus of control
and Bandura’s (1989) self-efficacy (Tschannen-Moran, Woolfolk Hoy, & Hoy, 1998).
Locus of control identifies whether control over outcomes resides within a person
(internal) or in activities or circumstances outside the control of the individual
(external). Self-efficacy, from Bandura’s social cognitive theory, is belief or confidence
in one’s own ability to organise and take action in order to reach a goal. Itisa
conviction that one can successfully do what is necessary to achieve or produce a
desired set of outcomes. High levels of self-efficacy impact positively on cognitive,
motivational, selection, and affective processes individuals need to reach goals. It is
also considered that self-efficacy is specific to a domain of goals rather than generalised
to all possible situations or goals. The consequence of positive self-perception (i.e.,
self-efficacy) is effort to achieve goals, persistence when confronting obstacles, and
resilience in face of adverse situations (Pajares, 1996).

Teachers’ confidence in their own ability creates initiation of and persistence in

courses of action that are capable of creating learning in students (Gibson & Dembo,
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1984). Teachers’ sense of their own efficacy as teachers has been related not only to
positive teaching behaviours (e.g., lower stress levels, willingness to remain in teaching,
and willingness to implement innovations), but also to increased student achievement,
student self-efficacy, and motivation (Henson, Kogan, & Vacha-Haase, 2001;
Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998).

Research has identified two major dimensions of teacher efficacy, though there
is an on-going debate over the meaning of the dimensions (Tschannen-Moran et al.,
1998). Gibson and Dembo (1984) identified, in their Teacher Efficacy Scale, the two
dimensions as personal teaching or internal efficacy and general teaching or external
efficacy. The former referred to a belief in one’s own personal skills and abilities to
bring about learning in students. Internal self-efficacy focused on statements related to
personal responsibility in shaping student learning and behaviour. External efficacy
referred to the belief that a teacher’s ability to bring about learning is “limited by factors
external to the teacher, such as the home environment, family background, and parental
influences” (Gibson & Dembo, p. 574). This was associated with Bandura’s outcome
efficacy concept in which locus of control for student learning is attributed to either
personal agency or external environmental factors. In other words, external efficacy
refers to teachers’ beliefs about whether students’ learning outcomes could be
controlled by the teacher efficacy or determined by external causal factors, such as
home and family influences.

Guskey and Passaro (1994) questioned the meaning of these two dimensions in
their revision of the Teacher Efficacy Scale. They rewrote items to reflect a personal
internal agency (“I can”) or a general occupational external agency (“teachers can”).
Their research likewise identified two relatively unrelated (» = -.24) factors that fell into

the internal and external pattern as proposed. However, because of the low inter-factor
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correlation, they argued that these factors represent two separate beliefs rather than two
ends of the one ‘teacher efficacy’ belief. In other words, teachers could have high
personal internal agency beliefs (“I am an efficacious teacher), but simultaneously have
low external environmental agency beliefs (“Teachers are not efficacious compared to
student home and family factors™).

Tschannen-Moran, et al. (1998, pp. 231-232) argued that the GTE or external
belief factor is “a measure of optimism about the abilities of teachers in general to cope
with adverse circumstances such as an unsupportive home environment or unmotivated
students” and that it “taps teachers’ tendencies to blame the home and the students for
student failure”. Other external factors, such as quality of curriculum resources, school
leadership, school culture, and so on, may also affect external factor judgements but
they are not captured in the present instruments. For example, Delandshere and Jones
(1991) argued that their three mathematics teachers took the view that students’ socio-
economic conditions and students’ fixed level of ability in the subject absolved the
teachers from responsibility for student failure to achieve expected outcomes.
Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998) further argued that internal factor statements about self-
perception of teaching competence are a poor measure of teacher efficacy because the
items mix present and future or hypothetical conditions, violating the assumption that
self-efficacy is context specific. Thus, the present set of instruments available to
measure teacher efficacy are limited and further empirical and theoretical work is
needed to improve instrumentation of this construct. Nevertheless, use of the Guskey

and Passaro (1994) instrument was justified for the time being.
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Conceptions of Assessment

Researchers have suggested that there are at least three major purposes for
assessment; improvement of teaching and learning, certification of students’ learning,
and accountability of schools and teachers (Heaton, 1975; Torrance & Pryor, 1998;
Warren & Nisbet, 1999; Webb, 1992). These purposes can lead to different practices,
and often there can be tensions between the purposes. For example, the tension
between externally imposed accountability requirements and the improvement
conception has created difficulties for New Zealand teachers (Dixon, 1999; M. Hill,
2000b). It is argued in this thesis that these purposes do exist in the minds of teachers.
However, a fourth conception can be inferred from the literature on assessment
purposes. Specifically, this is a rejection or disregard of assessment; in other words the
treatment of assessment as irrelevant to the life and work of teachers and students.
Thus, this thesis asserts that there may be four major conceptions of assessment held by
teachers; (a) assessment is useful in improving teacher instruction and student learning
by providing quality information for decision-making, (b) assessment is about
accountability of students through certification processes, (c) teachers or schools are
made accountable through internal or external evaluations, and (d) assessment is
irrelevant or pernicious to the work of teachers and the life of students. It should be
noted that the various conceptions might interact with each other. For example, it is
possible that those who see assessment as irrelevant could also believe that
improvement is the legitimate goal of teacher judgement but simply reject assessment as
a legitimate means of reaching that goal. On the other hand, concern for improvement
may associate strongly with school self-managed accountability but less strongly with

the student certification view. Awareness of measurement error in assessment may lead
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to an irrelevance view of assessment. The detailed characteristics of these conceptions

are described below.

Assumptions About Assessment

Assessment is understood as any act of interpreting information about student
performance, collected through any of a multitude of means or practices. Thus,
assessment, according to the Department of Education in England (as cited in Gipps,
Brown, McCallum & McAlister, 1995, p. 10-11) is a “general term enhancing all
methods customarily used to appraise performance of an individual or a group. It may
refer to a broad appraisal including many sources of evidence and many aspects of a
pupil’s knowledge, understanding, skills and attitudes; or to a particular occasion or
instrument. An assessment instrument may be any method or procedure, formal or
informal, for producing information about pupils: e.g., [sic] a written test paper, an
interview schedule, a measurement task using equipment, a class quiz”.

Further, it is assumed that assessment informs and influences decisions about
“people, individually or in groups ... to be informed and appropriate” (Thorndike, 1997,
p. 6-7). Assessment provides information that allows valid and appropriate educational
decisions to be made about such things as (a) what to teach students, (b) what order to
teach important content, (¢) which students to choose for certain teaching, (d) which
programmes to place students into, () how to classify students, (f) identify if students
are making progress, (g) determine if they are learning less than they should, (h)
ascertain if they have learned enough, (i) ask how much learning is present, (j) ask how
good learning is, (k) identify student readiness to learn, (1) what personal characteristics
students have, (m) detect which students require specialist help, (n) determine if

students have realistic self-awareness concerning their abilities or (0) how good the
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curriculum is (Airasian, 1997; Cronbach, 1970; Gronlund & Linn, 1990; Mehrens &
Lehmann, 1984; Thorndike, 1997).

It is also assumed that the quality of information obtained through assessment
can effect the quality of educational decisions (Cronbach, 1970) and that the quality of
data obtained can be evaluated through the collection of validation and reliability
evidence. The quality of assessment information includes awareness of (a) any
limitations of assessment information, including degree of inaccuracy in any measure,
(b) dangers in over-reliance on any single measure, and (c) any unfair consequences for
students (Cronbach, 1970; Hall, 2000; Linn, 2000; Popham, 2000; Thorndike, 1997).
Unfortunately, many teacher-made or classroom assessments and intuitive judgements

lack such quality indicators (McMillan, 2001b).

Conception 1: Improvement of Teaching and Learning

The major premise of this conception is that assessment informs the
improvement of students’ own learning and improves the quality of teaching. This
improvement is associated with two important caveats; (a) assessment describes or
diagnoses the nature of student achievement or performance and (b) the information
provided by assessment is of sufficient quality to be considered valid, reliable, and
accurate description of student performance. In this view, assessment is a range of
techniques, including informal teacher-based intuitive judgement of capability as well
as formal assessment tools, designed to identify the architecture of student learning,
including impediments to learning and unexpected strengths.

Popham (2000, p. 1) eloquently and forcefully expressed the improvement
conception; “if educational measurement doesn’t lead to better education for students,

then we shouldn’t be doing it ... you'll learn that the only reason educators ought to
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assess students is in order to make more defensible educational decisions regarding
those students. That’s really why educators should be messing around with
measurement-to improve student learning” [italics in original].

Scriven (1991, p. 20) defined improvement assessment or evaluation as
“evaluation designed, done, and intended to support the process of improvement, and
normally commissioned or done by, and delivered to, someone who can make
improvements.” This is most often an internal process carried out “by the staff of the
originating institution” (Scriven, 1991, p. 22). Improvement assessment, therefore, is
seen as positive, constructive, and acceptable since it seeks to analytically “‘unpack’ an
overall grade in an illuminating way ... by awarding separate ratings to several aspects
of the work (originality, organization, mechanics, etc.)” (Scriven, 1991 p. 30).

It is noted that the improvement conception is associated with the term
‘formative’ in contrast to an accountability conception, which is associated with the
term ‘summative’ (e.g., Dixon, 1999; M. Hill, 2000b). However Scriven (1991, p. 28)
has argued that both formative and summative assessment require similar levels of
rigour and technical quality otherwise “the accuracy of the mid-course corrections” is
undermined. “Formative evaluation should at least provide a preview of a summative
evaluation, since one of its most useful functions is to be an ‘early warning system’”’
(Scriven, 1991, p. 28). Furthermore, within the improvement conception it is possible
for both end-of-unit (summative) and mid-course (formative) assessment to be used to
improve teaching and learning or to evaluate the quality of student learning or teacher
instruction. In other words, assessment is assessment and only timing differences
within the cycle of teaching, learning, assessing, planning, and reporting separate these

supposedly different types of assessment. Thus, this conception is predicated on the
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assumption that the duty of teachers is to improve the learning of their students and that
assessment is a process for obtaining information to assist in this process.

In England the Offices of Standards in Education (as cited in Gipps, et al., 1995,
p. 7) urged that, in order to improve student learning, assessment “should ensure that
individual learning is more clearly targeted and that shortcomings are quickly identified
and remedied”. Furthermore, in order to achieve this broad and simultaneously rich
understanding of student capabilities, assessment has to involve many parts, strategies,
and techniques (Gronlund & Linn, 1990).

Thus, assessment is seen as a mechanism by which teachers can improve student
learning and improve their own teaching. That assessment may contribute to the
improvement of teaching has some grounding in the use of assessment to evaluate the
effectiveness of teaching, check teacher planning, and judge whether students have
learned what was taught (Gronlund & Linn, 1990). As Cronbach (1970, p. 24) put it
“tests are equally important as an aid in evaluating treatments and maintaining their
effectiveness. When the teacher gives an arithmetic test, he [sic] is testing his
instruction as much as he is testing the students’ effort and ability. If the results are
poor, he should probably alter his method.” Assessment experts agree that teachers can
use assessment to evaluate and thus seek ways to improve their own work. However,
there is little evidence that teachers actually consider their teaching as a possible object
of change when students do poorly on assessments (Robinson, Phillips, & Timperley, in
press).

Consequently, the improvement view tends to reject formal testing if it simply
means more multiple-choice tests of lower order cognitive skills, such as recall or
knowledge of discrete facts. This is so, notwithstanding, any legitimate place such

assessment has in providing information about student’s surface level understandings or
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abilities. The challenge in the improvement conception is to identify the full range of
student performance, including higher order thinking. In order to fully diagnose what
students have learned, it is important that “test items provide definitions and criteria of
successful learning and performing” (Firestone, 1998 p. 97). Thus, recent trends in
educational assessment to implement authentic or performance-based assessment are
predicated on the assumption that constructing a response to a realistic problem, such as
writing an essay, showing how to solve a mathematical problem, or participating in a
group multi-disciplinary social science simulation problem, requires students to show
higher order cognitive skills such as application, analysis, synthesis, or evaluation
(Firestone, 1998). Borko, Flory, and Cumbo (1993) reported that the adoption of
performance assessment practices gave teachers more insight into student learning
requirements.

If assessment tools are constructed to reflect classroom and curricular learning,
then it is believed they “provide models of useful instructional strategies” (Firestone,
1998, p.97). As Hall (2000, p. 187) noted, “assessment must be coherent with course
design, teaching and learning” for it to improve education. Integrating assessment with
quality “curriculum and teaching practice” (Gipps, et al., 1995, p. 12) ensures teacher
acceptance of improvement teacher assessment. Thus, “teachers are able to use the on-
going assessment process formatively to encourage learning” (Butterfield, 1999, p.226)
and assessment is legitimated if it results in action that successfully changes what
students know or can do (Wiliam & Black, 1996). It has also been argued that
improvement assessment is linked to a constructivist view of teaching; “a constructivist
pedagogy is inherently concerned with the teacher’s modelling of how individual pupils

are thinking and understanding so that the next challenge, prompt, question or
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information can lead the learner forward. The teacher’s awareness of the
understandings of pupils is predicated upon assessment” (Butterfield, 1999, p. 228).

The improvement view of assessment requires teachers to be actively involved
in diagnosing and ascertaining what students have learned utilising a wide variety of
evaluative techniques. To do this high quality information including, accurate and
efficient description of a student’s performance is required. New Zealand teachers
reported using the standardised Progressive Achievement Tests most often for
descriptive and diagnostic purposes of identifying students for further appraisal,
comparing students to other students, grouping students for instruction, and planning
instructional activities (Croft & Reid, 1991). This “depends upon a high level of
understanding and involvement by teachers in assessment practices (Gipps, 1994, 158-
166).” As aresult, professional development of teachers in both pupil assessment and
teaching is required so that they can implement improvement assessment. Butterfield
advised, “steps must also be taken to increase their capacity to teach in new ways ...
teachers will need to understand short-term issues such as what it takes to score well on
those tests. They may also need the deeper pedagogical content knowledge to help
students learn the basic subjects at a more profound level” (1998, p. 98). It is argued,
by the English Department for Education (as cited in Butterfield, 1999, p. 227), that
responsibility for such professional development lies with schools that “will have a
leading responsibility for training students to teach their specialist subjects, to assess
pupils and to manage classes”.

Having asserted that assessment ought to involve students in demonstrating
higher order thinking, it is just as important to the improvement objective that the
information obtained about those higher order skills be valid. Validity of assessment is

obtained when the assessment method is consistent with the material or curriculum
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being taught and if the results of the assessment are accurate. Accurate information is
ensured when there is good consistency between teacher judgements or between
assessment tools, avoidance of apparent subjectivity in scoring or grading, and in the
estimates of performance being relatively error-free (Gronlund & Linn, 1990;
Thorndike, 1997). Thus, a valid basis for describing student performance is established,
which in turn is the basis for helping students improve their own learning or guiding
teachers in changing their practice.

Indeed, the improvement process is enhanced when students, either through self-
assessment or peer assessment, are involved in the process of determining criteria for
evaluation and in conducting such assessment (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Crooks, 1988).
Students need to know how to independently evaluate their own work and become
aware of criteria for identifying possible enhancements in their own performance (Asch,
1976). Such an internalised locus of evaluation allows students to apply criteria in
independent situations where they can make knowledgeable judgments and select
directions for their own future endeavours (Asch, 1976). Sadler put the student
participation dimension of improvement well:

For students to be able to improve, they must develop the capacity to
monitor the quality of their own work during actual production. This
in turn requires that students possess an appreciation of what high
quality work is, that they have the evaluative skill necessary for them
to compare with some objectivity the quality of what they are
producing in relation to the higher standard, and that they develop a

store of tactics or moves which can be drawn upon to modify their
own work. (Sadler, 1989, p. 119).

In the improvement conception the purpose for assessing students’ knowledge,
skill, performance, or understanding is to generate accurate information that leads to
valid changes in teaching practice or student learning such that improvement in student
achievement can be facilitated. This conception of assessment presumes that unless

evaluation leads to improvement, teachers are justified in conceiving assessment as

32



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

irrelevant or as something superficial related to checking up on teachers, schools, or

students.

Conception 2: Accountability of Teachers and Schools

A second conception of assessment is that it can be used to account for a
teacher’s, a school’s, or a system’s use of society’s resources. “Test scores give
evidence about how well or badly ... a school, or even a country is doing” (Firestone,
1998, p. 97). Rationales for the school accountability conception are two-fold; one
rationale emphasises demonstrating publicly that schools and teachers deliver quality
instruction, and the second emphasises improving the quality of instruction.

The first viewpoint insists that schools and teachers have to be able to
demonstrate that they have are delivering the quality product that society is entitled to
by virtue of funding the educational process (Crooks, 1990; Mehrens & Lehmann,
1984). The right of the state to ensure that quality is delivered for its funding has been
extended in some jurisdictions so that “such accountability expresses itself as an
increasing governmental prescription of curriculum and assessment, as a means of
controlling and measuring the work of teachers” (Butterfield, 1999, p.225). As Smith,
Heinecke, and Noble (1999, p. 183) reported, in the context of state-wide assessment in
Arizona, “the ‘problem’, as defined by some ... , was that schools were not accountable,
efficient, or effective.” Similarly, one reason for imposing the new accountability
system in England, was the perception that “the lack of an examination or national
system of testing at the end of primary school left this sector of schooling wide open to
criticism of performance standards across the primary age range (5-11)” (Gipps, et al.,
1995, p. 6). Indeed, for some, accountability “has come to mean the responsibility of a

school (district, teacher, or student) to parents, taxpayers, or government (federal, state,

33



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

city, or district) to produce high achievement test scores (Smith & Fey, 2000). The
dilemma for many looking at the education industry is simple; “employees get paid to
come to work, but no relationship exists between what their labours produce and their
level of compensation. This disconnect between inputs and outcomes does not exist in
other professions and represents a fatal flaw in the current system” (Hershberg, 2002, p.
330).

The second viewpoint for making schools and teachers accountable for their
work is based in the idea that assessment for accountability focuses on improving the
quality of teaching and learning. One of the largest obstacles to teachers improving the
achievement or learning of their students is their own conception of what learning and
teaching are. The prolific use of multiple-choice tests is said to be indicative of a
lower-order skill and drill instruction based on a behaviourist psychology and pedagogy
(Noble & Smith, 1994). Educational reformers have argued (Resnick & Resnick,
1989), based on a cognitive-constructivist view of measurement driven reform (Noble
& Smith, 1994), that assessment could raise the quality of teaching and educational
achievement or standards. For such reformers it is important to change teaching
practice to sound cognitive and constructivist psychological and pedagogical principles
(i.e., learning is a process of construction, learning depends on knowledge, and learning
is situated in socio-cultural contexts) in order to improve student learning (Resnick &
Resnick, 1989). Since few teachers work on such a basis, it was believed that unless the
stakes were high enough most teachers would not change their practice. Thus, if
assessments exemplified sound learning and teaching principles (i.e., were holistic,
integrated, project-oriented, long-term, discovery-based, and social), then their
mandated use would force teachers to improve their teaching for the good of students.

Furthermore, if assessments were samples of truly valuable learning objectives or
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standards, rather than just the easiest material to test with multiple-choice formats, then
not only would assessments improve teacher pedagogy and psychology but they would
also concentrate teaching content on important knowledge and learning. As Linn (2000,
p. 7) put it “the focusing of instruction on the general concepts and skills included in the
test may be in keeping with the belief that the test corresponds to instructionally
important objectives and may be considered acceptable, even desirable, practice”.

“The purpose of implementing an assessment and accountability program in an
urban school district is to improve student learning of worthwhile content” (Porter &
Chester, 2002). The official justification in England (as cited in Gipps, et al., 1995, p.
5) for accountability assessment to improve education or raise standards is expressed as:

A national curriculum backed by clear assessment arrangements will help to
raise standards of attainment by (i) ensuring that all pupils study a broad and
balanced range of subjects ... (ii) setting clear objectives for what children
over the full range of ability should be able to achieve ... (iv) checking on
progress towards those objectives and performance achieved at various

stages, so that pupils can be stretched further when they are doing well and
given more help when they are not.

The strategy in accountability assessment to improve schools and teachers is
multi-faceted. First, according to Linn (2000, p. 8) develop and use “ambitious content
standards as the basis of assessment and accountability” and second, set “demanding
performance standards” for all students, and third attach “high-stakes accountability
mechanisms for schools, teachers, and, sometime, students”. Thus, those committed to
accountability believe assessment “will ipso facto raise standards” (Gipps, et al., 1995,
p. 8). It was this rationale that led to the development in England of a new national
curriculum and assessment regime in primary schooling (Gipps, et al., 1995).

The essence of any accountability system, whether intended to be punitive
towards teachers or intended to motivate improvement in instruction, is the use of

consequences or stakes for teachers, schools, or systems based on the results of student
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assessment (Guthrie, 2002). “Pressure can normally come from stakes or sanctions, the
administration of which depends on test scores. Stakes can be targeted at either
students or educators and can take a variety of forms. Passing a test can be a
requirement for graduation from school. The proportion of students achieving at a
certain level can trigger consequences for educators ranging form merit pay to state
takeover” (Firestone, 1998, p. 97). Accountability consequences can be either positive
or negative, and tend to be high rather than low stakes. For example, consequences may
include a student being held back (negative, high-stakes), a student being awarded
scholarship for external examination results (positive, high-stakes), a teacher being
given extra pay for increased student assessment results (positive, high-stakes), a school
board or school being disestablished for continued poor student assessment scores
(negative, high-stakes), or a school being publicly vilified in the media for having poor
student assessment results compared to other schools (negative, high-stakes).

Accountability may have the goal of reducing teacher influence or control of
education (i.e., perceived as teacher bashing); “for some, accountability ... is a cudgel
to beat up on the teachers unions and the educational establishment in general”
(Hershberg, 2001, p. 329). The accountability view of assessment has significant
impact on the work of teachers and school management or governance; “accountability
programs took a variety of forms, but shared the common characteristic that they
increased real or perceived stakes of results for teachers and educational administrators”
(Linn, 2000, p. 7). This reality may lead teachers to see assessment as being largely
antithetical to the welfare of teachers and thus provoke a strong adherence among
practitioners to the irrelevance conception of assessment.

Whatever the reason for accountability evaluation of schools, teachers, and

students, it is clear that student assessment is seen as the ideal means for delivering
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accountability. Linn (2000) explained succinctly why assessment is given this large

responsibility.
First, tests and assessments are relatively inexpensive. Compared to changes
that involve increasing instructional time, reducing class size, attracting more
able people to teaching, hiring teacher aides, or implementing programmatic
changes that involve substantial professional development for teachers,
assessment is cheap. Second, testing and assessment can be externally
mandated. It is far easier to mandate testing and assessment requirements at
the state or district level than it is to take actions that involve actual change in
what happens inside the classroom. Third, testing and assessment changes
can be rapidly implemented. Importantly, new test or assessment
requirement can be implemented within the term of office of elected officials.

Fourth, results are visible. Test results can be reported to the press. (Linn,
2000, p. 4)

A key approach to accountability assessment that raises standards is to involve
teachers as the assessors. Since teachers are well positioned to “monitor achievement,
to redirect student learning quickly and to implement a testing programme at the
appropriate points in the learning process performance” their involvement in
accountability will contribute to more valid conclusions (Hall, 2000, p. 189). “An
important aspect of the TGAT framework was that teachers’ assessments would be
central to the system; teachers were to assess pupils’ performance continuously using
their own informal methods and this assessment information would provide both
formative and diagnostic information to support teaching. ... As Lawton (1992) pointed
out, a major achievement of the TGAT report was to make a significant change in
professional and public thinking in relation to ongoing assessment and the teacher’s role
in this” (Gipps, et al., 1995, p. 12). It was hoped that involving teachers in assessment,
especially if the assessments corresponded “to instructionally important objectives”
(Linn, 2000, p. 7), “would transform large numbers of classrooms” (Firestone, 1998,
p-96) because “tests can serve useful persuasive and educational functions” (Firestone,

1998, p. 97). In Meyer’s words (as cited in Linn, 2000, p. 12), “teaching to the test
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could induce teachers and administrators to adopt new curriculums and teaching
techniques much more rapidly than they otherwise would”.

The positive consequences of accountability assessment have begun to surface.
Cizek (2001) reported, among ten unintended consequences of high-stakes testing,
improvements in the quality of teacher professional development, increased awareness
and provision of accommodations for special needs students, increased assessment
literacy among teachers, wider spread collection and use of achievement data, deepened
understanding of tested curriculum content on the part of teachers, and increased
student learning. High-quality assessments designed and aligned with curriculum
reform have found, in Pittsburgh and Michigan, significant improvements in the
achievement of low-SES districts and among non-white populations (Schoenfeld,
2002).

However, accountability practices have also been found to have negative impact
on teachers and teaching (Cooper & Davies, 1993; Delandshere & Jones, 1999; Kohn,
1999; Noble & Smith, 1994; Smith & Rottenberg, 1991; Smith & Fey, 2000). The most
obvious effect, from a teacher point of view, is teaching to the test (Firestone, 1998;
Hall, 2000; Linn, 2000; Meyer, 1996). If there are high-stakes consequences attached
to assessment results, then it is only rational for teachers and school administrators to do
all within their power to ensure that the desired results are obtained. This has often
been referred to as measurement driven reform (Noble & Smith, 1994). Meyer (1996,
p- 140) has argued, “in a high-stakes accountability system, teachers and administrators
are likely to exploit all avenues to improve measured performance. For example,
teachers may “teach narrowly to the test.” Such pressure has led “teachers to emphasize

drill-based instruction, narrowing of content, and the regurgitation of facts even more
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than they did normally ... substantial time was lost in test preparation” (Firestone, 1998,
p.98).

The public transparency element to the accountability conception requires that
assessment results be public information. There is clear evidence that accountability
assessment “can also have more direct consequences if they prompt public discontent
or-as happens in England-if parents have the opportunity to choose their schools on the
basis of past performance” (Firestone, 1998, p. 98). The ‘league table’ publication of
assessment results creates winner and loser schools in the public arena. This can
exacerbate rather than alleviate the problems of a low-scoring school in that parents and
educators are driven away from such a school. In enrolment-funded provision
arrangements this can have a compounding effect on a school’s capability to address
causes of low achievement (Fiske & Ladd, 2000) and can encourage schools and
educators to resort to intensified teaching to the test.

The most serious problem with teaching to the test, beyond what it may do to a
teacher’s professional status or conception of instruction, is the uncertainty as to the
meaning of any increase in test scores. “There is less consensus, however, as to ... the
extent to which imposed, legislated testing will genuinely raise education standards, or
whether it will simply raise test scores at the expense of better education” (Gipps, et al.,
1995, p. 9). In fact, research has shown that scores have increased in what is known as
the Lake Wobegon effect, so named after Garrison Keiller’s mythical town where all
the students were above average. Cannell (1989) concluded that the misuse of
standardized, nationally normed achievement tests, originally intended as instructional
improvement tools, as accountability reporting tools gives students, parents, school
systems, legislatures, and the press inflated and misleading reports on achievement

levels. As Linn (2000, p. 7) summed it up “whatever the reason for the Lake Wobegon
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effect, it is clear that the standardized test results that were widely reported as part of
accountability systems in the 1980s were giving an inflated impression of student
achievement”. Koretz (2002, p. 323) identified “the single most threatening
explanation, when you want to conclude that an accountability system is working, is the
prospect of seriously inflated test scores”.

Thus, it can be seen that accountability assessment for improving education is
associated with several major claims; (a) assessment will help raise educational
standards, (b) governments have to ensure that resources are being used well to reach
those standards, (c¢) assessment will ensure that the mandated curriculum is taught, and
(d) testing of students is an appropriate means to establish if teachers and schools have
done all in their power to raise educational standards. However, both experts and
practitioners contest the validity of these claims. Such contest by educators encourages

acceptance and proliferation of an irrelevance view of assessment.

Conception 3: Accountability of Students

The premise of the third conception of assessment is that students are
individually accountable for their learning through their performance on assessments.
This is commonly seen in the various qualifications examinations that secondary age
students participate in either for graduation or for entry selection to higher levels of
educational opportunity. For example, students in New Zealand schools are made
accountable in secondary school for their learning through their participation in high
stakes qualification or certification assessment activities (whether those are conducted
internally by teachers or by external agencies) in the final three years of schooling (e.g.,
School Certificate, Sixth Form Certificate, Unit Standards, National Certificate of

Educational Achievement, or University Bursary examination). There are many and

40



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

usually significant consequences for individuals dependent on their performance on
such assessments, including retention in a year or grade level, graduation, and tracking
or streaming (Guthrie, 2002). Thus student accountability is largely about high stakes
consequences such as graduation or selection or being publicly reported on as earning a
certain grade, level, or score.

Another dimension to student accountability is students’ participation in the
setting of achievement goals that are marked by assessment events. While this may be
more of primary school practice, it is certainly clear that motivating or requiring
students to participate in self-managed learning that contributes toward being awarded a
grade level or qualification level is a significant dimension of making students
accountable for their learning. It is this type of continuous (Ojerinde, 2002), school-
based (Keightly, 2002) or internal assessment that contributes towards certification that
is objected to by many advocates of a more formative approach to assessment
(Broadfoot, 2002; Gipps, 2002).

Students are participants in learning and teachers frequently obtain information
about students through assessment processes, interpret that information in light of other
students’ achievement or in light of curriculum standards or individual’s previous
performance, and then report on students’ cognitive and affective performances,
achievement, attitude, and effort (McMillan, 2001a). Those reports, whether narrative
or simple grades, make students accountable for their role in education and for their
learning outcomes to themselves, their parents, and society. Reasons given by teachers
in the United States for making students accountable through reports included ensuring
that students’ maintain motivation, effort, and attention at learning the material teachers
considered important enough to present in class, rewarding cooperation, and penalising

those who were inattentive, uncooperative, lazy, or unmotivated (Kahn, 2000). Note
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that these are similar to the student control issues raised by Torrance and Pryor (1998).
Another purpose in making students accountable for learning is to certify that they have
attained the necessary standard for entry into higher levels of teaching, training, or
education or employment opportunities (Guthrie, 2002).

Consequences attached to assessment of students are usually high-stakes when
they are operated at a system level, for example passing a test in order to be promoted to
the next grade level, failing to meet a cut-score on a diagnostic assessment that results
in placement in a specialist remedial class or failing to meet the cut-score on a high-
stakes test for entry into a prestigious enrichment class, or, at the secondary school
level, passing examinations to receive nationally accredited qualifications that permit
entry to tertiary institutions or the awarding of special scholarships or bursaries
(Guthrie, 2002). As noted earlier, high-stakes assessment is a major component of the
educational experience of adolescents in New Zealand schools with external
qualifications assessments in the final three years of secondary schooling.

There are many opponents to over-reliance on high-stakes assessment for
decisions that impact so significantly on the lives of individual students, grounded in
both validity and reliability considerations (Kohn, 1999). High-stakes qualifications
assessments may disadvantage students who were involved in a class that prioritised
current or local events over material set down for the assessment (Crooks, 1990). It has
been argued that high-stakes student accountability systems implemented through
assessments (such as graduation criteria, placement in remedial programmes) are biased
against certain population groups, specifically, low socio-economic and ethnic minority
populations (English, 2002, Neill, 1997).

Teachers have concerns about the impact of assessment on students’ affective

dimensions; that is, “three of the mentors also stressed its affective role-making pupils
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“feel wanted” or “feel good about themselves... and two of them stressed the
importance of giving praise” (Butterfield, 1999, p. 233). Waltmann and Frisbie (1994)
warned that such affective information must be reported separately from academic
achievement and should not contaminate the assignment of achievement grades. Smith
(1991) reported that teachers believed high-stakes testing to have an adverse emotional
impact on young students, causing unwarranted worry and anxiety. Expert mathematics
teachers have considered report card grading as an undesirable practice in contrast to
assessment that informs teaching by checking on what students understand or have
learnt (Philipp, Flores, Sowder, & Schappelle, 1994). Certainly, low achieving students
“are likely to feel resentment, anxiety, lack of appropriate test-taking strategies, and
decreasing motivation” when confronted with high-stakes assessments (Guthrie, 2002,
p. 373).

However, because teachers and administrators are unable to accurately predict
the effect an assessment evaluation will have on any individual student, it is difficult to
assert that even gold star consequences are truly low-stakes. The individual student’s
experience of what are purportedly low-stakes consequences may in fact be traumatic
and extremely high-stakes either through personality or family sanctioned

consequences.

Conception 4: Irrelevance

The premise of the fourth conception of assessment is that assessment, usually
understood as a formal, organised process of evaluating student performance, has no
legitimate place within teaching and learning. Teachers’ knowledge of students based
on long relationship and their understanding of curriculum and pedagogy preclude the

need to carry out any kind of assessment beyond the intuitive in-the-head process that
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occurs automatically as teachers interact with students, what Airasian (1997) called
‘sizing up’ assessment. Assessment is rejected also because of its pernicious effects on
teacher autonomy and professionalism and its distractive power from the real purpose of
teaching, i.e., student learning. Teachers of English in England welcomed a new
National Curriculum in the early 1990s but rejected the associated accountability
assessments because the paper and pencil Key Stage assessments were considered
inimical to the learning and teaching values espoused in the curriculum (Cooper &
Davies, 1993).

Treating assessment as irrelevant is commonly connected to the claims (a) that
assessment equates to testing, and, by corollary, that testing is bad for education, or (b)
that assessment makes teachers, schools, and students accountable for their work. For
example, Smith (1991) reported that some teachers whose schools received low scores
in publicly released high-stakes testing programs questioned the validity of the tests.
Negative attitudes to testing appear to increase as pressure to improve student scores
increases and is especially noticeable among teachers who work with students from
lower socio-economic homes (Herman & Golan, 1993). Research in England (Gipps et
al., 1995) has identified and described teachers who resist ‘assessment’ by practising an
intuitive, professional judgement of students’ performances. “Their own assessments
were intuitive and discursive, rather than against criteria, and often not written down;
teachers found it hard to articulate their assessment practice” (Gipps, et al., 1995, p. 2).
It is argued that this approach to assessment is widespread among teachers; “the general
consensus [in Connor 1991] seemed to be that much of the assessment made by primary
teachers was intuitive” (Gipps, et al., 1995, p. 11). These intuitive teachers were also
detailed in Hill’s (2000a) research among New Zealand primary teachers whom she

described as head-note assessors. These teachers relied on their remembered and
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interpreted observations of students’ classroom participation in determining the status
and requirements of a student. This is the type of assessment that Torrance and Pryor
(1998) have advocated as ‘true formative’ assessment in contrast to the systematic
collection of evidence for accountability to government requirements that they saw
taking place in English classrooms.

The rationale for this conception of assessment lies partially in a student-centred
focus on teaching. Since the whole student, including their self-concept, physical
development, social relationships, etc., (not just their academic or intellectual growth),
is seen as the core of student-centred teaching it is important for such teachers to take a
much wider view of the student than is easily or more typically measured by an
educational assessment. Indeed, Asch (1976) argued that teachers’ student-centred
beliefs, emphasising care for students’ emotional and psychological well-being and
morale, the valuing of individuality, prizing creative or divergent expression, and
development of a positive, encouraging classroom atmosphere, seem to be factors in “a
decline in the use of evaluative criteria” (p. 18). Torrance and Pryor (1998) described
the student-centred culture as one where (a) students discover things for themselves, (b)
students learn by concrete experience, (c) students’ wider out of school experience is
invoked in learning, (d) teachers elicit ideas from students rather than directly teach, (e)
the teaching agenda is rarely made explicit to students, and (e) criteria for success are
not made explicit to students. In such a worldview of education, it is easy to see how
assessment may be conceived as evil or pernicious or at least as irrelevant.

It has been long established that New Zealand teachers are able to rank students
in their own classes but are unable to reliably compare their own students with all other
students in the nation (Crooks, 2002; Elley & Livingstone, 1972). Airasian (1997) in

describing teachers’ observation-based assessments, which he described as ‘sizing up’,
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pointed out how ubiquitous and how untrustworthy they were for high stakes
consequences. Torrance and Pryor (1998) identified confounding variables in informal
teacher judgement assessment; (a) teachers seek to regulate pupil behaviour as much as
obtain information about student ability in their assessment interactions, (b) students
either resist or try to cooperate with teacher regulation conversations rather than provide
information about their real understanding, and (c) teachers often seek to boost the
confidence, motivation, or esteem of students rather than elicit information about their
ability. Though this is in effect a cautionary criticism of the irrelevance view of
assessment, it connects strongly to awareness of the inherent weaknesses of any one
approach to assessment and the need to use multiple methods of information. Further,
assessment expertise is required to be able to implement any conception of assessment
other than the irrelevance view.

In addition to any consequences that may be mandated because of student
assessment results, testing purportedly has the added capability of balancing the
subjectivity of teacher assessment (Hall, 2000). In the UK (as cited in Gipps, et al.,
1995, p. 15), the government intended to use external assessment to moderate the
distribution of teacher assessments, such that “the general aim would be to adjust the
overall teacher rating results to match the overall results of the national tests”. This
checking of teacher work speaks of suspicion of teacher integrity and has contributed to
a teacher antipathy towards accountability assessment. However, formal assessment
tools (e.g., systematic testing) may be needed to complement teacher observation
because of the inadequacies of any one measure of student achievement (Gronlund &
Linn, 1990). Not only does assessment, whether formal or informal, contain error, but

assessment is “in reality, only representative samples of a target instructional domain of
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skill, knowledge, or affect” (Popham, 2000, p. 85). Awareness of the error in
assessment may contribute to the conception of assessment as irrelevant.

Dimensions such as effort, attitude, aptitude, behaviour, and previous progress
all become important in evaluating students’ learning. “Attitude is critical to effort and
outcome and should be observed and comments recorded” (Limbrick, et al. 2000, p. 9).
However, not everything that is important in education is necessarily appropriate for
assessment in this conception. In discussion with teachers of Years 5 to 7, Limbrick, et
al. (2000) found that “teachers for each year group indicated that it was not appropriate
to assess attitudes in relation to the curriculum level” (Limbrick, et al. 2000, p. 9).
McMillan (2001b) labelled facets such as effort, improvement, ability, participation and
attention as academic enabling and reported that such components were widely used in
secondary school teacher grading practices.

Another reason to avoid assessment is that it is perceived to be inherently
subjective. Hall (2000 p. 178-179) argued that an impressionistic approach to
assessment is appropriate because standards of achievement are held in the mind of the
assessor, not in some external, objective curriculum. “Most educational standards ...
require subjective interpretation - the specified words are not enough... every marker or
examiner carries his or her own interpretation of the standard into their assessment of
student work... the marker will need to interpret their different performances to
determine (judge) whether or not each has met the standard. The standard thus lies not
only in the words that are specified, but in the mind of the marker, ...” (Hall, 2000 p.
178-179).

This subjectivity, which Hall presented as a positive reason for rejecting
assessment, also works in a negative sense to encourage students and teachers to reject

assessment. Hawe (2000) demonstrated in a study of teacher-trainees that assessment
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was conceived as being very much an artefact of individual teacher whim, personality,
or caprice. Students reported that marking of assignments was inconsistent between
instructors, standardised marking schedules were not used, and that grades were
inconsistent with the effort they had made. As a result, assessment was frequently seen
as a game that the student had to negotiate in order to get a fair result. The victims, that
is, those receiving lower grades than expected, of such subjective assessment naturally
were bitter, angry, and disillusioned. No doubt teachers fear inflicting such experiences
on students and may use this perception as a basis for rejecting assessment as something
pernicious in the relationship between teacher and student.

In cases where schools and teachers are required, perhaps through accountability
provisions, to conduct formal assessment little use is made of the data (Robinson,
Phillips, & Timperley, in press). When tests are required, teachers may prefer their own
tests to nationally standardised or state-mandated tests for reasons of accessibility,
proximity to and consonance with their own teaching (Hall, Carroll, & Comer, 1988).
In other words, the data obtained through assessment is filed and forgotten. “Having
carried out this level of testing, schools did little with the results beyond putting them
into record books and using them to identify students for remedial help; little or no use
was made of them for modifying teaching or curriculum — what we now call formative
assessment” (Gipps, et al., 1995, p. 9). It is clear that for teachers a positive result of
this irrelevance view is that “the burden of assessment is reduced, leaving them to focus
more on teaching and learning” (Hall, 2000, p. 188).

Another dimension contributing to teacher reluctance to use or trust assessment
is that fact that assessment is often used to control and regulate students. Butterfield
(1999, p. 232) found “there was a significant focus across the majority of schools on

class control and discipline, and ‘assessment’ was incorporated within this: questioning
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would ‘wake them up’, a regular checking on homework would help to ‘develop a work
ethic’. In fact the marking of homework fulfilled “a policing function” (Butterfield,
1999, p. 232). Torrance and Pryor (1998) described the social regulation and control of
student behaviour exercised by teachers through assessment interactions.

Another dimension contributing to teacher reluctance to use or trust assessment
is the negative consequences assessments have on certain students, especially those
disadvantaged by no fault of their own (e.g., minority students, new speakers of the
language-medium of assessment, special needs students, those with reading difficulties,
etc.). As Popham puts it:

African Americans, Hispanic Americans, and most other minority groups

have often suffered from educational testing practices that are

unquestionably biased in favor of individuals from the majority culture.

Educational tests have typically been written by white, middle-class

Americans; tried out on white, middle-class students; and normed on

white, middle-class students. Is it any wonder that youngsters from other

ethnic groups or lower socio-economic strata would fare more poorly on

such tests than children of the white, middle-class types who spawned
those tests? (Popham, 2000, p. 44-45)

Since teachers believe that such assessment is anchored in a non-student centred
view of the educational world then it follows that they “are likely to ignore assessments
that model forms of teaching and conceptions of learning with which they disagree or
that they do not understand” (Firestone, 1998, p. 98). Indeed, if assessment does not
reflect what teachers believe they are employed to teach, then acceptance of assessment
will be low; “generally, most teachers thought their district curricula were not well
aligned with the state tests” (Firestone, 1998, p. 10).

Thus, there are a number of compelling reasons for teachers to conceive of
assessment as something irrelevant to their everyday work or as actually pernicious
towards their goals of enhancing individual student growth in the many social, affective,

motivational, and psychological dimensions that surround educational achievement.
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Assessment may unfairly impact on certain students, teachers may be forced to
implement assessment but choose to ignore it, or assessment may be so inaccurate that

it is unreliable.

Summary

The four, multi-faceted conceptions of assessment have support from a review of
the literature about teachers’ implicit theories. The improvement conception is
anchored around four main dimensions; (a) assessment improves teachers’ practice, (b)
assessment improves students’ learning, (c) assessment describes students’
achievement, and (d) assessment provides valid information. The irrelevance
conception is founded on three main dimensions; (a) assessment is bad for students, (b)
assessment is used but ignored, and (c) assessment is inaccurate. The accountability
conception is made up of two distinct but related consequence-based dimensions; (a)
assessment makes schools, teachers, and systems accountable and (b) assessment makes
students accountable for or certifies their learning. What is unknown at this stage is
whether teachers hold these conceptions, how these various conceptions inter-relate,
and how strongly teachers may hold each of these conceptions. In order to further
examine teachers’ conceptions of assessment, a model is required that can be tested.
Together these four conceptions may constitute the basis for developing a model of
teachers’ conceptions of assessment. Further, we need a model of teachers’
conceptions that can show how those beliefs relate to other salient beliefs such as
teaching, learning, or curriculum. It is the purpose of this thesis to develop such a
model of teachers’ conceptions of assessment.

Some models of teachers’ conceptions of assessment have been developed that

have been based on teachers’ assessment practices or uses (e.g., Gipps, et al., 1995; M.
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Hill, 2000b, Stamp, 1987). These models, based on types of assessment practices,
relate to the model outlined in this chapter. Gipps, et al.’s (1995) model classified
teachers by three major types of assessment (i.e., intuitives, evidence gatherers, and
systematic planners). Intuitives emphasised professional, impressionistic, memory-
reliant judgement processes of assessing students' performances intuitively without
written records; a practice possibly related to the irrelevance conception. Evidence
gatherers collected written evidence, usually at the end of units of work, to demonstrate
students’ progress relative to achievement objectives for the purpose of accountability;
a practice possibly related to the school accountability conception. Systematic planners
integrated systematic collection of multiple pieces of evidence of attainment of
curriculum objectives with planned teaching for the purpose of shaping instruction; a
practice possibly related to the improvement conception. Thus, the four conceptions of
assessment developed in this review encapsulate Gipps et al.’s three types of assessment
practice.

Hill’s model, clearly related to the Gipps, et al. (1995) model, identified three
reasonably distinct but related types of assessment use that could be used to classify
teachers (i.e., unit assessment, head note assessment, and integrated systematic
assessment). Unit assessors emphasised monitoring and recording, reasonably formally,
students’ progress on and achievement of curriculum learning objectives at the end of
each unit of instruction; these teachers may conceive of assessment as primarily school
or student accountability. Head note assessors, on the other hand, relied largely on their
observation and memory of students’ performance to occasionally record their
impression of students’ progression; these teachers may conceive of assessment as
something irrelevant to their work of teaching. Integrated systematic assessors

systematically planned and collected assessment data as part of focused teaching
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activities for the joint purpose of recording progress and making improvements to
teaching; these teachers seem to perceive assessment for improvement of teaching and
student learning. Thus, the four conceptions of assessment described in this review
encompass Hill’s three types of assessment practice.

Stamp’s (1987) model, developed with multivariate techniques, identified three
major conceptions of assessment among pre-service teacher trainees in Australia (i.e.,
cater for need and progress of individual pupils, assessment blocks teachers’ initiative,
and a more traditional-academic summative examination). The first conception used
assessment in a ‘formative’ way to identify individual student learning needs with the
purpose of catering for those individual requirements; a set of beliefs quite similar to the
improvement conception discussed above. The second conception reflected the view
that teachers are required to conduct assessment but that assessment gets in the way of
students’ creativity and intuition, which are just as important as their academic
development. This pupil-centred view is similar to the irrelevance conception. The
third conception revolved around the use of tests and examinations to collect
‘summative’ information about students partly in order to motivate them to compete for
more marks. This view is remarkably similar to the student accountability conception.
Thus, the four conceptions of assessment reviewed in this chapter include Stamp’s three
types of assessment practice.

The three models of teachers’ assessment practices outlined above suggest that
teachers’ practices fall mainly into one category. No evidence could be found for the
relationship of practices to conceptions of assessment, for any interaction of the
practices, or whether teachers mixed the conceptions in their practice. However, it is
expected that teachers’ conceptions of assessment interact with each other. For

example, it is probable that teachers with an improvement conception of assessment
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would treat as pernicious or simply ignore external accountability assessments for
students, teachers, or schools. Furthermore, emphasis on assessment for improvement
is expected to be inversely related to the irrelevance conception, in other words
assessment for improvement is relevant. Garcia (1987) described a Spanish
mathematics teacher who believed and practiced assessment for improvement, including
seeking out information about the quality of his own teaching, and who at the same time
begrudgingly implemented school-sanctioned student accountability assessment that he
treated as irrelevant.

It is anticipated that the assessment for either school or student accountability
conceptions would be positively related to the irrelevance conception; in other words
these may be considered irrelevant. Nevertheless, the school accountability conception,
in a self-managing professional environment, may be positively correlated with the
improvement conception. It is likely that the two accountability conceptions will be
correlated.

Additionally, though not surprising given that the nature of teachers’
conceptions of assessment is unknown, it is unknown whether certain characteristics of
teachers or schools influence teachers’ conceptions of assessment. For example, the
kinds of assessment methods teachers associate with the term ‘assessment’ may incline
teachers to different assessment conceptions. The kinds of assessment methods teachers
actually use and the length and type of assessment literacy training may also correlate
with certain assessment conceptions. A teacher’s role in a school, his or her length of
experience, or gender may influence the conception of assessment held. The kind of
school in which the teacher works (e.g., school size, or school socio-economic status)

may also influence teachers’ conceptions of assessment.
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Conclusions

This review has highlighted the multifaceted nature of teachers’ instructional
conceptions. While the major concentration in the studies documented in this thesis has
been on developing a model of assessment, the review has also identified meaningful
dimensions of other instructional conceptions, such as learning, curriculum, teaching,
and efficacy. This chapter has developed the basis for a model of teachers’ conceptions
of assessment by discussing four main conceptions of assessment. Three of those
conceptions are based on significant purposes and the fourth is a rejection of some or all
of those purposes. The literature on significant instructional beliefs (i.e., learning,
curriculum, teaching, and teacher efficacy) has been reviewed in preparation for
research into how teachers’ conceptions of assessment relate to these pertinent beliefs.

Thus, it is possible to imagine through the following scenario how teachers’

conceptions of assessment, learning, curriculum, teaching, and efficacy interrelate.

Five teachers (A-E) stand at the notice board in a school staff room and read a
new notice that reads, “Ministry of Education releases new assessment tool for
literacy and numeracy. Contact the Regional Office for your copy.”

A: See! All they’re interested in is checking up on us. How can they keep
using tests to decide if we’re good teachers or not? What’s the union
doing to protect us?

B: Nah, tests are just a way to make the rich, white families feel good about
paying heaps for the extra fees that their schools can charge. Our kids
haven’t got a hope of doing well. It’s just part of a plot to keep minority
students down.

C: That might be, but you know what to do, don’t you? If they make you use
it, just do it, write the scores down and forget about it and carry on doing
what you always do. After all we’re good teachers, we know what our
kids are like and what they need. We don’t need any tests to help us do a
good job!

D: I’m not so sure about that. I’ve seen the trial stuff when our kids did it last
year. The kids in my class really enjoyed them — it made them work a
little harder and feel good about themselves. I think this kind of
assessment might just motivate our kids.
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E: Well, I’ve seen them too and I think the reports will help us do our jobs
better. There are all kinds of descriptive information in them about what
achievement objectives kids need to work on, what their strengths are, and
what they’ve already mastered. It gives you all sorts of good ideas about
where to start and who needs what.

A: But how can you trust a short test? All those fancy tests are full of error —
you can never trust the results. Plus they’re biased against our kids — the
content’s bound to be stuff that our kids won’t know anything about. And
the ESOL kids won’t have a chance with the maths — there’s just too much
reading!

B: Well, even if they’re really good informative tests, you know the boss will
only want to use them to make the school look good, and find out who
doesn’t get the performance bonus at the end of the year. If your class
grades go up, you get the money. It’s so unfair because anyone knows
that our kids start from so far behind they can never gain a lot.

C: Don’tbe silly! You teach them what’s on the test, coach them well, and
they can learn this stuff. They don’t exactly ask questions that require
rocket science ability on this kind of tests. Just start teaching them early
on how to pass tests and they’ll do fine and you’ll get your money.
Besides, the kids like you so they’ll do their best for you and that’s all that
matters.

E: Gee, no wonder you get through your marking so quickly! All you do is
write the numbers down, and ignore them? I spend a lot of time thinking
about what the scores mean and how they relate to the stuff I’ve decided
my kids need to learn this year. Then I use the information to change
what I’'m doing in my next bit of work; like maybe I find out that I need to
go over something again for some of my kids.

D: I’'m with you. We’re all good teachers, we know we make a difference to
our kids, and new assessments can show that we really are making a
difference. But of course the tools have to be trustworthy and provide
accurate information otherwise we may as well just carry on using our
own quizzes instead of theirs.

B: Well, I hope you’re right. I’m just worried that what they want to do with
the test information is label the kids who struggle and put them into low-
end remedial programmes while the so-called bright kids get special
programmes. I think it’s really unfair how tests are used to decide who
gets promoted or certificated when we teachers really know what the kids
can do. Even the kids know better, and all you have to do is ask them
instead of using a test, for goodness sake.

In this hypothetical conversation, four major conceptions of or belief patterns
about assessment are exhibited; (1) assessment is related to improvement of student
learning and teachers’ teaching (teachers D and E), (2) assessment certifies that students
have learned or met standards (teacher B), (3) assessment evaluates the quality of

schools and teachers (teacher A), and (4) assessment is irrelevant to the work of
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teachers (teacher C). These conceptions are the filters through which teachers interpret
and experience state sponsored or school-wide policies and practices related to
assessment. Furthermore, the conversation is intended to point to an association among
teachers’ conceptions of assessment, teaching, curriculum, learning, and their
effectiveness (e.g., Teacher E associates assessment with curriculum and instruction,
Teacher C connects assessment to instruction and teacher efficacy, while Teacher D
connects assessment to student learning).

Thus, it seems appropriate to investigate how teachers conceive of assessment
and relate those conceptions to their conceptions of learning, teaching, curriculum, and
teacher efficacy to get a fuller understanding of what assessment means to teachers. It
is possible that the surface-deep continuum may be a useful organising schema for these
various conceptions. If that continuum is of use then, surface views of learning should
correlate with teacher-centred views of teaching, accountability and irrelevance
conceptions of assessment, external views of teacher efficacy, and technological
conceptions of curriculum. In contrast, deep views of learning should correlate with
humanistic views of curriculum, student-centred perspectives of teaching, internal
views of teacher efficacy, and improvement conceptions of assessment. On the other
hand, there may be some other organising schema at work by which teachers’
conceptions are related and given meaning.

In order to test these predictions and determine whether the demographic or
individual characteristics effect teachers’ conceptions of assessment a series of
questions were posed. Further, in order to test predictions about how teachers’
conceptions of assessment, teaching, learning, curriculum, and teacher efficacy are

related further questions were posed.
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Do New Zealand teachers exhibit views about learning and assessment that
can be mapped to the conceptions identified in the literature review?
(Studies 1 and 2)

Can a self-report attitude inventory about teachers’ conceptions of
assessment be developed? (Studies 3, 4, and 5)

Do teachers’ conceptions of assessment fall into a four-facet model?
(Studies 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5)

Are teachers’ conceptions of assessment multi-faceted and hierarchical?
(Study 5)

How do teachers’ conceptions of assessment relate to each other? (Study 5)
What assessment methods do teachers associate with the term ‘assessment’
and what relationship is there between those association and conceptions of
assessment? (Study 6)

What assessment practices do teachers use and what relationship is there
between uses and conceptions of assessment? (Study 6)

What relationship is there between individual teacher characteristics (i.e.,
gender, role, experience, assessment training) and teachers’ conceptions of
assessment? (Study 6)

What relationship is there between school characteristics (i.e., size, SES)
and teachers’ conceptions of assessment? (Study 6)

How do teachers’ conceptions of assessment relate to their conceptions of
teaching, learning, curriculum, and teacher efficacy? (Study 6)

Is there a meaningful structure that relates teachers’ conceptions of

assessment, curriculum, teaching, learning, and efficacy?? (Study 6)
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Thus this thesis, through a series of six studies proposes to answer eleven
questions related to teachers’ conceptions of assessment and how those conceptions
relate to teachers’ conceptions of the instructional constructs of teaching, learning,
curriculum, and teacher efficacy. It is expected that large scale sampling of teachers’
attitudes with a Likert-type response scale analysed with sophisticated correlational
techniques will identify a meaningful structure in teachers’ conceptions.

Study 1 will examine the instructional beliefs of secondary teachers from seven
schools. Study 2 will investigate the conceptions of a large sample of primary school
teachers. Studies 3 to 5 will follow the development of an instrument to measure
teachers’ conceptions of assessment towards a four-factor model. Study 6 brings

together teachers’ instructional conceptions into a second four-factor model.
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CHAPTER Il. EXPLORING TEACHERS' INSTRUCTIONAL
CONCEPTIONS

This chapter reports two studies of teachers’ conceptions of various instructional
beliefs, including learning, curriculum, teaching, efficacy, and assessment. These
studies were carried out with the goal of adding to what is known about how teachers
think about these instructional constructs and how they might describe the relationship
of those constructs to assessment. These studies attempt to provide evidence about
whether the conceptions teachers have about assessment could be mapped to the
conceptions identified in the literature review. Furthermore, these studies generated
initial data on the conceptions teachers have about learning, teaching, curriculum, and
teacher efficacy and how those conceptions related to each other.

Study 1 was an interview and survey exploration of secondary teachers’
understanding of learning and assessment, while Study 2 was an analysis of free
response opinions about assessment from a large survey of primary teachers. Study 2
uses largely qualitative approaches to data, while Study 1, though primarily dependent
on interpretive methods, also made use of correlational analysis of teacher responses.
The quantitative methods used in Study 1 permitted the testing of a six-point Likert-
type agreement response scale as a means of eliciting responses from participants.

Study 1, specifically, examined how secondary school teachers’ learning
conceptions related to their conceptions of assessment, teaching, and teaching efficacy.
It was expected that teachers’ instructional conceptions and practices would be affected
by the qualifications assessment system. Study 2, on the other hand, was designed to
elicit more detailed understanding of primary school teachers’ conceptions of

assessment. It was expected that teachers would emphasise improvement conceptions,
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and that they would also express significant concerns about assessment that would be
linked to the irrelevance conception of assessment. This study offered the opportunity
to examine primary teachers’ beliefs to determine whether they were significantly

different to those of secondary teachers.

Study 1: In-Service Secondary Teachers’ Conceptions of

Learning

In the New Zealand Curriculum Framework (NZCF) (Ministry of Education,
1993), explicit attention to learning is paid in the Essential Skills section under the
heading Work and Study Skills. Students are required to (Ministry of Education, 1993,
p- 20) (a) work effectively by themselves and in groups, (b) develop sound work habits,
(c) take increasing levels of responsibility for their work, (d) choose realistic career
paths, (e) take increasing responsibility for their own learning by building on their
individual backgrounds, experiences, and styles, and (f) develop a desire and the skill
for lifelong learning. These are further developed under the terms self-management and
competitive Skills in the NZCF. “Students will: (a) set, evaluate, and achieve realistic
personal goals; (b) manage time effectively; (¢) show initiative, commitment,
perseverance; (d) develop constructive approaches to success and failure; (e) develop
the skills of self-appraisal; and (f) achieve self-discipline” (Ministry of Education, 1993,
p. 19). These skills are typically aspects of self-regulated learning.

Thus, one of the major educational thrusts of the NZCF essential skills is that of
individual, self-regulated, lifelong learning. Individual learning is a self-directed
autonomous process wherein the student reflectively integrates the subject matter being
studied (Chang & Simpson, 1997). Self-regulation of learning, explicit in all these

statements about learning, concerns a “self-directive process through which learners
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transform their mental abilities into task-related academic skills” [italics in original]
(Zimmerman, 2001). The NZCF expects students to take responsibility for their
learning, to be motivated, and to have self-awareness about what they are doing as well
as have the skills needed to learn. In other words, the skills required of students have
volitional, metacognitive, motivational, and self-regulatory characteristics (Masui & De
Corte, 1999).

Study skills as understood by the NZCF are learning skills used in a myriad of
events where an individual’s mastery of learning must be demonstrated; e.g. the
ubiquitous driving test, sports competition, workplace evaluation of information
communication technology skills, and so on. Both students and teachers, although they
are not intended just for academic assessments, commonly encounter study skills during
examination preparation. The point of learning is that it must be demonstrated in some
sort of ‘assessment’; whether that be an essay examination, an in-class test, a practical
performance such as completing a hill-start or parallel parking, or making economically
effective consumer decisions. Learning is demonstrated publicly so that the degree and
quality of that learning is known and recognised. This requirement that teachers are
required to enable students to learn is partnered by the student and community
expectation that teachers will ensure that students succeed in the assessments associated
with the courses they teach.

In the context of Year 11 courses for high stakes qualifications, it was decided,
as part of a global examination of how teachers conceive of assessment, to investigate
what secondary teachers believed about learning and the effect, if any, that the
assessment regime might have on learning beliefs. Specifically, the study addressed (a)
what teachers believed learning to be, (b) what role teachers assigned to metacognition

and motivation, (¢) what teachers taught their students to do in order to learn for the
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assessments of their subject, and (d) whether those conceptions and practices were the
same for teachers of English, mathematics, and science at Year 11.

For the purposes of this study, study skills were understood to be a diverse,
flexible, self-regulated set of strategies that learners deliberately use to learn some
content or process such that the ideas, information, or material learned could be put to
use or demonstrated under publicly observable conditions. The teacher’s role in this
process is understood to involve not only teaching students the ideas, information, or
material but also to make students aware of a range of intentions and conceptions about
learning and to train students in using a wide range of surface and deep learning
strategies and tactics. There is little current evidence available on the state of New
Zealand schoolteachers’ awareness, practices, or conceptions about teaching study
skills.

A sample of six secondary schools in the greater Wellington region, that
represented a range of socio-economic statuses (SES), school roll sizes, and geographic
locations, agreed to participate. About 80 teachers from the English, mathematics, and
science departments of each school completed a questionnaire and 1 teacher per
department per school was interviewed.

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used. Bempechat and Drago-
Severson (1999), in their review of cross-cultural motivation achievement research,
explained why.

“[Q]Jualitative research allows us to illuminate the varied ways in
which students, parents, and teachers ascribe meaning to academic
achievement and educational experiences, quantitative analyses allow

for generalizations about a particular group to a larger population of
students.” (Bempechat and Drago-Severson, 1999, p. 307)

Traditional methods of data collection, such as questionnaires and surveys, do

not allow access to “free floating and far-reaching narratives” (Bempechat, et al., 1999,

62



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

p- 304). The qualitative methods appropriate for this study included focus-group
interviews of students and semi-structured individual interviews with teachers. This
multi-method approach permitted a deeper understanding of what students and teachers
thought was required for successful studying and achievement. This approach had been
used in a study of 88 Australian Year 11 students (equivalent to Year 12 in New
Zealand) where a questionnaire was followed up by semi-structured interviews of a
sample of students and with the teachers of the selected classes (Campbell, Brownlee, &

Smith, 1996).

Instruments

Two recent reviews (Dubois & Kiewra, 1996; Hattie, Biggs, & Purdie, 1996)
indicated that comprehensive and accurate models of studying still do not exist,
notwithstanding Rohwer’s (1984) much earlier call for the development of a
psychology of studying. One of the most effective ways of testing a model is to test it
through the development of a data collection instrument. New Zealand teachers have
had the Study Habits Evaluation and Instruction Kit (SHEIK) (Jackson, Reid, & Croft,
1979) student self-report inventory available as a means of obtaining data about student
study skills. The major criticisms of this instrument relate to the model on which
SHEIK was developed. The model did not (a) apply study skills to actual course
content, (b) discuss metacognitive approaches to studying, (c) link item construction to
any theoretically or empirically based model of studying, (d) discuss the contingencies
of study skill strategy selection and orchestration, (¢) advance a wide range of study
skills strategies, including spatial representation of learning and connection to prior

knowledge, and (f) provide sufficient practice opportunities for effective learning
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(Christenson, 1992; Kiewra. 1992). For these reasons, it was decided not to use or
adapt for use the SHEIK with the teachers in this study.

Other overseas instruments were reviewed to establish whether they could be
used or adapted for use with teachers. Entwistle’s Approaches and Study Skills
Inventory for Students (Assist) (Entwistle, n.d.) has three main approaches: deep,
strategic, & surface-apathetic. Schmeck’s cognitive psychology, information
processing model of studying as expressed in the Inventory of Learning Processes
(Schmeck, Ribich, & Ramanaiah, 1977; Schmeck, 2000) has four main factors: deep
processing, methodical study, fact retention, and elaborative processing. Biggs’
(1987b) widely used Learning Process Questionnaire has three approaches (each of
which has strategy and motivational dimensions) to learning: achieving, surface, and
deep. The Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (Pintrich, Smith, Garcia, &
McKeachie, 1991), among its fifteen scales, measures strategy use, metacognition, and
self-regulation. Weinstein and Palmer’s (1990) Learning and Study Strategies
Inventory for secondary students (LASSI-HS) assesses metacognition, motivational
attributions, and study strategies. Vermunt (Vermetten, Vermunt, & Lodewijks, 1999)
has developed, in Holland, an Inventory of Learning Styles that has four interrelated
domains of learning; i.e. cognitive processing, metacognitive regulation, conceptions of
learning, and learning motives.

After review of the various instruments, it was decided to use a short six
statement section from Entwistle’s Assist questionnaire because it was aimed directly at
the surface-deep continuum of learning conceptions initially advanced by Marton and
Saljo (1976). Furthermore, it was decided to allow teachers the opportunity to freely
supply their own definitions of studying by asking them what they understood studying

to be.
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The issue of response format is not unproblematic (Gable & Wolf, 1993). The
instruments from which the research instrument was derived use a variety of qualitative
and quantitative response formats. There are clearly problems associated with how
people respond to questions about both how often something happens and what their
attitude is toward something (Sudman, Bradburn, & Schwarz, 1996; Schwarz, 1999;
Schacter, 1999). Since the instrument was used early in the school year when teachers
of Year 11 students would most likely have done very little teaching about studying, the
use of quantitative frequency response formats was considered problematic. It was
decided with the learning conceptions statements to use an agreement response scale
because the statements were not conducive to frequency measurement and because they
require a more holistic, opinion or attitude, response. A parallel study on student
conceptions of studying found that the frequency response format produced less fitting
responses on the whole than the agreement response format (Brown, in review).

A further complication with the response format is the nature and number of
response anchors. An odd number of anchors, with an ‘undecided’ category, creates
uncertainty as to whether an undecided response means not understanding, being
neutral, being indifferent, or being acquiescent. Thus, an even number of response
categories was used. Furthermore, since it was expected that participants would
respond positively to these items, it was decided to use four positive and two negative
terms to increase the variance of responses. In contrast to the common usage of
negatively worded statements within questionnaires to reduce response sets (Gable &
Wolf, 1993), Brown (in review) found, in a study of student conceptions of studying,
that all the negatively worded statements had poor fit to an underlying single parameter
item response theory model. Thus, the questionnaire items on learning conceptions

were all worded positively.
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The learning conceptions questions were designed to explore the deep, and
surface approaches identified in the literature. Table 1 shows the number of items
broken down by approach. Three statements were surface oriented because they
emphasised using, getting, or remembering information or details. The other three
items were deep oriented because of their emphasis on personal development, different
perception, and understanding for itself.

Table 1. Learning Conceptions Items by Approach

Approaches
Surface Deep
Learning is being able to use the Learning is understanding new material
information I’ve got for myself
Learning is building up knowledge by Learning is developing as a person

getting facts and information
Learning is making sure I remember things Learning is seeing things in a different and
well more meaningful way

The interviews were audio-recorded and a research assistant assisted with
written notes. The notes were used to identify trends and patterns of thinking, belief, or
understanding about learning that were then classified into the surface, achieving, and
deep categories. Teacher written definitions were analysed for conceptions about
learning processes (i.e., strategies or methods) and conceptions about their
understanding of learning intentions (i.e., motivations or goals). The teacher definitions
were classified into surface or deep approaches. Given the correlational modelling
techniques planned for the Likert-type statements, this level of qualitative data
collection was deemed satisfactory for triangulation purposes.

Gow & Kember (1993) used a questionnaire and interview procedure in their
study of teaching conceptions of polytechnic lecturers. In addition to the questionnaire
and open-ended definition of studying, semi-structured interviews were used to elicit

from teachers data about their teaching goals and approaches, their conceptions about
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teaching and teachers, their understanding of assessment, and the attributes of a good

student (Table 2).

Table 2. Interview Schedule for Teachers’ Conceptions about Curriculum,
Teaching, Assessment, and Students

Topic Area and Questions
Conceptions about Curriculum
What subject and qualification level are you teaching at Year 11?
What are the goals of your subject at this level?
Why are the goals sometimes not achieved?
Conceptions about Teaching
What teaching approach do you take in this subject at this level?
Have you made any recent changes to your teaching approach in this
subject?
What is your view of teaching? Would it be different if you were teaching
students at a higher year level or a different level at Year 117
What are the attributes of a good teacher in subject at this level?
Assessment Conceptions
What level of understanding versus recall of this subject do the
assessments require?
Can the assessments be passed just by memory, revision, or practice?
Do the highest scoring students get their grades from deep understanding
or through surface memory?
What kind of studying or learning do students need to engage in to ensure
do well in assessments of this subject?
Students
What are the attributes of a good student in this subject?

The interview data was analysed to determine the common patterns and their
frequencies of expression. Since the number of participants was small, the
generalisability of this information is weak. Nevertheless, useful insights were gained

by over-viewing the main trends.

Analysis

The Likert-type response questionnaire items about learning conceptions were
scored by assigning numeric values to each response (i.e., 1=strongly disagree,
2=disagree, 3=slightly agree, 4=moderately agree, 5S=mostly agree, 6=strongly agree),

on the assumption that each response represented a score on an underlying continuum
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of agreement attitudes towards the concept. Thus, high scores represent strong
agreement with a statement. In the questionnaire, participants who provided more than
one response per item had the lower of the two responses taken if the two responses
were side-by-side. If their multiple responses were further apart then the response was
classified as missing data. It should be noted that the response format and scoring
procedure used in this study with the Entwistle statements about conceptions of learning
were used in Studies 3 through 6 in this thesis for all work on conceptions of
assessment, curriculum, teaching, and teacher efficacy.

A number of sophisticated correlational analyses were conducted on the Likert-
type data. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used to determine whether responses
to statements indicate a relationship of statements to a common factor while
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to test whether the proposed set of
relationships can be found in a set of responses (Gable and Wolf, 1993). Exploratory
factor analysis was undertaken using maximum likelihood methods, and oblimin
oblique rotation to determine the factor structure of teacher responses to the conceptions
questionnaire. Where a theoretical structure has been proposed and when sample sizes
are sufficient it is appropriate to use CFA techniques to test the fit of the proposed

model to the data.

Participants

The number of teachers participating in the questionnaire by school size, subject,
and school socio-economic status are identified in Table 3. Nearly three-quarters of
teachers (70%) worked in large (roll >750) schools, while approximately equal numbers
of teachers worked in each of the three departments of English, mathematics, and

science. Almost a quarter (23%) of teachers worked in low SES schools, nearly a third
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(30%) worked in middle SES schools, and the balance (47%) in high SES schools.
Nearly all of the teachers (73) taught School Certificate examination preparation
classes, while eight of the teachers taught alternative, non-School Certificate, courses
for students in Year 11 not intending to take the School Certificate examination.

Table 3. Teacher Questionnaire Participants by School Size, School SES, and
Subject

School Size

Large (roll >750) Small (roll <751)
Subject Subject
School SES  English Mathematics  Science English Mathematics Science
Low 8 6 5 - - -
Middle 6 6 4 3 2 3
High 5 9 8 4% 6* 6*
Total 19 21 17 7 8 9

Note. *Two single sex schools contributed to this number.

Almost two-thirds of respondents had taught for ten or more years. Thus, the
sample is relatively more experienced than the full population of teachers of whom only
49% had taught ten or more years (Sturrock, 1999). Nearly 40% of respondents had
been in their schools up to only two years. In summary, the data obtained from the
questionnaire came from a group of Year 11 teachers who had (a) been teaching for less
than the national average, (b) been in their schools a relatively short time, (c) taught
(among other years) at least one Year 11 classes all their teaching careers, and (d)
subject related degrees. The majority of respondents had taught Year 11 classes the
whole of their teaching careers. Only 2 respondents had no degree, though it appears
that all the teachers of the three core subjects had degrees.

From the group of teachers who completed the questionnaire, 18 were selected
for interviews that were conducted in May 2000. Teachers were selected to ensure a
balance of males and females and so that at least one teacher of an alternative class for
each subject was included. Table 4 shows the gender, decile, and level breakdown of

interviewed teachers. Eight of the teachers were male and ten female, while three
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taught alternative level courses (one per subject). Three were from a low decile school,
six from two mid-decile schools and nine from three high decile schools. Six were from
each of the three core subjects of English, mathematics, and science.

Table 4. Interviewed Teachers by Gender, Decile, and Teaching Level

English Mathematics Science

Male Female Male Female Male Female
Decile SC Alt SC Alt SC Alt SC Alt SC Alt SC Alt
Low 1 1 1
Mid 1 1 1 1
High 1 1 2 2 1
Totals by Level 2 1 3 2 1 3 2 3 1
Totals by Gender 3 3 3 3 2 4

As reported in Table 2, 81 teachers responded to the questionnaire. Clearly,
some teachers teach more than one of the core subjects, since 42 indicated that they
taught mathematics, 27 taught science, and 26 taught English. From this breakdown, it
was further determined that 26 mathematics, 24 science, and 23 English teachers were

teaching classes at the Year 11 level.

Results

Data from both the questionnaire and interview are reported together as they
relate to the various conceptions of interest; specifically, conceptions about learning,

teaching, assessment, and efficacy.

Conceptions About Learning

Only 14 teachers provided free-response comments about their understandings
of learning in the questionnaire. Of those, 12 teachers gave definitions that focused on
deep understanding intentions and methods, while only two were oriented to increasing
student achievement. Thus, the responses teachers provided to the six learning
conceptions statements gave the most insight into teachers’ thinking and were used as

the primary source of data.
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Teachers tended to strongly agree with all the statements about the nature of
learning except for the two surface questions, which emphasised using information and
remembering things well respectively. An exploratory maximum likelihood factor
analysis with oblimin rotation found two correlated (» = .367) factors (Table 5). The
surface factor contained the ‘remember information’ and ‘get information’ statements,
while the ‘use of information’ statement loaded equally on both surface and deep
factors. The deep factor contained statements consistent with the deep categories
identified by Marton and Saljo (1976). The poor fit of the ‘use of information’
statement with either the surface or deep factor was unexpected and suggests that use of
information could be seen as either a deep or surface conception. Further research is
needed to clarify this lack of fit.

Table 5. Teacher Conceptions of Learning Factor Structure

Conception of Learning

Learning Statements Surface Deep
Making sure I remember things well 1.05 -.18
Building up knowledge by getting facts and information .42 .07
Being able to use the information I’ve got 18 .16
Seeing things in a different and more meaningful way -.02 .88
Understanding new material for myself -.04 .62
Developing as a person .03 .55

The mean score for each question and deep and surface scale scores, based on
the factor pattern structure, was calculated (Table 6). Data from a parallel study on
student conceptions about learning that involved approximately 700 students (details
reported in Brown, 2002) is included in Table 6 to show important differences between
student and teacher responses. The standardised effect size difference between
teachers’ and students’ mean factor scores was calculated by subtracting the student
mean from the teacher mean score and dividing by the pooled standard deviation

weighted by sample size.
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Table 6. Mean Learning Conceptions of Students and Teachers

Learning Belief Students Teachers Effect-
Size

Surface

Building up knowledge by getting facts 5.07 4.95

and information

Making sure I remember things well 4.45 4.23
Mean (SD) 4.76 (1.016)  4.59 (\992) -17
Deep

Understanding new material for myself 491 5.35

Developing as a person 4.20 5.30

Seeing things in a different and more 4.24 5.03

meaningful way
Mean (SD) 4.45 (.821) 5.23 (851) 95

The effect-size for surface factor difference is -.17, while it is .95 for the deep
factor. Teachers, thus, had a slightly weaker, though not very different, level of
agreement toward the surface view of learning as students. However, teachers had a
significantly greater agreement with the deep view of learning than the students. What
is clear here is that teachers agreed more strongly with the deep view than the surface
view of learning, yet students did not have a similar pattern. Perhaps, this could be
described as students and teachers talking past each other in terms of their conceptions
of learning. It is possible that the impact of the high stakes external examinations
system was preventing the transfer of a deep conception of learning from teachers to
students. Nevertheless, it is highly likely that students’ views of learning reflect the
activities that teachers provide for the students and the values that teachers express
(e.g., getting good grades). Interview data reported later in this study shed light on this

dilemma.

Conceptions About Curriculum
When questioned about the goals of their subject (Table 7), teachers offered
responses more or less equally divided among the technological, academic, and

humanistic conceptions identified by Cheung (2000). The most common goals were the
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technological conception of assisting students to pass exams or maximise their
assessment results (27%), the humanistic conception of improving student life chances
or empowering them for future life (25%), and the academic conception of developing
cognitive, or subject related skills or knowledge (23%).

Table 7. Goals of Teachers for Their Subjects

Goals Total

Technological

Exam passing / Assessment result maximisation 14

Strive for the next level 3

Total 17
Academic

Cognitive or Subject Skills developed, Understanding or Knowledge 12

increased

Enjoyment of subject 4

Total 16
Humanistic

Life empowerment /Increase life chances / Fulfil personal potential / Real 13

life preparation post-school

Boost Confidence/sense of success/ improve motivation 3

Grow up/ Personal maturation/ increase responsibility 3

Total 19

The teachers in the questionnaire identified the most important learning skills in
their subject. Only six skills were selected by over half of the teachers; examination
preparation (71), analysing and learning from assessment mistakes (62), revision
procedures (62), time management (51), organisation techniques (50), and note taking
(48). This showed the overwhelming importance to teachers of ensuring that students
knew how to pass the high stakes end-of-year examinations. This emphasis seemed
strongly connected to a technological approach to curriculum.

Thus it would appear that this group of teachers had three major conceptions of
curriculum; that is technological, humanistic, and academic. It could be argued that the
humanistic and technological conceptions are not truly compatible, yet teachers

appeared able to reconcile or tolerate these differences.
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Conceptions About Teaching

Teachers in the interview were asked about the various teaching approaches they
used. Their responses were categorised by four themes, specifically, examination focus,
social climate, methodologies, and curriculum focus (Table 8). The vast majority of
responses focused on various methodologies used in the classroom, of which just under
half could be associated with a transmission approach to teaching and technological
approach to curriculum, (i.e., practical work and exercises, lectures and notes, model
responses, students working individually). The other methods mentioned, (e.g., group
or pair work, making work relevant to life or news outside the classroom, and
discussion or conversation), were more classically associated with apprenticeship,
nurturing, and cognitive development models of instruction. The technological,
examination focus approaches (e.g., teaching examination taking techniques) when
combined with the transmission approaches to teaching constituted about half of all
comments about teaching (48%). Thus, teachers exhibited two major approaches to
teaching; that is, a technological transmission as preparation for examinations and a

nurturing, academic approach to ensure cognitive and human development.
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Table 8. Teaching Approaches

Approaches Total

Examination Focus
Examination techniques and awareness
Frequent testing and assessment
Highly structured sequences and time frames
Total
Social Climate
Provide praise and avoid put-downs
Firm control of student behaviour
Use humour
Total
Methods
Practical work and exercises
Lectures and notes
Variety and diversity of activities
Use group or pair work
Make relevant to life or news outside school
Discussion and conversation
Exemplify teacher or student model responses
Present information in more than one way (e.g. games, AV)
Students work individually
Walk around and explain individually or to groups
Adapt approach to students or topic
Give extra teaching or tutorials
Total
Curriculum Focus
Aim to develop higher order cognitive skills
Integrate curriculum
Spiral curriculum (i.e. basics, new, revision)
Total 5
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Because the teachers were surveyed earlier in the year before the interviews, it
was possible to ask if they had made any changes in their approaches to teaching. The
type of change teachers may have made to their approach to teaching may reveal more
about the conceptions of teaching they have. Teachers identified about 30 kinds of
change to their teaching approaches in recent times (Table 9), with slightly more
categorised as deep, student-oriented (60%) rather than teacher-controlled or
examination-preparation oriented (40%). A wide variety of changes towards more
constructivist or deep learning oriented practices were identified (e.g., more discussion,

group work, teacher-student interaction, less copying). Simultaneously, these changes
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toward student-oriented learning approaches were balanced by changes toward more
teacher-controlled transmission in preparation for success at upcoming external
examinations (e.g., reduced flexibility in content, greater control of class behaviour, less
class talk,).

Table 9. Recent Changes in Teaching Approach

Changes Total

Teacher, Examination Oriented
Qualification assessments make teaching less student centred or 5
reduces topicality of teaching
Reduced expectations of students who are less able
More rigorous behavioural control or discipline
Less and shorter periods of talking within class
Extension work reserved only for self-motivated students
Total
Deep, Student Oriented
More group or pair work
Changes to structure of lessons (e.g., breaks for writing, talk, etc)
Less copying of notes from board
More class discussion, interaction, question and answering
More work with ITC and AV
Changes to sequence of units (e.g., starting with harder material)
Fewer handout notes given (i.e., Students do more note making)
More connection of work to real life
More emphasis on curriculum than examinations
More help given to student self management of own work
More individual teacher-student interaction
Nature of notes changed (e.g., more diagrams, wacky headings,
interaction)
Total 18
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From the interview data, 27 of the 35 different overall descriptions of the nature
of teaching were classified as cognitive developmental or nurturing (Table 10).
Teachers largely believed the role of teaching was to develop the intellectual skills,
concepts, or knowledge of their students and to help them grow or mature as
individuals. These were student-oriented conceptions that seemed largely antithetical to

any technological emphases on examination preparation.
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Table 10. Definitions of Teaching

Approaches Total
Cognitive Developmental
Intellectual skill, concepts, knowledge improvement 9
Love of Subject 3
Total 12

Nurturing
Personal growth and development 7
Have fun / personal enjoyment 5
Make social or emotional contribution to students 4
Socio-economic life chance improvement 2
Exercise creativity 2

Total 15
Other
Exercise autonomy 1
Personal survival, job orientation 2
Total 8

The attributes of a good teacher fell equally into two main categories (Table 11).
These were understood as having to do with teachers’ attitude or personality and their
professionalism. According to this group of teachers, the primary personal
characteristics and attitudes of a good teacher included being flexible, adaptive people
who patiently forgive the troubling behaviour of young people. In addition, good
teachers need professional competence in a subject and its assessment and to be able to
deliver innovative, creative, well-structured, organised, and prepared lessons, based not

just on their expertise but also on a love of their subject.
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Table 11. Attributes of Good Teachers

Attributes Total

Attitudes, Personality
Patient, forgiving, empathy
Relaxed, flexible, adaptive
Approachable, personable, friendly
Sense of humour, fun
Like for or interest in students
Firm
Lively, enthusiastic, spark
Open attitude towards learning
Respectful of students
Commitment
Total
Professional Behaviour
Expertise in field including qualification assessment
Flexible, innovative, creative content or classes
Love of subject or teaching
Adapting content to student interest or ability
Preparation, preparedness
Structured or organised lessons or classes
Ability to teach or help students to think
Coach or facilitate student learning
Listening to or interaction with students
Deep understanding of life and society
Good control of students
Putting curriculum, subject, or values ahead of qualifications
Work hard
Total
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Thus, throughout the conversations on the nature of teaching and curriculum,
there developed a two-way picture of teaching. One side emphasised humanistic and
academic curriculum conceptions that seemed connected to developmental and
nurturing teaching perspectives. The other side of the picture focused around
technological conceptions of curriculum and transmission perspectives of teaching with
the purpose of increasing students’ qualification assessment results. At this point, the
suspicion that the high-stakes assessment system was impacting on teachers’
conceptions became more concrete. Despite an emphasis on humanistic and academic
approaches to curriculum and teaching, teachers were resorting to examination swotting

technologies.
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Conceptions About Efficacy

Teachers were asked to identify obstacles to their achieving their curriculum or
teaching goals. Four major categories of factors were identified by teachers as obstacles
or hindrances to the achievement of their goals (Table 14). These were general societal
background (21%), poor student behaviour or choices (53%), school structures (23%),
and teacher controlled (4%) factors. The most commonly identified obstacle was poor
student motivation and negative attitude towards, or lack of interest in learning and
achievement. What is astonishing in this data is that so few responses (two to be exact)
referred to causes within the control of the individual teacher (i.e., inadequacy or
newness of the teacher or inappropriate teaching techniques). External factors
underpinned the attributions of 96% of the causes offered by teachers for the failure to
achieve the teachers’ own goals. This indicated a high awareness of the external

teacher efficacy factor was prevalent among these Year 11 teachers.

Assessment Practices

From the 82 questionnaires, a frequency ranking for the use of assessment
practices in their teaching was obtained. Choices included common assessment tasks,
in-class drama presentations, in-class practicals, in-class revision questions, in-class
spoken presentations, in-class written assignments, in-class written tests, and long 2-3
hour written exams. A weighted total score for frequency of use was calculated by
multiplying first choices by three, second choices by two, third choices by 1 and

summing (Table 12).
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Table 12. Frequency of Assessment Task Usage

Frequency Total
Assessment Tasks First Second Third Weighted
In-class written test 37 20 12 163
Common assessment task 10 26 12 94
In-class revision questions 13 16 13 84
In-class written assignment 8 13 6 56
Long 2-3 hour written exam 2 9 19 43
In-class practical 1 10 8 31
In-class spoken presentation 1 2 1 8
Other: 1 0 2 5
In-class drama presentation 1 0 0 3

The most common assessment technique used by these 81 teachers in Year 11
classes was the in-class written test selected by 69 out of 81 teachers as one of their
three most common assessment tasks with a weighted score of 163. The other
frequently selected assessment techniques were associated with more formal
assessment, (i.e., common assessment tasks (94), in-class revision questions (84), in-
class written assignments (56)). The least preferred methods of assessment were in-
class practicals (31), in-class drama presentations (3), and in-class spoken presentations
(8), all of which are associated with more informal assessments of learning. It would
appear that this group of teachers preferred traditional examination-style formal
assessments. This may be a function of their strong intention to equip students to
achieve the highest possible mark in the end-of-year examinations and so implement
assessment tasks that function as practice for the high stakes assessments.

When interviewed, all 18 teachers agreed that the School Certificate examination
could be passed through an application of such surface strategies as rote learning, drill,
or memorisation (Table 13). However, for most teachers this approach would bring
about only a bare or ‘C’ pass in the 50s. All teachers agreed that good grades (‘A’ or
80% plus) at School Certificate level depended on deep understanding of the material.

As well, success beyond the Year 11 School Certificate (e.g., Sixth Form Certificate or

80



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

Year 13 Bursary examinations) depended on a deep understanding of the subject, not
just a rote learned surface apprehension of facts, details, or information.

Table 13. Deep and Surface Requirements in Examinations

Approaches Total

Surface

Surface rote learning, drill get ‘C’ pass 18

Rote learning can get a higher grade or ‘B’ pass 3

Rote learning is necessary for weaker students 2

Parts of the SC examination can be rote learned 1
Total 24
Deep

Good grades depend on deep understanding @ Year 11, SFC, and 18

Bursary,

Success depends on literacy, comprehension, or general knowledge 5

Rote learning is against the goals of the curriculum 2

Too much drill, rote learning creates boredom 1
Total 26

Conclusion

The secondary school teachers in Study 1 had a generally deep view of learning,
usually focused on academic, cognitive development. They also had strong emphases
on humanistic and nurturing approaches to developing the life chances, personal
potential, and personal growth of students. At the same time, they also emphasised
transmission approaches to teaching and technological approaches to preparation for
success at the high-stakes qualification examinations or assessments. Further, teachers
believed that external factors such as student attitude and motivation, societal ills, or
school organisation were the main obstacles to student success. The high stakes
assessments had a powerful effect on teachers’ goals, practices, and conceptions about
learning, teaching, efficacy, and curriculum. Thus, they exhibited largely a teacher-
oriented view of schooling that seemed to excuse teachers from responsibility for
students’ lack of learning.

Table 14. Teacher Conceptions About Obstacles to Achieving Teaching Goals

Obstacles Total
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Societal Background
General social ills (e.g., poverty, benefit cuts)
Lack of future employment opportunities
Poor family modelling or support
Total
Student Choices
Poor motivation, attitudes, immaturity, lack of interest
Disruptive behaviour/ lack of self-discipline
Negative perception of subject or teacher
Lack of prior knowledge or skills
Substance abuse
Lack of effort (e.g., not doing homework)
Absenteeism
Too much paid work
Lack of ability
Total
School Control
Class sizes too large
Insufficient time with students
Over assessing
Lack of school resources
Crowded curriculum
Examination structure or system
School timetabling
Total 12
Teacher Control
Inadequacy or newness of teacher 1
Inappropriate teaching techniques
Total
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This study also successfully demonstrated the usefulness of the six-point
agreement response scale to identify teachers’ conceptions. Teachers’ attitude scale
responses seemed to be similar to their conceptions as expressed in interviews. The six-
point response scale successfully provided adequate variance in teachers’ responses so
that distinctions between strength of conceptions could be identified.

However, this study did not provide insight into the structure of teachers’
conceptions of assessment; rather, not unexpectedly, it pointed out the power of the
assessment system to influence teachers’ practices and conceptions about learning,
curriculum, efficacy, and teaching. Further research into the nature of teachers’

conceptions of assessment was needed.
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Study 2: In-Service Primary Teachers’ Conceptions of

Assessment

It was obvious from a study of secondary teachers who work in an environment
of high-stakes external examinations that the assessment system had a strong impact on
teachers’ conceptions about teaching, learning, and efficacy. Furthermore, the views of
primary school teachers, where the impact of high stakes qualifications assessment is
largely irrelevant, seemed necessary to complement the picture developed in Study 1
where teachers exhibited deep views of learning with technological and transmission
approaches to teaching and curriculum perhaps as a consequence of the need to ensure
student success at those examinations. Thus, this study sought a more thorough
understanding of how teachers conceive of assessment and how those conceptions relate
to the conceptions discussed in the literature review.

This study was designed to collect open-ended, free-response data from
practising primary school teachers about how they understood assessment and then to
assess the adequacy of the four conceptions noted from the literature to classify the
responses. The other goal was to elicit conceptions that may not have been discovered

in the literature review.

Instrument

Data were obtained from teachers who had just administered a standardised
paper-and-pencil student assessment of either reading or writing. This process
permitted teachers an opportunity to express their opinion in response to a certain well-
understood style of assessment. The reading tests were a mixture of constructed

response and multiple-choice questions requiring a combination of surface and deep
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cognition. The writing tests involved students in completing dictated and edited
spelling tasks and an extended piece of writing that focused on one main purpose of
writing. All assessment tasks were designed for classroom use with an improvement
conception of assessment in mind, as part of a cycle of collecting information in order
to diagnose student learning needs, describe student strengths, and implement an
instructional programme that would address learning needs. The assessment tasks were
being calibrated as part of the preparation of materials for a CD-ROM item bank for
teacher controlled, computer-assisted test creation, analysis, and reporting. Further
details of the characteristics of the reading assessment tasks can be found in Meagher-
Lundberg and Brown (2001), and details of the writing assessments can be found in
Glasswell, Parr, and Aikman (2001). Teachers were asked to explain to what extent the
assessment they had administered related to their own view of assessment and to
provide up to a paragraph explaining in what ways their views differed or were identical

to the type of assessment they had just administered.

Participants

To obtain data, a large-scale survey of in-service teachers’ conceptions about
assessment was conducted. Around 20,000 assessments were sent out to a nationally
representative sample of approximately 500 schools, with half the schools administering
reading assessments and the other half administering writing assessments. On the basis
of about one teacher per 25 students, the potential population of teachers participating
was estimated to be 800. Just over half of the estimated population of teachers
(N =465) replied to the questionnaire (response rate = 58%), with slightly fewer

responding to the reading assessments (n = 218) than the writing assessments (n = 247).
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Results

Just over 500 comments were relevant to the topic of assessment and were
classified into the four main assessment purpose conceptions (i.e., improvement,
irrelevance, school accountability, and student accountability) (Figure 1). In addition,
statements could be assigned to two learning (i.e., deep and surface) conceptions and
two teaching (i.e., examination and nurturing) conceptions. Just five statements could
not be classified into any of the purpose conceptions and so were deleted from this
analysis. Overwhelmingly, teachers’ comments were of the improvement type (62%),
with irrelevance comments being the next common type (19%).

Figure 1. Primary Teachers’ Conceptions of Assessments Comments by Category

School Accountability
1%
Teaching
7%

Student Accountability
o
Learning 6%
5%

Irrelevance
19%

Improvement
62%
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Table 15. In-Service Teachers Conceptions of Assessment Organised by Four Major Conceptions
Conceptions and Statement
School Accountability
Assessments confirm/moderate teacher judgements
Assessments evaluate how teachers, schools, and systems are performing
Assessment provides useful external reference point
Assessment results measure teacher or school effectiveness
Sub-Total
Student Accountability
Assessment describes components of performance using standards, levels, or criteria
Assessment compares students one to the other, creating benchmarks for student achievement
Sub-Total
Improvement Describe
Assessment describes or identifies or establishes the abilities of students or what they know and can do or what they
have learned to know or do or what they have remembered or shows what level they are at
Assessment identifies student strengths and weaknesses, errors, gaps or needs; provides diagnostic or formative
information
Assessment, informed by criteria and results, determines how much students learned of teaching
Assessment is a process to collect information for reporting, research, improvement, accountability, etc.
Assessments allow valid inferences about student ability or knowledge
Sub-Total
Improvement of Student Learning
Feedback from assessment is communicated to students
Sub-Total

Reading Writing Total
1 1 2

1 1 2
0 1 1
0 1 1
2 4 6
0 20 20
1 8 9
1 28 29
18 16 34
13 6 19
1 4 5

1 1 2

1 0 1
34 27 61
0 2 2
0 2 2

Table continued
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Conceptions and Statement Reading Writing Total
Improvement Quality of Assessment
Assessments use a variety of materials, methods, question and response formats 53 35 88
Formative assessment is carried out using multiple techniques 13 10 23
Assessment is multi-faceted having formal and informal techniques; involving self, peer, and group assessment 7 15 22
techniques
Assessments replicate real world events, relevant, practical, realistic 14 5 19
Assessment must be manageable 10 8 18
Assessment is standardised 2 3 5
Assessment is objective 1 1 2
Scoring of assessments determines whether the assessment focuses on deep or surface learning 0 1 1
Assessment has to be systematically carried out 1 0 1
Assessment is fair and unbiased 1 0 1
Consistency or reliability is important in assessment 1 0 1
Good assessments take time and effort to create 1 0 |
Continuous assessment is better than one off 1 0 1
Sub-Total 105 78 183
Improvement of Teaching
Assessment is integrated with teaching and curriculum; testing and teaching use similar activities 9 32 41
Assessment aids planning or determines what next teaching or further learning is required by providing feedback to 8 14 22
teachers
Assessment is a basis for grouping students for differential instruction 4 1 5
Assessments define and exemplify learning and performance 2 0 2
Assessment usually aims at improvement 1 0 1
Formative assessment is integrated with constructivism 1 0 1
Sub-Total 25 47 72

Table continued
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Conceptions and Statement
Irrelevance Bad for Students
Assessment provides a snapshot of student ability and is unfair because it is not a full picture of student ability
Assessment must be fair to children in terms of preparation, teaching, etc.
Tests provide information out of context
Assessment is not connected to students' real ability, just their test taking ability
Sub-Total
Irrelevance Assessment is Inaccurate
All assessment is flawed
Assessment results must be used carefully and cautiously
Assessment results are fuzzy and approximate, especially where marker judgement is involved
Assessments are too reliant on reading and writing skills
Observational tools are better than tests
Sub-Total
Irrelevance to Teaching
Assessment is done best in the head of the teacher using professional observation and judgement against learning
outcomes or criteria or standards as part of regular classroom life
Assessment is not connected to real learning or classroom activities
Assessments are not necessarily aligned to teaching or curriculum
Assessment has negative consequences on teaching
Assessment results are filed and ignored
Assessments are not needed to guide teaching; curriculum and experience is enough
Sub-Total
Learning Deep
Assessment measures higher order thinking skills
Sub-Total

Reading Writing Total
13 17 30
6 1 7
2 3 5
1 1 2
22 22 44
1 1 2
2 0 2
0 1 1
1 0 1

1 0 1
5 2 7
7 14 21
10 2 12
11 0 11
2 0 2
0 1 1
1 0 1
31 17 48
10 0 10
10 0 10

Table continued
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Conceptions and Statement Reading Writing Total

Learning Surface

Assessment measures lower order skills 4 11 15
Sub-Total 4 11 15
Teaching for Examination

On-going assessments can act as practice for higher levels of schooling 0 2 2
Sub-Total 0 2 2
Teaching Nurturing

Assessment must be child-centred; friendly, not too difficult, manageable, build confidence, remove anxiety, informs 14 9 23

of criteria and results

Assessment engages student interest, enjoyment 9 0 9

Assessments are individual activities, not group or pair work 1 1 2

Teacher scaffolding is good in assessment 2 0 2
Sub-Total 26 10 36
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Table 15 lists the 13 assessment, learning, and teaching conceptions detected
in the open-ended comments by the teachers. Each conception is exemplified by
groups of statements that constitute various sub-categories within the conception. For
example, the improvement conception has four sub-categories (i.e., assessment
describes student learning, the quality of assessment tasks, student learning, and
teaching) while the irrelevance conception has three sub-categories (i.e., bad for
students, inaccurate, and teaching). The various conceptions, sub-categories, and
statement groups are listed by whether the teacher had administered either a writing
or reading assessment. Note that only 17 statement groups had 10 or more
respondents, and that just 10 statement groups had 20 or more respondents. The ten
most frequent statement groups represented 324 or 62% of all interpretable
comments, while the next seven frequent gave 104 or 20% of all comments. Thus,
nearly three-quarters of all responses were captured by those 17 statement groups and
are discussed in this section.

Three of the four most common statement groups with frequencies of 30 or
more were related to the improvement conception and one was related to the
irrelevance conception of assessment. The improvement statement groups focused
on the quality aspects of assessment tasks, their descriptive power, and their ability to
improve the quality of teaching. Specifically, these most frequent statements showed
that teachers believed that (a) assessment must use a variety of materials, and
methods, including diverse question and response formats (88), (b) assessment is
integrated with teaching and curriculum so that similar activities are used in
assessment and instruction (41), and (c) assessment describes, identifies, or
establishes the abilities of students, what they know and can do, what they have

learned to know or do, what they have remembered, what level they are at (34). The
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irrelevance conceptions focused on how assessment is bad for students, specifically
assessment provides only a snapshot of student ability and is, thus, unfair because the
result is not a full picture of student ability (30). This nexus of conceptions, if taken
together, revealed a perspective that viewed assessment as multiple means of
obtaining a single-snapshot description, closely linked to teaching of student
achievement.

The next six most common comments, with frequencies between 20 and 29,
extended the improvement conception of assessment by focusing on the quality
dimension of assessment tasks. Diversity of assessment technique (23), including the
use of informal, peer, self, and group assessments (22), was emphasised. The
nurturing teaching perspective was seen in the frequently expressed statement that
assessment must be student-centred; student-friendly, not too difficult, manageable
for students, build their confidence, and remove their anxiety (23). The role
assessment plays in improving the quality of teaching was expressed in comments
that focused on assessment as an aid to planning or determining the next teaching or
further learning steps (22). This dimension was supported by a continuing strong
emphasis on assessment that provides describes the components of student
performance compared to standards, levels, or criteria (20). The irrelevance view was
extended by comments that assessment is best done in the head of the teacher using
professional observation and judgement against learning outcomes or criteria or
standards as part of regular classroom life (21).

The last set of comments (i.e., seven comments made between 10 and 19
times) continued the improvement themes of assessment as a source of descriptive
information about student strengths, weaknesses, errors, gaps, or needs (19), that

assessment uses realistic, relevant, and practical activities (19), that its
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implementation is manageable (18), and that it provides information about students’
higher order thinking (10). In contrast, there was a frequently expressed view that
assessment was irrelevant to teaching because it was perceived as not connected to
real learning (12) or classroom activities or not aligned to teaching or curriculum
(11).

It is worth noting that about seven percent of comments could be attributed to
either the school or student accountability conceptions. Thus, though they were not
frequently expressed overall, it does appear that teachers were aware of the
accountability conceptions. However, in the context in which the data was being
collected, those conceptions were not paramount. Further, it should be noted the
some teachers associated assessment with learning conceptions, though 3:2 in favour
of a surface conception.

This sample of teachers viewed assessment in largely improvement terms
(e.g., obtaining diagnostic evidence about student achievement in order to shape
teaching and learning activities). This was tempered by the view that assessment was
irrelevant to teaching, learning, and students, and the conception that assessment was

part of school accountability.

Conclusion

Study 2 identified two major conceptions held by primary school teachers
about assessment (i.e., improvement and irrelevance). These conceptions were multi-
faceted with three irrelevance and four improvement themes identified in the
literature being seen in their comments. For example, the improvement conception
was based on a diagnostic description of student performance using high quality

tasks, integration of teaching and assessment, and the use of assessment in planning
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instruction. The irrelevance conception identified assessment as irrelevant to
teaching, as something bad for students, and as inaccurate. This irrelevance
conception may have been closely linked to a student-centred teaching approach. It
was also evident that asking teachers to discuss their conceptions of assessment
triggered comments related to their conceptions of teaching and learning.

Study 1 showed that secondary school teachers’ conceptions of teaching and
learning were influenced by the high stakes student accountability examinations. In
this study, information about school-wide assessment systems was not sought and so
no comparison could be made. The open-ended comments supported on the whole
the range of conceptions developed from the literature and suggested that teachers’
conceptions were complex and multi-structured rather than simple and dichotomous.

A serious limitation in both Studies 1 and 2 is that the nature of the association
or linkage of ideas described so far has been imposed or constructed by the
researcher. Teachers did not provide explicit information about how strongly they
held each of their conceptions of assessment or how they would relate one conception
to another; rather they simply indicated that they had one or more conceptions of
assessment. A more sophisticated approach to data analysis, and consequentially data
collection, was needed to establish in detail not only what conceptions teachers had
about assessment, how strongly they held the varying conceptions, and how those
conception related to the various assessment conceptions they held. Hence, it was
decided to conduct a series of studies that would help expose the associations between
and strengths of teachers’ conceptions of assessment. First, an instrument to elicit
teachers’ conceptions of assessment had to be developed. Second, pre-existing
instruments to measure teachers’ conceptions of curriculum, teaching, and teacher

efficacy had to be found. Third, data had to be collected from much larger samples
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to assist with analysis and generalisability. Fourth, a more sophisticated way of
testing the proposed models of how teachers’ conceptions interrelate had to be used.
The technique most suited for the type of data being collected is measurement
modelling based on structural equation model techniques.

The next chapter reports three studies that developed a new instrument to
measure teachers’ conceptions of assessment. The subsequent chapter then reports on
the instruments used to explore how teachers’ conceptions of assessment relate to

other constructs and the results of that research.
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CHAPTER Ill. MEASURING TEACHERS’
CONCEPTIONS OF ASSESSMENT

Although studies 1 and 2 were able to paint a picture of how assessment
influences teachers’ learning and teaching conceptions and how assessment was seen
as tied to the improvement of learning, those studies were not able to flesh out the
structure of teachers’ conceptions of assessment. To be able to answer the questions
of what conceptions of assessment teachers hold, how strongly they might agree with
a conception, and how the various conceptions related to each other, it was necessary
to develop an instrument that could manageably, validly, and reliably provide an
estimate of teachers’ conceptions. An instrument that provides reliable scores to a
theoretically valid mapping of a construct, such as teachers’ conceptions of
assessment, would also be valuable for future research and professional development
activities. However, it was not possible to locate an instrument to measure teachers’
conceptions of assessment in the literature.

Thus, standard processes for the development of an attitude scale (Gable &
Wolf, 1993) were implemented and are documented in this chapter. These processes
involved turning conceptions of assessment into statements to which participants
could indicate their degree of agreement or disagreement. Then, exploratory factor
analyses and confirmatory (or rather restricted) factor analyses were used to develop
and test a model of how teachers’ conceptions of assessment was structured. The
process of developing an instrument depends on having and testing a model of how
the domain of interest is structured. The danger in using sophisticated analytic
techniques, that allow post-data collection manipulation, is that statistically
significant results may be due to chance factors within the population being studied.

Thus, it is advisable to use multiple samples to test each new version of an instrument
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being developed (MacCallum, 1995). Consequently, this chapter reports three studies
conducted with different education-profession populations. An instrument is also
able to estimate the strength of attitude teachers have towards each construct as
measured by teachers’ responses to the statements. These scale scores are useful in
testing whether there are differences in conceptions among different populations and
for linking conceptions of assessment to other relevant constructs.

Thus, this chapter reports three studies into the development of an instrument
to measure teachers’ conceptions of assessment. Study 3 used pre-service primary
and secondary postgraduate teacher trainees, while study 4 used undergraduate
education students, and study 5 used in-service primary teachers. These studies used
self-report Likert-type response questionnaires. In each study a Likert-type response
scale used in Study 1 was adopted (i.e., a six-point response scale involving 4 positive
and 2 negative agreement responses), with identical scoring (i.e., items were scored 1
to 6 with extremes representing respectively strong disagreement and strong
agreement). All items were written in a positive frame so that reverse scoring was not
needed. The questionnaire was trialled three times with three different education-
profession samples, and analysed to produce an inventory of statements that
exemplified various conceptions of assessment.

The confirmatory factor analytic technique used to determine the nature of the
structure of teachers’ conceptions of assessment was structural equation modelling
(SEM). SEM allows tighter specification of multiple hierarchies or paths between
factors by utilising the factor patterns, correlation patterns, covariance patterns, and
residual values within a data matrix (Hoyle, 1995). Specification of a model includes
identifying observed variables that load onto latent first-order factor, and the

relationship of the first-order factors to second or higher-order latent factors. It is
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critical to remember that the development of an SEM model is dependent on theory,
in other words SEM is a sophisticated correlational technique that ought to be used
only in the context of a proposed meaningful set of relationships (Maruyama, 1998).
Structural equation modelling generates two types of model (i.e., measurement and
structural) wherein measurement models explain the relationships among structures
while structural models predict relationship between factors (Hoyle, 1995).
Choosing goodness of fit indicators of these models is still contentious, but
there is general agreement that the more effective measures (i.e., least affected by
sample size) are when the Tucker-Lewis Index (7L1), and Adjusted Goodness of Fit
Index (AGFI), are greater than .90 and the absolute fit of the model, Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) is below .08 (Hoyle, 1995). Sample size is
also critical as the number of parameters increases (Browne & Cudeck, 1989; 1993),
with numbers greater than 500 recommended for most cases (Chou & Bentler, 1995).
It is also desirable that the factor loadings are much greater than zero (indicated by
the loadings being at twice their standard errors), and that no modification index
points to a factor loading as being inappropriately fixed to zero. It is worth noting
that, although modification indices are powerful in increasing fit of a model to the
data when used in accordance with a meaningful theory, such modified models need
to be tested on new samples to ensure that the models are not dependent on chance
characteristics of the data set being used (MacCallum, 1995). SEM analysis in this

thesis was conducted with AMOS (Arbuckle, 1999).
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Study 3: Teacher Trainees’ Conceptions of Assessment (CoA-

)

Statements that represented major ideas identified in the review and from the
teacher comments in Study 2 were generated and incorporated into a questionnaire
form. It should be noted that the instrument had to be manageable in length and so a
restricted number of statements (115) was essential to ensure cooperation of
voluntary, unrewarded participants. The implication is that multiple studies were
needed to trial items for all the various conceptions identified in the literature. It was
found that most participants completed the full questionnaire (approximately 100
rated statements and demographic questions) in 20 to 30 minutes. Two forms were
used with reversed order of statements to take account of any participant fatigue.

The first trial of the Conceptions of Assessment (CoA-I) inventory made up of
115 statements was completed by 84 primary and secondary pre-service Diploma of
Teaching trainees. Because most items (101/115) had less than 5% missing at
random data (M = 3.28%), missing value analysis, using the SPSS EM procedure,
was conducted to provide 84 complete response sets (SPSS, 2000). As the sample
size (particularly in relation to the number of items) was not sufficiently high,
principal axis rather than maximum likelihood factor analysis with oblimin rotation
was conducted with items grouped according to three of the major meta-concepts
(i.e., accountability, improvement, and irrelevance). For a factor to be retained it had
to have at least 3 statements loading >.30 and for a statement to be retained it had to
have a clear logical connection with other statements loading on the factor and have a

loading of >.30. Factor reduction led to ten factors and 65 statements (Table 16).
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Table 16. Conceptions of Assessment Factors, Statements, and Loadings

Factors and Statements Loading
High Stakes Testing is Bad for Teaching
Teachers pay attention to assessment only when stakes are high 73
Teachers are over-assessing .68
Assessment forces teachers to teach in a way against their beliefs 57
High stakes assessment has negative impact on teaching .57
Classroom assessment is practice for high-stakes testing 42
Assessment Serves External Stakeholders
Assessment selects students for future education or employment 78
opportunities
Assessment in secondary schools is dominated by external or public .64
examinations
Assessment results should be communicated to students and their parents .62
Teachers are evaluated by assessment .61
Assessment shapes the activities that students undertake Sl
Assessment provides information on how well schools are doing A48
Provides Useful Information About the Quality of Teaching
Assessment moderates teacher judgement about student performance 73
Assessment confirms or moderates teacher judgement 71
Assessment results measure teacher effectiveness .60
Assessment provides useful external reference points of what student A7
achievement should look like
Assessment gives information on how well teachers teach .37
Assessment Improves Teaching
Assessment models useful teaching strategies 75
Assessment improves teaching .69
Assessment is all about feedback to students about performance .64
Assessment is an essential part of teaching and curriculum .62
Assessment is integrated with constructivist teaching practice .62
Assessment Diagnoses Student Ability, Knowledge, Learning, Thinking
Assessment permits valid interpretations of what students can do 7
Assessment identifies how students think .69
Assessment identifies student strengths and weaknesses .69
Assessment establishes what students have learned .69

Assessment is a way to determine how much students have learned from .68
teaching

Answers to assessment show what goes on in the minds of students .62
Assessment provides information about how students are performing .59
Assessment identifies what students know or can do .56
Assessment provides recommendations about student learning Sl
Assessment explains why students perform in a certain way 40
Assessment defines and shows what learning should take place .38

Table continued
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Factors and Statements Loading
Assessment Improves Students’ Learning
Assessment is a positive force for improving social climate in a class .69
Assessment is an engaging and enjoyable experience for children .59
Assessment describes the abilities of students .55
Assessment measures higher order thinking skills .54
Assessment is appropriate and beneficial for children Sl
Assessment helps students improve their learning 49
Assessment Shapes Teaching
Assessment aims at improvement of student learning 49
Assessment allows different students to get different instruction 45
Assessment is a way to determine what next teaching is required .65
Assessment changes the way teachers teach Sl
Assessment influences the way teachers think .54
Assessment is Ignored
Teachers should ignore assessment .83
Assessment is unfair to students 73
Assessment has little impact on teaching 72
Assessment has negative consequences on teaching .70
Assessment results are filed and ignored .66
Assessment is value-free Sl
Assessment Has Limitations
Assessment is too reliant on reading and writing .79
Assessment is limited because it does not show the full picture of a .69
student’s abilities
Success in assessment is due to test taking ability not real ability .62
Assessment is biased against minority group students .53
Observation is the best type of assessment 47
Assessment measures memorisation and rote learning 42
Assessment is Valid
Assessment results can be depended on .82
Assessment results are consistent .65
Assessment results predict future student performance .65
Assessment results are trustworthy .64
Assessment activity is manageable .62
Assessment is objective .58
Assessment concludes with an overall evaluation of the student’s .50
learning

The ten factors were broken into three main areas, (i.e., accountability,
improvement, and irrelevance). The two accountability factors were (a) assessment
provides useful information to teachers about teaching and (b) assessment serves
external stakeholders. The five improvement factors were (a) assessment improves

teaching, (b) assessment diagnoses student ability, knowledge, learning, and thinking,
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(c) assessment is good for students, and (d) assessment shapes teaching, and (e)
assessment is valid. The three irrelevance factors were (a) assessment is ignored, (b)
assessment has limitations, and (c) high stakes testing is bad for teaching. Once
factors were found mean scores and estimates of reliability (coefficient alpha) for
each factor were generated (Table 17, Figure 2). Multiple analysis of variance
revealed no statistically significant differences between males and females, primary
and secondary trainees, or between ethnic groups for any of the sub-scale scores.

Figure 2. CoA-I Factors Mean Scores

Assessment Provides Useful Assessment Assessment Assessment Assessment Assessment is High Stakes Assessmentis  Assessment Has
Serves External Information Improves Describes Student Improves Shapes Teaching Valid Testing is Bad for Ignored Limitations
Stakeholders  About the Quality Teaching Ability, Students' Teaching
of Teaching Knowledge, Learning
Learning,
Thinking

Teacher trainees’ mean scores for all ten factors were close to each other
within the range of 3.5 to 4.0 (i.e., close to moderately agree), except for two scales.
They more than moderately agreed that assessment shapes teaching and only just
slightly agreed that assessment is ignored. Thus, for this group of future educators,
they agreed with the improvement (i.e., mean score for five sub-scales was 3.81) and
accountability (i.e., mean score for two sub-scales was 3.81) conception factors. In

contrast, the irrelevance factor received weak agreement (i.e., mean score for three
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sub-scales was 3.35). Estimates of reliability for the sub-scales were moderate to
good (i.e., alpha range from .61-.82) with an average alpha of .73.

Table 17. CoA-I Factors Means and Reliabilities

Factor Estimate =~ Mean (SD)
of
Reliabilit
y (o)
Accountability
Assessment Serves External Stakeholders 73 3.84 (.15)
Provides Useful Information About the Quality of Teaching .68 3.78 (.11)
Improvement
Assessment Improves Teaching .76 3.58 (.31)
Assessment Describes Student Ability, Knowledge,
Learning, Thinking .82 3.87 (.11)
Assessment Improves Students’ Learning 73 3.56 (.36)
Assessment Shapes Teaching .61 4.32 (.04)
Assessment is Valid .81 3.72 (.24)
Irrelevance
High Stakes Testing is Bad for Teaching 72 3.60 (.02)
Assessment is Ignored 75 3.01 (.10)
Assessment Has Limitations .68 3.45 (.05)

Note that the meaning of the irrelevance items and factors needs to be
understood clearly; low scores indicate that a statement or factor is relevant (not
irrelevant) while high scores indicate that a statement or factor is irrelevant. As the
average score was greater than the mid —point of the Likert scale, this group of
teacher trainees agreed with most conceptions of assessment, though there was greater
agreement with accountability and improvement conceptions than irrelevance
conceptions.

However, the small sample size meant that it was not possible to analyse all 65
statements and 10 factors at one time and thus it was not possible to establish the
nature of the relationship between the various conceptions. Further trialling with
larger populations was required to test whether the assignment of factors to meta-
concepts was merited. Another limitation was that no practising teachers completed

the questionnaire. Practising teachers were included in Study 4.
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Further, nearly half the items trialled in this study did not fit the model, and so
another trial would permit testing of further focused statements around conceptions in
the literature that had not been adequately detected in this study. This meant that
items not found to fit the model in this study would be dropped and new items tested
with these items in the next study. Study 4 involved an extra 40 statements derived
from further searches of the literature. Sources for further conceptions and items
included the models of teacher assessment practices documented by Gipps, et al.
(1995) and the doctoral dissertation of M. Hill (2000b) and an article on secondary
teacher assessment practices (McMillan, 2001b). In addition, statements that focused
on peer and self-assessment, and academic enabling (e.g., positive attitude, hard
effort, etc.) were added. Thus, a second version of the CoA-I was developed for

Study 4 that had 105 statements.
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Study 4: Students’ and Practising Teachers’ Conceptions of

Assessment (CoA-Il)

As noted earlier, each of the three studies reported in this chapter selected
items that fit the model and then introduced new items based on the model to more
fully test the model. Study 3 resulted in 65 statements loading on to 10 factors, each
of which had been tested independently of each other. A second instrument (CoA-II)
of 105 statements was assembled utilising the 65 statements from Table 17 and 40
more statements that had been written to pick up key ideas not previously included in
the instrument.

Participants (N = 188) were 141 education students in either first year
developmental psychology or second year education sociology and 47 practising
primary teachers. Missing data (no more than 2-3% for each variable) were imputed
with the SPSS EM missing value procedure and then corrected to a minimum of 1.0
and maximum of 6.0. Because of the low cases to variables ratio, three maximum
likelihood factor analyses with oblimin rotation were conducted and subsequently
tested as three measurement models (i.e., accountability, improvement, and
irrelevance). Only the statements that were expected to load on each of the three
major assessment conceptions (i.e., accountability, improvement, irrelevance) were
analysed together. Thus, clearly a significant limitation of this study is the inability to
test a model that integrates the three measurement models.

The loadings of the 46 CoA-II statements retained by the factor analysis on
each first order factor are shown in Table 18. Note that 11 items in the present 46 are
new in this modelling; meaning 35 statements were carried over from the Study 3.

All statements had loadings on their respective first order factor greater than .40.
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Table 18. CoA-11 Factor Structure Study 4

First Order Factor and Statement Loading
Accountability: Evaluate Learning Objectives
Assessment is completing checklists .70
Assessment is comparing student work against set criteria .66
Assessment is assigning a grade or level to student work .66
Assessment is systematic collection of information about student .63
achievement
Assessment is checking off progress against achievement objectives .58
Accountability: Evaluate Schools
Assessment provides information on how well schools are doing .88
Accountability: Evaluate Students
Classroom assessment is practice for high-stakes testing .79
Assessment shapes the activities that students undertake 73
Assessment selects students for future education or employment 53
opportunities
Accountability: Evaluate Teachers
Assessment results measure teacher effectiveness .66

Assessment provides teachers useful external reference points of what .61
student achievement should look like

Assessment gives teachers information on how well they teach .57
Improvement: Improve Student Learning
Assessment helps students improve their learning .79
Assessment is appropriate and beneficial for children 75
Assessment feedbacks to students their learning needs .68
Assessment provides feedback to students about their performance .66
Assessment is an engaging and enjoyable experience for children .66
Assessment makes students do their best .61
Assessment is a positive force for improving social climate in a class .60
Improvement: Improve Teaching
Assessment information modifies ongoing teaching of students .67
Assessment is integrated with teaching practice .62
Assessment changes the way teachers teach .59
Assessment allows different students to get different instruction .58
Assessment information is collected and used during teaching Sl
Assessment influences the way teachers think A48

Table continued

105



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

First Order Factor and Statements Loading
Improvement: Diagnose Student Ability
Assessment measures students’ higher order thinking skills .76
Assessment establishes what students have learned 75
Assessment identifies student strengths and weaknesses 12
Assessment is a way to determine how much students have learned .69
from teaching
Assessment identifies how students think .66
Answers to assessment show what goes on in the minds of students .56
Improvement: Quality Valid Information
Assessment results are trustworthy 75
Assessment results can be depended on .59
Assessment results are consistent 57
Assessment is objective 49
Assessment results predict future student performance 42
Irrelevance: Bad for Teaching
Assessment is unfair to students 1
Teachers are over-assessing .67
Assessment interferes with teaching .63
Assessment forces teachers to teach in a way against their beliefs .62
High stakes tests are bad for teaching .54
Assessment is biased against minority group students .54
Teachers pay attention to assessment only when stakes are high 47
Irrelevance: Used but Ignored
Assessment is value-less 73
Assessment has little impact on teaching 49
Assessment results are filed and ignored 44

Factors that had more than three statements with related meaning and that
loaded >.30 on the factor, were tested with measurement modelling to establish
degree of fit for each of three measurement models (i.e., accountability, improvement,
and irrelevance). A higher-order model involving first-order factors and second-order
factors for each measurement model was tested to determine if data conformed to the
proposed hierarchical models. The accountability and improvement measurement
models had four first order factors loading onto one second-order factor (Figures 1
and 2), while the irrelevance model (Figure 5) had two first order factors loading.
This gave a total of 10 first order factors loading onto three second-order factors in

three unrelated measurement models.
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Table 19 shows the three measurement models with factor names, number of
items in each factor, the average score per item, the loading of each factor on its
appropriate second order factor, the internal reliability of each factor scale, and the
average loading of statements on each factor. Six of the first order factors had
between five and seven variables, three first order factors had only three variables,
and one factor (i.e., Accountability: Evaluate Schools) is made up of a single variable.
The quality of these models was apparent from inspection of the fit indices. The data
showed that the models for Irrelevance and Improvement have reasonable fit to the
data, while those for Accountability were close to reasonable fit but required further
work (RMSEA > .08); certainly more items for Evaluate Schools factor are needed.
Another possible source of poor fit is the possibility that the accountability
conception is actually constituted of two separate but correlated conceptions (i.e., one
related to schools and a second to students). Further analyses with more items and
larger sample size are required to establish whether the accountability conception

exists as one construct with two factors or as two separate conceptions.
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Table 19. CoA-11 Measurement Model Characteristics: Accountability,
Improvement, and Irrelevance

Characteristics
Second-Order (% df; RMSEA; Nof 1" Order Loading 1" Order 1% Order
TLI) items  Factor on 2" Factor Factor
First-Order Factors Scale M Order Scale Item
Factor  Reliability Loading
(o) M
Accountability (129.83; 51; .091;
.843)
Evaluate Teaching 3 3.75 .60 .64 .61
Evaluate Schools 1 4.14 .88 na na
Evaluate Students 5 3.88 .62 71 .68
Evaluate Learning of Objectives 3 4.15 7 .78 .65
Improvement (533.14; 248; .078;
.763)
Improve Teaching 6 4.10 37 75 58
Improve Learning 7 3.54 .95 .86 .68
Quality Validity 5 3.20 .88 .69 .56
Describe Achievement 6 3.72 .99 .85 .69
Irrelevance (60.88; 34; .065; .908)
Bad for Teaching 7 3.40 .52 .80 .60
Used but Ignored 3 2.28 .55 .57 .55

Loadings of items onto first order factors are high with actual loadings ranging
between .42 and .88. Loadings from the first order factors to the second order factors
range from .37 to .99, indicating that first-order factors provide reasonably similar
contribution to the second-order factor. Reliabilities for each first order factor scale
are moderate (i.e., .57 for Used but Ignored having only 3 items) to strong (i.e., .86
for Improve Learning having 7 items) with the average alpha being .74. Note that
reliability for Evaluate Schools could not be calculated because only one item makes
up this factor. The data for the three measurement models are diagrammed below;

accountability (Figure 3), improvement (Figure 4), and irrelevance (Figure 5).
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Figure 3. CoA-11 Accountability Conception Measurement Model
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Figure 4. CoA-11 Improvement Conception Measurement Model
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Figure 5. CoA-l11 Irrelevance Conception Measurement Model
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Low sub-scale means indicated that teachers tended to disagree with the
conception sub-scale, while high values indicated agreement with a conception.
Average item scores for each factor ranged between 2.28 and 4.15. Six of the sub-
scales ranged between 3.75 and 4.25 indicating moderate agreement (i.e., all four of
the accountability sub-scales and the improvement sub-scales of improve teaching
and describe student achievement). The improve student learning sub-scale fell
between slightly and moderately agree (3.54), along with the irrelevance sub-scale of
bad for teaching (3.40). The irrelevance sub-scale used but ignored was close to
disagree (2.28), indicating a reasonably high rejection of the concept that teachers use
but ignore assessment.

Because of the small sample size it was not possible to analyse all the data in
one all encompassing measurement model. However, it was feasible to examine the

factor structure of the sub-scale factor scores to begin to understand how the various
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conceptions relate to each other. Thus, a two factor maximum likelihood with
oblimin rotation factor analysis was obtained using the ten sub-scale scores (Table
20). Inter-factor correlation was .13, indicating a very small common element
between factors. Although, only two factors were identified, it was clear that the
Used But Ignored factor loaded equally poorly on both factors suggesting a possible
third factor that may have been detected had there been more related items.

A possible interpretation of the first factor is largely an improvement-focused
view of assessment combined with teacher evaluation. Possibly this is the kind of
assessment that participants believed should be used to evaluate teachers for the
purpose of improving the quality of diagnosis and students’ learning. The second
factor loaded largely on the accountability and irrelevance conceptions of assessment
suggesting that accountability assessment was irrelevant. However, the high loading
of Evaluate Teachers with improvement suggested that irrelevance is not equated
with accountability conceptions per se. In addition, the high loading of /mprove
Teaching on the same factor as accountability and irrelevance is unexpected, though it
suggests that the use of assessment to improve the quality of teaching is irrelevant.

Table 20. CoA-11 First Order Factor Loadings

First Order Factors Factor

1 2
Diagnose Ability 91 -.04
Improves Learning .89 -.15
Quality Validity 75 -.01
Evaluate Teachers 71 31
Used but Ignored -.14 -.11
Evaluate Learning Objectives -.04 A7
Evaluate Schools 21 .69
Evaluate Students -.08 .66
Bad for Teaching -.50 .63
Improve Teaching .26 .56

Note: Inter-factor correlation » = .128
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Concluding Comment

This study showed that three measurement models called accountability,
improvement, and irrelevance could be identified from the responses of education
students and practising teachers to the CoA-II inventory and that the conceptions had
two levels and were multi-dimensional. However, data from a larger sample of
participants is necessary to effectively map all the measurement models into one
integrated model rather than rely simply on a factor analysis of sub-scale scores.
Furthermore, more items were required to flesh out four factors, such as Evaluate
Schools and Used but Ignored, which had three or less items. In addition, a large
sample of practising teachers was required in order to establish the conceptions of

teachers, rather than those of students or trainees.
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Study 5: Teachers’ Conceptions of Assessment (CoA-Ill)

Study 4 established three measurement models (CoA-II) (i.e., one each for
improvement, irrelevance, and accountability) of teachers’ and education students’
conceptions of assessment. However, several issues were left unresolved. First, data
from a large sample of practising primary school teachers was necessary to establish
one integrated measurement model of teachers’ conceptions of assessment. Second,
the structure of the accountability conception was not well specified through low
number of items and the possibility that the student and school dimensions of
accountability may be separate conceptions.

Study 5 reports the results from a large-scale survey collection of CoA-III
inventory data and establishes a four-factor model of teachers’ conceptions of
assessment. This study answers some of the questions posed at the end of the
literature review. Specifically, a self-report attitude inventory about teachers’
conceptions of assessment is developed (CoA-III) and the adequacy of the four-factor
model is evaluated. Further, the questionnaire provided information about teacher
demographic characteristics (i.e., type and length of pre-service training, length of
service, gender, ethnicity, type of school worked in, role in school, and types of
assessment training undergone). From each participant’s self-identified school, key
school-level demographic information was derived (i.e., size, type, and socio-
economic status of school, community population size, and ethnic mixture of student
population) from the Ministry of Education schools database. How teachers’
conceptions of assessment relate to teachers’ conceptions of curriculum, learning,

teaching, and teacher efficacy are reported in the next chapter as part of Study 6.
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Instruments

Several instruments were used in this study. A third version of the
Conceptions of Assessment inventory (CoA-III) was developed. It has been argued
that teachers’ practices of assessment, the types of assessment instruments they use,
and the quality of assessment training they have would impact on their conceptions of
assessment (McMillan, 2001b; Quilter, 1998). Therefore, a questionnaire was used to
elicit demographic information, including the amount of training they have had in
assessment, about teachers. A checklist of assessment formats or types was
developed to test whether style of assessment influenced CoA. In addition, a self-
reported inventory of frequency of using different kinds of assessment (i.e.,

assessment practices) was developed.

CoA-IlI

The 46 items that formed the CoA-II measurement models of Study 4 were
included in the CoA-III Study 5 inventory. The accountability measurement model in
Study 4 had been found not to have good fit to the data, partly because three of the
factors had only three or fewer items. Likewise, the Used but Ignored factor in the
irrelevance measurement model only had three items. Thus, a total of 19 additional
items were written to provide more items for factors identified in trial 2 and to
address further conceptions. Specifically, items were written for assessment as a
means of school and teacher accountability (seven items), student accountability (two
items), that assessment is inaccurate (four items), and that assessment is used but
ignored (two items). Further reading of the literature identified, within the context of
the irrelevance conception, the use of assessment as a way to control students or

classes (Torrance & Pryor, 1998) and so four items were written to measure that
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construct. The resulting 65 items were arranged in the CoA-III so that items relating
to each other were not encountered in groups. The focus of this study is on the CoA-
111, and so the other instruments used in the questionnaire are described in Study 6.
In order to reduce participant workload, a planned missing data design was
used (Graham, Taylor, & Cumsille, 2001). This meant that each participant
completed one of two questionnaire forms. Each questionnaire contained the 65
statement Conceptions of Assessment (CoA-III) Inventory. One questionnaire asked
teachers the frequency of their use of certain assessment types, while the second
questionnaire contained inventories on teacher conceptions curriculum, learning,
teacher efficacy, and of teaching. Data missing at random, ranging from 1.5-8.5%

(M =2.93%, SD = 1.20%) of each variable, were imputed using SPSS EM procedure.

Demographic Questionnaire

In order to assess whether a specific set of assessment practices influenced the
manner that teachers’ conceived assessment, teachers were asked to identify which of
up to eleven kinds of assessment they had in mind as they completed the CoA-III. In
both questionnaires, professionally relevant demographic information about the
teacher (i.e., ethnicity, gender, role and length of teaching experience, type and length
of training, and name of school) was collected. From the school name it was possible
to derive various key demographics (e.g., school SES, school size, school ethnic mix,
community size in which the school was located) from the Ministry of Education

Schools database.

Assessment Format or Types

Assessment is associated with a wide variety of information gathering types or

practices (such as those used in Warren and Nisbet’s, 1999, survey of Australian
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mathematics teachers, i.e., observations, oral tests, practical work, interviews, timed
tests, projects, homework, assignments), though most commonly it is associated with
testing. In the context of mathematics teaching, it has been shown that teachers use a
wide variety of techniques but that teachers tended to give greatest importance to
teacher observation and student performances and, not surprisingly, least importance
to the use of essays (Adams & Hsu, 1998). Similarly, Australian mathematics
teachers reported using observation most, while using assignments and journals least
often (Warren & Nisbet, 1999). McMillan, Myran, and Workman (2002) found that
although teachers used a wide variety of assessment types, they used objective items
most often, but that differences were found between language arts and mathematics
teachers. The former used performance assessment and projects as much as the
objective items, while the latter used teacher-made and publisher-supplied tests as
much as objective items.

In contrast, Senk, Beckmann, and Thompson (1997) found, in their study of
assessment practices in American high school mathematics classes, that teachers’
assessment practices were dominated by reliance on tests and quizzes, a pattern
probably consistent with the impact of qualifications frameworks. Kahn (2000)
reported that among the high school English teachers in the United States in her study
twice as many points were awarded through multiple-choice assessments than all
other written and oral assessment types across the full range of English functions (i.e.,
literature, writing, grammar, listening, speaking, and vocabulary). This may be
related to the relatively narrow and formulaic approach to learning the teachers took
in their specification of assessment criteria (i.e., the extended writing task rewarded

conformity to a formula rather than degree of persuasiveness).
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Thus, although teachers use a wide variety of assessment formats or types,
what is unknown is whether thinking of certain assessment types is associated with
different conceptions of assessment. It might be expected that teachers who prioritise
the use of objective items, publisher-supplied tests, and teacher made tests would give
greater prominence to accountability conceptions of assessment over improvement
conceptions. In contrast, it may be that teachers who associate assessment with
informal observation and oral questioning would have a stronger emphasis on the
irrelevance of assessment conceptions.

One way to understand how teachers conceive of assessment is to identify the
types of assessment they have in mind while completing the questionnaire. In order
to address the issue of whether association assessment with certain assessment types
relates to differing assessment conceptions, a section just prior to the CoA-III
questionnaire was included that allowed teachers to identify which of up to 11
different assessment practices (i.e., unplanned observation, oral question and answer,
planned observation, student written work, student self or peer assessment,
conferencing, portfolio/scrapbook, teacher made written test, standardised test, essay
test, and 1-3 hour examination) they had in mind as they were completing the CoA-III
inventory. Multi-dimensional scaling was used to investigate whether it was

meaningful to group assessment types by the pattern of responses.

Assessment Practices

Teachers’ assessment practices have been researched in a number of studies.
For example, Stamp (1987) found in her study of Australian teacher trainees’
opinions of assessment practices that there were three distinct factors. These were (a)

discovery of individual student’s achievements and progress, (b) use of external
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examinations to record academic achievement, and (c) student control and selection
of assessment methods and criteria. The same teacher trainees reported believing that
two major types of assessment practices should be used when measuring student
achievement, that is (a) performance on projects, reports, or practical applications and
(b) tests or examinations (Stamp, 1987). Thus, she found that:

primary education students [teacher trainees] preferred practices which 1)

provided for individualized learning and progress, yet ii) maintained a

traditional-academic approach. They did not favour the use of formative

testing measures in the classroom, and they tended to favour the gathering of
subjective, affective types of information when measuring pupil achievement.

(Stamp, 1987, p. 97)

It appears that, at least in a United States survey of primary and secondary
teachers, that teachers assess students regularly for grading purposes; three fourths of
teachers gave a minor test that counted for grades at least once per week (Cizek,
Fitzgerald, Shawn & Rachor, 1995). Approximately four out of five of those minor
tests were ones teachers created themselves, whereas teachers created major tests only
three out of five times. Publishers supplied the balance of tests used for grading
purposes. Nevertheless, the survey found that, although nearly 90% of teachers used
tests to get grading information, a wide variety of assessment types were used
including informal measures of effort, behaviour, teamwork, answers to in-class
questions, participation in class, homework completion, etc.

McMiillan (2001b) surveyed middle and high school teachers about the types
of assessment used and the levels of cognitive processing required by their
assessments. Their varimax principal component analysis of 11 assessment type items

and four levels of cognitive assessment found four type factors (i.e., constructed
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response included essays, performance-based, and projects; developer-made
assessment; objective assessments; and major exams) and two cognitive factors (i.e.,
deep understanding, reasoning, and higher order thinking; and recall) (Table 21).
Using a 6-point frequency scale (i.e., not at all, very little, some, quite a bit,
extensively, and completely) McMillan found that teachers relied on self-designed
assessment that required demonstration of understanding, reasoning, and application.
These items were incorporated into a measure of teacher assessment practices
along with more items adapted from the Entwistle (n.d.) learning beliefs questionnaire
to provide more items on cognitive processing of assessments (Table 21). The same

frequency of use response scale was used.
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Table 21. Assessment Practices and Processes Statements, Factors and Loadings

Factors and Statements Loading

Constructed Response Assessments

Performance-based assessments (e.g., structured observations or ratings of 77

performance such as a speech or paper)

Oral presentations 74

Projects completed by teams of students 73

Projects completed by individual students .70

Essay-type questions .68

Authentic assessments (e.g., ‘real world’ tasks) .52
Assessment Developer Made Assessments

Assessments designed primarily by yourself .87

Assessments provided by publishers or supplied to the teacher -.84
Objective Assessments

Performance on in-class quizzes .84

Objective assessments (e.g., multiple-choice, matching, short answer) .68
Major exams or tests .90
Deep Cognitive Level

Assessments that measure student understanding 91

Assessments that measure student reasoning .88

Assessments that measure how well students apply what they learn .81
Surface Cognitive Level

Assessments that measure student recall 98

Supplementary Items Based On Entwistle (n.d.)

Surface Cognitive Level
Assessments that measure ability to build up knowledge by getting facts and —
information

Deep Cognitive Level
Assessments that measure whether students see things in a different and —
more meaningful ways
Assessments that measure how students are developing as individuals —
Assessments that measure whether students can derive abstract principles —
from ideas or information
Assessments that measure student ability to understand relationships —
between ideas or information

Assessment Literacy Training

Assessment literacy, based on the American standards (AFT, NCME, & NEA,
1990), is understood as “the ability to design, select, interpret, and use assessment
results appropriately for educational decisions” (Quilter, 1998, p. 4). It is anticipated
that teachers with more training in the use of assessment in education would have
different conceptions of assessment than those with less training. It seemed possible
that teachers with less assessment literacy training would be more likely to conceive
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of assessment as irrelevant or disagree with the assessment as improvement
conceptions. Thus, it was decided to investigate the amount of training in assessment
that teachers had participated in.

Research has indicated that the vast majority of teachers have limited
understanding of the qualities of assessment information (e.g., reliability, validity of
inferences, and statistical terminology), whether it be derived from their own
observation evaluation of a student, from a student’s external standardised test mark,
or from their own in-class performance assessments (Hambleton & Slater, 1997;
Impara, Divine, Bruce, Liverman, & Gay, 1991; McMillan, Myran, & Workman,
2002; Mertler, 1999; Plake, Impara, & Fager, 1993; Quilter, 1998; Stiggins, 2001).
Gipps, et al. (1995, p. 2) argued that the research on assessment they conducted in
primary schools in the early 1980s “had shown that teachers’ understandings of issues
in assessment was very limited; while there was widespread use of standardized tests
of reading and maths, there was little understanding of how the scores were derived,
or what they meant, and no understanding of issues such as reliability and validity”.

Furthermore, teachers’ personal experience of assessment as positive or
negative while they themselves were students is positively correlated with their
current attitude towards assessment (Green & Stager, 1986; Quilter, 1998). Stamp
(1987) found that teacher trainees who had experienced individual inquiry methods of
assessment in primary and secondary school tended to agree with the use of the same
methods as a classroom assessment practice, while those who had experienced
teacher-centred testing methods in their own schooling tended to agree with the use of
teacher controlled testing. It has also been demonstrated that greater assessment
literacy correlated with more positive attitudes toward classroom assessment (Quilter,

1998; Quilter & Chester, 1998). In addition, it has been found that training in
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assessment may have very little impact on changing teacher trainees’ assessment
frameworks (Stamp, 1987).

Thus it was decided to collect information on the amount of assessment
literacy training teachers had received. It was not possible to probe more deeply
because the research’s focus was on conceptions of assessment, not the ability to
interpret accurately assessment information. Teachers were asked to indicate, on a
non-exclusive basis, what kind of assessment training they had participated in. The
options were arranged hierarchically from none, through some hours as part of pre-
service training, and 1/2 to 1-day workshop or seminar, to completion of formal
courses in assessment at the undergraduate or postgraduate levels.

Participants

CoA-III questionnaires were sent to a national stratified sample of 800
schools, randomly selected by school SES, size, location, and type in proportion to
the percentage of student population in each category of school. Questionnaires were
addressed to the principal who was asked to call for two volunteer participants from
among the teachers of Year 5 to 7 students. Questionnaires were sent out during the
last term of the school year. Despite not sending out any follow-up reminders, a total
of 525 CoA-III inventories, return rate of 33%, were returned in time for analysis.

Characteristics of individual teachers participating are identified in Table 23.
The teachers in the study were for the most part (a) New Zealand European (83%), (b)
female (76%), (c) highly experienced with 10 or more years teaching (63%), (d)
employed as teachers rather than managers or senior teachers (54%), (e) employed in
contributing or full primary schools (89%), and (f) well trained with three or more
years training (55%). The demographic characteristics of the individual teachers in

this sample reasonably reflect those of the New Zealand teaching population (Table
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22) as determined in the 1998 teacher census conducted for the Ministry of Education
(Sturrock, 1999).

Table 22. CoA-111 Key Demographic Characteristics Comparison

Characteristic 2001 CoA-III Study 1998 Teacher Census
Sample Size 525 23,694

NZ European 83% 87%

Female 76% 71%

Long Service 63% 49%"

Note. “This figure averaged for both primary and secondary sectors as separate sector
information was not available.

Teachers from 290 schools provided 491 CoA-III questionnaires, while a
further 36 were returned without school identification (Table 24). About one-third of
teachers were employed in low socio-economic status (SES) schools, while just fewer
than 30% of teachers worked in high SES schools. This distribution represented a
very acceptable sampling of the distribution of teachers by school SES. Just over half
of the teachers worked in large urban area schools, representing a proportional return
by school type (i.e., approximately 40% of primary schools are smaller than 120
students and are largely rural). However, this represents a significant over-sampling
of small schools based on student population proportions, since only about 10% of
students are in such small schools.

The proportion of students who are reported to be of New Zealand European
or Pakeha ethnicity was used to group schools into majority or minority ethnic school
(Hattie, 2002). Those schools that had more than 25% of students with New Zealand
European ethnicity were classified as majority, while schools that had up to a
maximum of 25% New Zealand European students on their roll were classified as
minority. Just over three-quarters of participants came from majority ethnicity

schools.
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Table 23. CoA-l111 Participant Characteristics

Gender Total
Characteristics Male Female Missing
Ethnicity
NZ European/Pakeha 99 335 1 435
NZ Maori 7 28 35
Other 10 21 31
Asian 1 6 7
Pacific Nation 1 5 6
Missing 2 4 5 11
Years Teaching
More than 10 85 248 399
Between 2 and 5 14 60 74
Between 6 and 10 13 56 1 70
Less than 2 8 33 41
Missing 2 5 7
Role
Teacher 47 234 1 282
AP or DP 20 65 85
Principal 35 35 70
Senior Teacher 10 54 64
Other 6 5 11
Trainee Teacher 2 2
Missing 2 4 5 11
Years Training
Less than 1 Year 1 4 5
1 Year 2 13 15
1-2 Years 11 24 35
2 Years 12 36 48
2-3 Years 25 91 1 117
3 Years 34 308 142
More than 3 Years 34 113 147
Missing 1 10 5 16
School Type
Contributing Primary 47 182 1 230
Full Primary 61 175 236
Intermediate 9 39 48
Secondary 1 1
Missing 2 3 5 10
Type of Training
Early Childhood 1 2 3
Primary 110 375 1 486
Secondary 3 6 9
Both Primary and Secondary 6 12 18
Missing 4 5 9
Total 120 399 6 525
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Table 24. CoA-l111 Participants by School Characteristics

Characteristic Frequency Percent
Socio-Economic Status (Decile)
Low
1 66 12.6
2 54 10.3
3 53 10.1
Middle
4 48 9.1
5 26 5.0
6 47 9.0
7 42 8.0
High
8 58 11.0
9 48 9.1
10 48 9.1
Missing 35 6.7
Community Population Type
Urban
Main Urban 275 52.4
Secondary Urban 26 5.0
Rural
Minor Urban 53 10.1
Rural 133 25.3
Missing 38 7.2
School Size
Large (>350) 145 27.6
Medium (121-350) 195 37.1
Small (<=120) 150 28.6
Missing 35 6.7
School Ethnic Mix
Majority (>26% European) 403 76.8
Minority (<=25%) 87 16.6
Missing 35 6.7
Total 525 100.0

Thus, data in this study were from a relatively homogenous population of full
and contributing primary school teachers, largely representative of the New Zealand
population, except for an over-representation of teachers in small schools. It is
important to test if participants would have different CoA scale scores according to

these school or personal demographic factors.
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Results

In contrast to previous trials where insufficient participants precluded
development of an overarching measurement model, the larger sample size available
in this study permitted determination of the relationship between the various
conceptions. SEM of the CoA-III data allowed integration of the various CoA-II
measurement models developed in Study 4 into one comprehensive model of

teachers’ conceptions of assessment.

CoA-I11 Measurement Model

The process of creating a meaningful, well-fitting model of teachers’
conceptions of assessment with the CoA-III data removed 15 items. Items were
removed that caused negative error variance by being overly correlated with each
other or which had low loadings on their intended factors. The remaining 50 items in
the CoA-III resulted in a well fitting measurement model (y* = 3217.68; df = 1162;
RMSEA = .058; TLI = .967) containing four correlated major factors, which constitute
the conceptions of irrelevance, improvement, school accountability, and student
accountability (Figure 6). The first two factors are second-order purposes that have
three or four first-order factors, while the latter two are stand-alone first-order factors.

The first-order factor loadings for irrelevance clearly indicate that the
irrelevance conception consists of three conceptions; specifically, assessment is bad
for teaching (A = .91), teachers may use assessment but they ignore it (A = .74), and
that assessment is inaccurate (A = .41). The first-order factor loadings for
improvement consist of four conceptions. These are that assessment improves student
learning (A = .92) and teaching (A = .86), that assessment describes student abilities,

knowledge, and thinking (A = .93), and that assessment information is valid because
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of its dependability (A = .80). The school accountability factor is made up of six
statements that focus on using assessment to evaluate the worth of schools; while the
student accountability is formed by 7 statements that focus on using assessment to
evaluate student progress against achievement objectives or to make placement or
selection decisions about students.

Correlations between the four factors help to clarify the nature of teachers’
conception of assessment (Table 25). The irrelevance factor was quite highly but
inversely correlated with the Improvement conception, suggesting there may be a
bipolar relationship, but there was sufficient variance not accounted for to leave these
as two independent factors. The irrelevance factor has a zero correlation with school
accountability conception (» =-.12; p = .1296) with o = .01, and is moderately
correlated with student accountability. The improvement factor is quite highly
correlated with school accountability and moderately correlated with student
accountability. The two accountability factors are moderately correlated with each
other. It would appear that Crooks’ (1990) call for school-based self-evaluation as a
means of determining school effectiveness has been heeded and implemented in the
subsequent decade.

Table 25. Intercorrelations CoA-111 Model of Conceptions of Assessment

Factor 1 2 3 4
1. Improvement — -.69 58 0 32
2. Irrelevance — -12 .29
3. School Accountability — .58

4. Student Accountability —
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Figure 6. CoA-111 Measurement Model of Conceptions of Assessment
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...results can be depended on |

|

...results predict future student performance
...Is objective

...forces teachers to teach in a way against their beliefs |
...interferes with teaching |
[ ...is unfair to students |
|
|

[Teachers are over-assessing
[Teachers pay attention to assessment only when stakes are high

Irrelevance [Teachers conduct assessments but make little use of the results
[...results are filed & ignored

|
|
[ Teachers ignore assessment information even if they collect it |
|
|

[ ...has little impact on teaching
[...is value-less

[...results should be treated cautiously because of measurement error |
[Teachers should account for error and imprecision in all assessment |
[ ...is an imprecise process |
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Differences in CoA-l11 Mean Scale Scores

Mean scale scores were calculated by dividing total scale score by the number of
items in each scale (Table 26). This was done so that scale scores could be interpreted
by the score anchor terms and compared to each other. There are a total of nine sub-
scales based on 50 statements. Table 22 shows the number of items, the average scale
score and standard deviation, the loading of each scale on applicable second-order
factor, the scale internal reliability, and the average loading of statements for each scale.
Based on the average item loadings onto first-order factors (range .52-.66), there is a
strong indication that the items are related to each other as a factor. In addition, the
scale factors exhibit acceptable to good internal reliabilities (range .63-.81). The two
second-order factors are well explained by the first-order factor with loadings ranging
from .41 to .93. Variance in mean scale scores ranged between 12-15% of the
maximum scale score of 6. These loadings, reliabilities, and variances contribute to the
overall quality of the measurement model, as indicated by the fit indices values reported
above.

Table 26. CoA-Illl Scale Characteristics

Second-Order Factors #of  Mean Loading on Scale Mean Item
First-Order Factors Items Scale Second-Order Reliability = Loading on
Score (SD) Factor (o) First-Order

Factor

Improvement- Information

Improve Teaching 6 4.32 (.71) .86 .68 52
Improve Learning 7 3.85(.76) 92 .79 .59
Quality Validity 5 3.32(.81) .80 73 .59
Describe Ability 6 3.87 (.76) 93 78 .61
Irrelevance
Bad for Teaching 5 2.73 (.77) 91 .68 .55
Used but Ignored 5 2.27 (.81) 74 78 .66
Inaccurate 3 3.86 (.93) 41 .63 .63
School Accountability 6 3.53 (.81) — .81 .66
Student Accountability 7 2.85 (.78) — 75 .56
Total CoA 50 3.42(.74) — .85 —
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The highest mean scale score (i.e., just over moderately agree) is on Improve
Teaching, followed by three scales just under moderately agree, (i.e., Improve Student
Learning, Describe Student Abilities, and Inaccurate Assessment is Irrelevant). The
lowest scale score (i.e., just above mostly disagree) was for Used but Ignored, followed
by two scales just under slightly agree (i.e., Bad for Teaching and Student
Accountability). For each scale, it is interesting to investigate the number of teachers
who agree strongly or weakly and who disagree with each concept (Table 27 & Figure
7). Scale scores in the range 1.00 to 2.99 were considered disagreement, while those
from 3.00 to 4.50 were considered lower agreement and those between 4.51 and 6.00
were treated as strong agreement.

Table 27. Percentage of Teachers by Agreement Level for CoA-I11 Scales

Conception of Assessment Disagree Low Agree  Strongly Agree
(%) (%) (%)
Accountability Students 244 65.1 10.5
Accountability Schools 53.3 43.8 2.9
Improve Describe 10.7 72.0 17.3
Improve Student Learning 11.8 65.5 22.7
Improve Teaching 2.9 59.6 37.5
Improve Valid 30.1 62.9 7.0
Irrelevance Bad 62.5 35.8 1.7
Irrelevance Ignore 79.2 20.0 0.8
Irrelevance Inaccurate 14.3 59.2 26.5

Four conceptions were strongly agreed with by more than a quarter of teachers
(i.e., improve teaching—37.5%; irrelevance inaccurate—26.5%; and the inverse of
irrelevance bad—62.5% and irrelevance ignore—79.2%). Three assessment
conceptions were disagreed with by more than a quarter of teachers (i.e., accountability
schools—53.3%; improve student learning—44.8%; and improve valid—30.1%).
Clearly, most teachers agree strongly that assessment is not irrelevant, about half of
teachers disagreed that assessment improves student learning and makes schools

accountable, while a third of teachers disagreed with the validity of assessment and
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another third agreed strongly that assessment would improve teaching, and a quarter of
teachers agreed strongly that assessment was inaccurate. Although a good shorthand
summary of New Zealand teachers’ conceptions of assessment this analysis fails to
identify how the conceptions relate to each other. Nevertheless, it is clear that pockets
of New Zealand teachers have strongly held and conflicting conceptions of assessment.

Figure 7. Percentage of Teachers by Agreement Level for CoA-I11 Scales

Irrelevant Ignore 79.2 | 20.0 11

Irrelevant Bad 625 | 35.8 i

‘ ‘ ODisagree

Improve Teaching 2.9| 59.6 | B O Low Agree

‘ ‘ Ostrongly Agree
Improve Student Learning 11.8 | 65.5 | 22.7

Improve Describe 10.7 | 72.0 | 173

Irrelevant Inaccurate 14.3 | 59.2 | 26.5

Accountability Students 2.4 | 65.1 | 105

Improve Valid 30.1 | 62.9 | 7.0

Accountability Schools 53.3 | 43.8 |2.9

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Teacher & School Characteristics

Teacher characteristics (outlined in Table 23) were examined as a possible
source of variance in COA-III subscale values. Because the overwhelming majority of
teachers were NZ Europeans, trained as primary teachers, and worked in composite or
full primary schools it was decided not to analyse these factors. Since there were a
large number of response categories for teacher role, teacher years of experience, and
years of training, those variables were collapsed into fewer approximately equal-sized
categories. Teacher role was collapsed to teacher (n = 281) and manager or leader

(n = 218); years of experience was collapsed to ten years or less (7 = 180) and more
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than ten years (n = 319), while years of teacher training was collapsed into four
categories; less than two years (n = 107), two to three years (n = 116), three years
(n = 136), and more than three years (n = 140).

Multivariate ANOVAs found no statistical difference for any of the COA-III
subscales for teacher gender, teacher years of training, or teacher years of experience.
The F tests for teacher roles, based on the linearly independent pair-wise comparisons
among the estimated marginal means, found one statistically significant difference,
F(1,501)=11.691, p = .001, for only the improve student learning subscale. Managers
and leaders (M = 4.01) agreed more strongly that improving student learning defined
assessment than teachers (M = 3.74). This particular distinction in attitude between
leaders and teachers, though it may be an artefact of experiment-wise statistical testing,
has been found in the literature on teachers’ implicit theories about teaching (Clark &
Peterson, 1986).

That only one of the nine COA-III subscales had statistically significant
difference suggested that differences in role are not powerful in shaping teachers’
conceptions of assessment. Thus, other than for one subscale (i.e., improve student
learning by role in school), teacher gender, years of training, years of experience, and
role in school were irrelevant to mean scale scores for the teachers’ conceptions of
assessment inventory. This indicated the relative stability and generalisability of
teachers’ COA-III conceptions.

The characteristics of the schools in which the participants worked (Table 24)
were examined to determine whether mean COA-III scale scores would be affected by
school size, school SES, community population size, or ethnic mixture of student
population. To permit analysis of reasonably comparable cell sizes, school SES was

collapsed into three categories (i.e., low, medium, and high) and school community
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population size was collapsed into two categories (i.e., urban and rural). Multivariate
ANOVAs of mean CoA-III scale scores found no statistically significant differences
(i.e., School SES, F(18, 434) = 1.207, Wilks’ A = .947, p = .248; School Size, F(18,
434) =1.047, Wilks’ A = .954, p = .403; Community Type, F(18, 434) = 1.064, Wilks’
A =.976, p = .389) for main or interaction effects. Thus, school characteristics did not
differentiate in a statistically significant way the mean scores for the nine teachers’
conceptions of assessment factors.

Further evidence for the credibility of this model can be found by inspecting the
means for the various conceptions across the three studies. If the model generation
process has not generated chance results as a consequence of population characteristics,
then the mean scale scores should be stable across populations in the three studies
conducted to develop this instrument. Factors were matched across the three studies
and where factors were not closely labelled they were assigned to the conception in
CoA-III to which they were most similar. When more than one factor in earlier studies
matched a factor of CoA-III they were averaged.

Mean scale scores across the three studies were quite similar (Table 28) with
low absolute mean difference between study scale score and average for all three
studies. However, three of the factors (i.e., Accountability Students, Irrelevance Bad,
and Irrelevance Ignore) showed much larger absolute discrepancies in mean scores
across the three studies (between 10 and 17% of mean scale score). Further, it should
be noted that the average mean scale score was lowest in the CoA-III. In addition, it
should be noted that the average of all scale scores was approximately halfway between
slightly agree and moderately agree. Thus, there is evidence that teachers’ conceptions
of assessment have remained relatively stable despite changes in items and different

populations (i.e., trainee teachers and practising teachers).
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Table 28. CoA Mean Scale Scores Across Studies 3-5

Absolute

Mean
Conception of Assessment  CoA-I  CoA-II  CoA-Ill  Average Difference
Accountability Schools 3.81 3.95 3.53 3.76 0.16
Accountability Students — 4.02 2.85 3.43 0.59
Improve Teaching 3.95 4.10 4.32 4.12 0.13
Improve Learning 3.56 3.54 3.85 3.65 0.13
Improve Valid 3.72 3.20 3.32 341 0.20
Improve Describe 3.87 3.72 3.87 3.82 0.07
Irrelevance Bad 3.60 3.40 2.73 3.24 0.34
Irrelevance Ignore 3.01 2.28 2.27 2.52 0.33
Irrelevance Inaccurate 3.45 — 3.86 3.66 0.21
Average 3.62 3.53 3.40 3.51 0.08

Intercorrelations between CoA scale scores across the three studies were also
reasonably high, with greatest correlation between CoA-I and CoA-II (Table 29).
Those two studies were predominated by teacher trainees and undergraduate education
students, while CoA-III consisted of practising teachers. The evidence from the pattern
of means and intercorrelations supports the assertion that the four meta-factor model of
teachers’ conceptions of assessment is stable across populations.

Table 29. Intercorrelations CoA-111 Mean Scale Scores Across Studies

Study 1 2 3 4
1. CoA-I — 93 73 .89
2. CoA-II — .68 .89
3. CoA-III — 92
4. Average —

Assessment Format or Types

In order to simplify analysis, multidimensional scaling (MDS) was used to
group assessment types. MDS or perceptual mapping is a series of techniques that
identify key dimensions underlying respondent reactions to objects (Hair, Anderson,
Tatham, & Black, 1998). Objects are mapped into multidimensional space based on

their distance from each other. The resulting spatial map shows the relative position of

135



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

objects from each other. To establish the quality of an MDS solution, it is
recommended that there be d*4 objects for d dimensions, the proportion of the variance
of the disparities not accounted for the MDS model (i.e., Kruskal’s stress) be less than
.05, and that the proportion of variance (R?) explained be greater than .60 (Hair et al.,
1998).

MDS, using Alscal Euclidean distances procedure, reduced the 11 types of
assessment to four meaningful dimensions, with good fit characteristics (Kruskal’s
stress = .026; R* = .997) (Table 30). Although this was more dimensions than is
normally recommended for the number of objects, the two dimension solution did not
reach the .05 threshold for Kruskal’s stress and the three dimension solution did not
generate as meaningful a pattern of results as the four dimension solution. Five types of
assessment grouped together and were labelled teacher controlled classroom
assessments (i.e., teacher made written tests, standardised tests, student written work,
planned observations, and student self or peer assessments). Two formal examination
types grouped together (i.e., 1-3 hour exams and essay tests), while three oral
assessments grouped together (i.e., conferencing, oral question and answer, and

unplanned observations). The portfolio method stood by itself.
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Table 30. Multidimensional Scaling of Types of Assessment

Dimension Coordinates

Assessment Types Dimension 1 2 3 4
1-3 Hour Exams Exam -3.70 13 -28 .09
Essay Test Exam -3.43 A2 -24 .05
Conference Oral 44 .09 1.05 73
Oral Question and Answer  Oral 57 0 1.01 52 22
Unplanned Observation Oral 81 93 21 -.87
Portfolio/Scrapbook Portfolio -15  -1.62 .61 -.52
Planned Observation Teacher 1.35 -.04 -.06 -.01
Self or Peer Assessment Teacher 1.05 -.36 27 40
Standardised Tests Teacher .58 -21 -1.35 27
Student Written Work Teacher 1.41 11 -.13 .08
Teacher Made Written Teacher 1.06 -.16 -.57 -45
Tests

Figure 8 shows the four types of assessment dimensions mapped in three-
dimensional space with the axes rotated in such a way that the clustering of types was
more visible. The five teacher controlled types are marked T; the three oral types are
marked O; the two exam types are marked E, and the portfolio type is marked P.

Figure 8. Three Dimensional Mapping of MDS Assessment Type Dimensions

Dimension 2

Dimension 3

Dimension 1
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A frequency score for each assessment dimension was calculated tallying the
number of times each type had been selected by each teacher (Table 31). Very few
teachers selected no oral or teacher controlled types, or any of the exam types, while
two-fifths did not select portfolio type. On average teachers selected four of the five
teacher controlled assessment types, one and a half of the three oral types, and just six
in ten selected the portfolio type. This is in stark contrast to the 61 teachers that thought
of either one or both of the exam type assessments.

Table 31. Frequency of MDS Assessment Types Scores

Score
Assessment Dimension 0 1 2 3 4 5 Average
Oral 65 72 112 266 — @ — 1.55
Exam 454 51 10 @ — — — 14
Teacher 46 6 16 35 128 284 4.03
Portfolio 204 311 — @ — — @ — .60

Multivariate analysis of variance tests revealed no statistically significant
differences in mean scores for the nine Conceptions of Assessment scales for main or
two-way interaction effects of the four assessment type dimensions (Table 32).

Table 32. Multivariate Results COA-I11 by Assessment Type

Effect Wilks' A F df P
Oral .95 .83 27 72
Exam .94 1.46 18 .10
Teacher .90 1.07 45 .34
Portfolio .98 .89 9 54
Oral * Exam .92 1.13 36 27
Oral * Teacher .81 91 108 .73
Oral * Portfolio .93 1.20 27 22
Exam * Teacher 91 1.25 36 .14
Exam * Portfolio .98 .58 18 91
Teacher * Portfolio .92 1.12 36 .29

Thus, it was apparent that, regardless of the type of assessment contextualising
teacher responses to the COA-III questionnaire, mean scores for teacher assessment
conceptions were consistent across type dimensions. In other words, teachers’

conceptions of assessment were general and constant whatever kind or type of
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assessment teachers had in mind. Basically, assessment type was irrelevant to teachers’

conceptions of assessment.

Assessment Practices

This study makes a distinction between the type or format of assessment
associated with the conception of assessment and the frequency with which teachers
practice or use differing types of assessment. Just over 230 teachers responded to the
frequency of practices of assessment questions. A full exploratory and confirmatory
factor analysis was carried out on the assessment practices (i.c., types and cognitive
processing) statements simultaneously (unlike the McMillan (2001b) study). A three
factor structure was detected on the basis that at least three items had to load >.30 each
on each factor. Items that loaded poorly or did not load logically on any factor were
dropped. The subsequent result was tested with measurement modelling (Figure 9).
Overall fit of the model to the data was excellent (x* = 216.152; df = 51; TLI = .986,
RMSEA = .047). Intercorrelations between assessment practices scales were weak to
moderate (Table 33). The deep and informal practices loaded most strongly on the
assessment practices model.

Table 33. Intercorrelations Assessment Practices Subscales

Subscale 1 2 3
1. Deep —

2. Informal J38** —

3. Formal .16* 24** —

Note. *p<.05; **p<.01
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Figure 9. Assessment Practices Measurement Model

35 In-Class Quiz

Performance Based

Individual Projects

Authentic Assessments
Informal

Team Projects

Oral Presentations

Apply Information

Develop as Individuals

See Things in Different
Meaningful Ways

Assessment
Practices

Understand for Self

Understand Relationships

Find Abstract Principles

Objective Assessments

Essays

Major Exams or Tests

Publishers’ Assessments

The three factors detected were use of deep cognitive processing (A =.71),
informal classroom assessment types (A = .86), and formal assessment types (A = .36).
Use of deep cognitive processing assessments practices related to requiring relational or
abstract thinking, seeing knowledge in new ways, developing as an individual, or
understanding material for one self. Note that all these items are derived from the deep
processing items in Entwistle’s (n.d.) learning conceptions questionnaire. The mean
scale score for the deep factor was 3.34 (SD = .80), with acceptable reliability of

o = 86. Informal practices related to items that in McMillan’s (2001b) study had been
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two factors of constructed response and teacher-made assessments. These assessments
were those that might be used by a teacher in classroom environments (i.e., projects,
quizzes, performance or authentic assessments, and presentations). The mean scale
score for the informal factor was 3.68 (SD = .56), with acceptable reliability of o = 72.

The formal assessment practices related to those associated with objective,
essay, or examination assessments. This factor parallels the McMillan (2001b)
objective assessment type factor, although they located essays in the constructed
response factor while this study located that type in formal assessment. The mean scale
score for the formal factor was 2.57 (SD = .60), with low estimate of reliability, a = 54.
Unlike McMillan (2001b), despite one more surface type statement being available, no
surface assessment practices factor was detected. It may be that the formal assessment
type is considered to be surface among this group of teachers.

Thus, teachers reported using deep and informal assessments between some and
quite a bit of the time, while their use of formal assessment was between ‘very little’
and ‘some of the time’. This latter mean is lower than the McMillan (2001) mean of
secondary teachers for objective assessments of between ‘some’ and ‘quite a bit” and
the mean for deep assessments is lower than that study’s mean for reasoning
assessments of ‘quite a bit’. The informal assessment mean is similar to the McMillan
(2001) mean for performance assessments of between ‘some’ and ‘quite a bit’.

The intercorrelations between the assessment practices and the conceptions of
assessment scales ranged from nil to weak (Table 34) with only two correlations
approaching or exceeding .30. The deep practices correlated most strongly with
improvement of student learning and teaching scales. On the other hand, the informal
classroom related practices loaded on three of the four improvement scales (except for

valid) and both the accountability conceptions. The formal practices correlated
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strongest with the accountability of student learning conception. Except for a very
weak negative correlation of deep to inaccurate, none of the practices correlated with
any of the irrelevance scales. Only the formal practices scale correlated with the valid
scale, suggesting that teachers perceived that only formal assessments meet the validity
criteria.

Table 34. Intercorrelations Assessment Practices and CoA-I111

Assessment Practices

Conception of Assessment Deep Informal Formal
Accountability School 16* 21 20%*
System
Accountability Students .08 22%* 26%*
Improve Describe Students 9% 30%* 244
Improve Student Learning 22%* 32%* 21%*
Improve Teaching 27%E 23%E .08
Improve Valid .08 A1 16*
Irrelevance Bad -.08 -.02 .03
Irrelevance Ignore -.12 -.06 -.01
Irrelevance Inaccurate -.03* .08 -.03

Note. * p<.05; **p<.01

In order to examine more closely the effect of assessment practices on
conception of assessment, scores were classified into low, middle, and high categories.
Scores more than one standard deviation below the mean were classified as low, those
one standard deviation above the mean were classified as high, and those within one
standard deviation of the mean were classified as middle. For deep assessment
practices 41 teachers were low, 150 were middle, and 34 were high; for informal
assessment practices 34 were low, 158 were middle, and 33 were high; and for formal
assessment practices 24 were low, 163 were middle, and 38 were low.

Multivariate F tests of the effect of assessment practices (Deep, F(18,
396) = 1.272, Wilks’ A = .894, p = .202; Informal, F(18, 396) = 1.268, Wilks’ A = .894,

p =.205; Formal, F(18, 396) = .477, Wilks’ AL =.958, p = .967) based on linearly
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independent pair-wise comparisons among the estimated marginal means of those three

groups found no statistically significant differences in COA-III subscales.

Assessment Literacy Training

The participants were asked to select all categories of assessment literacy
training that applied to them (Table 35). About one in seven teachers noted that they
had had no training in assessment, while a third had received some hours on assessment
as part of their pre-service teacher training. Nearly half had attended a half to full day
workshop or seminar on assessment at some time in their service as teachers. This is
somewhat greater than the 34% of teachers who reported participating in assessment
professional development in the period March 1997-March 1998 (Sturrock, 1999). Just
over one in five had completed an undergraduate paper or course on assessment, while
one in twenty had finished a postgraduate paper or course. This value is not
significantly different to the 26% of teachers in years 0 to 5 who, in a survey of use of
diagnostic assessment tools in literacy and numeracy, reported participating in tertiary
courses including some assessment component since pre-service training (Croft,

Strafford, & Mapa, 2002).
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Table 35. CoA-I111 Participant Assessment Literacy Training

Gender Total

Amount and Type of Training Male Female Missing (% of
Participants®)

None 12 62 2 76 (14%)
Some Hours in Pre-Service Training 37 146 183 (35%)
Half to 1 day Workshop or Seminar 51 168 1 220 (42%)
Completed Undergraduate Paper 32 82 114 (22%)
Completed Postgraduate Paper 9 19 1 29 (6%)
Other 27 84 1 111 (21%)
Subtotal® 168 560 5 733

Note. "Percentage calculated against total of 525 participants.
"Total exceeds 525 as participants were instructed to select all that apply.

In addition, teachers supplied alternative other types of assessment training that
they had participated in. Of the one in five who had received training in assessment
through other means, four categories accounted for just over three quarters of all
alternative methods (n = 86). These included participation in Ministry of Education
funded assessment improvement contracts such as Assessment for Better Learning
(n=33), school-based in-service courses (n = 29), attendance at short courses (n = 11),
and components of courses (n = 13). Because of the wide diversity of low frequency
response categories offered by teachers these data were not utilised in the analysis.

Generally, very few participants had received any extensive formal course work
in assessment, while in-service workshops and pre-service lectures accounted for the
bulk of assessment literacy training. This overall lack of assessment literacy training is
consistent with international trends (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Plake & Impara, 1997,
Stiggins, 2001).

Multivariate ANOVAs revealed no statistically significant differences in mean
scores for the nine Conceptions of Assessment scales for each amount of assessment
literacy training (Table 36). Thus, like assessment type, the amount of assessment
training this group of teachers has had made no difference to their conceptions of

assessment.
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Table 36. Multivariate Results COA-I11 Subscales by Assessment Literacy
Training

Effect n Hypothesis  Wilks’ A F P
df
No Training 76 9 .98 1.38 .20
Some Preservice Hours 183 9 .99 48 .89
Workshop or Seminar 220 9 .98 1.18 31
Completed Undergraduate Paper 114 9 97 1.57 12
Completed Postgraduate Paper 28 9 .99 A48 .89
Conclusion

The meaning of teachers’ conceptions of assessment is understood by looking at
the structural relationships of the various conceptions in the model and the differing
levels of agreement or support that teachers have for each conception. The measurement
model permits such an analysis. The model proposed has four major conceptions (i.e.,
student accountability, school accountability, improvement, and irrelevance) with
different internal structures. The first two conceptions are first-order factors, while the
latter two are second-order factors constituted of three to four first-order factors. The
intercorrelation of the four main factors provides the greatest insight into teachers’
conceptions of assessment.

It is noted that the relationship between improvement and irrelevance is inverse.
That is, if teachers think assessment is about improvement then it is unlikely they will
consider assessment as irrelevant (» = -.69) and they are likely to believe that
assessment is connected to accountability of schools or teachers (» = .58). This
unexpected relationship may be because of the impact of self-management of New
Zealand schools wherein teachers are accountable for the effectiveness of their work in
changing student learning outcomes to their colleagues and to a school-based Board of

Trustees made up of parents of pupils. Teachers who conceive of assessment as
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improvement tended to have just moderate likelihood of agreeing that assessment is
about certifying student performance or achievement. This may be because of the
impact of student-centred conceptions.

If teachers think assessment is about school accountability, then they may or
may not believe that assessment is irrelevant; belief in one is independent of belief in
the other. Teachers who believe in assessment as school accountability are highly
likely to also conceive assessment as for the student accountability and improvement.
This suggests a nexus of conceptions around the idea that assessment for school
accountability may lead to a raising of educational standards that will in turn lead to
improved ability of students to receive qualifications and recognition of achievement.
This is what some advocates of high-stakes accountability testing have argued would
and should happen (e.g., Resnick & Resnick, 1989). However, it is worth nothing that
this effect is found in a context where there is no externally mandated national test, just
a program of school-based policies on assessment for school-based management and
information.

Finally, when teachers think assessment is about student accountability, it is
moderately likely they will also consider assessment to be irrelevant, because it is bad
for students or inaccurate, such that they can safely ignore it. It is possible that this
conception is related to strong student centred learning beliefs or humanistic curriculum
or nurturing teaching beliefs. Teachers who conceive of assessment as student
accountability are likely to have only a weak relationship to improvement. In other
words, assessment of students is likely to be irrelevant when it is connected to
accountability but is more likely to be acceptable if it is related to improvement of

teaching and learning.
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The pattern found among New Zealand teachers of positive attitudes toward
improvement conceptions and more negative attitudes towards accountability
conceptions is consistent with, though more complex than, results from the limited
number of studies on teachers’ conceptions of assessment conducted elsewhere in the
world. Philippou and Christou (1997) found, in terms of the mathematics curriculum,
that Greek and Cypriot teachers strongly agreed with using assessment for improvement
(i.e., diagnosing students’ difficulties, and evaluating the effectiveness of instruction),
but were less supportive of assessment for accountability (i.e., assigning grades to
students) and disagreed with assessment having a role in modifying the centrally
determined curriculum. Warren and Nisbet (1999, p. 517), in a study of Australian
teachers’ uses of assessment, found that “primary teachers seemed to use assessment
more often to inform the teacher with regard to teaching than to inform the learner with
regard to learning and that using assessment for reporting to others was not as important
as informing teaching and learning”. Saltzgaver (1983) found, when describing the
dominant conceptions of assessment of just one Australian teacher, ten convictions that
could be mapped onto two of the major assessment conceptions found in this research
(i.e., improvement and irrelevance). Stamp (1987) identified three major conceptions of
assessment among pre-service teacher trainees in Australia; specifically an
improvement type conception of identifying individual student learning needs for the
purpose of catering for those individual requirements; an irrelevance-type conception
requires teachers to conduct assessment even though they get in the way of students’
creativity and intuition as much as their academic development; and a student
accountability-type conception that uses tests and examinations to collect end-of-course

information about students partly in order to motivate them to compete for more marks.
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There is partial support for the models advanced by Gipps et al. (1995) and M.
Hill (2000b). Statements based on the various types of assessment use (e.g., head note,
systematic, evidence gathering, and systematic planners) tended to appear in the
theoretically appropriate areas (i.e., irrelevance, student accountability, and
improvement respectively). Although, the data analysed here do replicate the uses of
assessment found in the Gipps et al. and Hill findings, they do not support the same
tripartite structure. The structure of the conceptions of assessment model developed in
this research is significantly fuller or more complete than the descriptions of three
archetypes of assessment use in that it shows how teachers’ conceptions of assessment
are structured and interrelated.

There is clear indication from the distribution of teachers’ levels of agreement
(Table 27) that not all conceptions are held equally strongly by all teachers. Yet, the
generalisability of the model was tested by examining three major questions: (a)
whether teachers’ conceptions are stable across all population characteristics, (b)
whether teachers’ conceptions are stable across the types of assessments teachers use
and their assessment training, and (c) whether differing amounts of assessment training
shape conceptions of assessment. The data showed that mean scores did not differ by
teachers’ different population characteristics, definition and practice of assessment or
assessment literacy training.

Most importantly, it is necessary to examine how teachers’ conceptions of
assessment relate to their instructionally related conceptions of learning, teaching,
curriculum, and efficacy. Study 1 hinted that there was a significant impact of
assessment on those related practices and conceptions. However, it was not possible to
establish the nature of those relationships other than by the interpretive insight of the

researcher. In order to address the issue of how teachers’ conceptions of assessment
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relate to these constructs, it is necessary to collect simultaneous data. Such an approach
was taken in Study 6 where teachers supplied data about their conceptions of
assessment, teaching, learning, curriculum, and efficacy.

This chapter has documented the successful development through three studies
of a 50 item self-report instrument to measure teachers’ multi-dimensional conceptions
of assessment. Teachers’ conceptions of assessment related to four main ideas; school
accountability, student accountability, improvement of teaching and learning, and
irrelevance of assessment. These conceptions involved agreement towards the
correlated conceptions of assessment is improvement of teaching and learning and
assessment measures school accountability and a rejection of the correlated conceptions
of assessment is student accountability and assessment is irrelevant. The model of
teachers’ conceptions of assessment established in this research, while consistent with
other research and common sense, is more sophisticated and complex than existing
descriptions of how teachers conceive of assessment. The model of teachers’
conceptions of assessment and its instrument are a significant contribution to research

into this area.
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CHAPTER IV. A FOUR-FACET MODEL OF TEACHERS’
INSTRUCTIONAL CONCEPTIONS

Delandshere and Jones (1999) proposed that there are two major foci of
teachers’ conceptions to do with learning, curriculum, and assessment. The first,
associated with accountability, is a subject-centred approach that emphasises teachers’
transmission of rules and facts assessed for sanction and verification of whether or not
the student has learned the content. In contrast, the second, associated with
improvement, is a learner-centred approach that emphasises students’ construction of
knowledge through learning experiences assessed for the formative purpose of
documenting learning and providing feedback. Although, this conceptualisation of
teachers thinking echoes the narrow view of “formative assessment good, summative
assessment bad” discussed in the earlier chapter on conceptions of assessment, it may
be widely held by teachers (see Scriven, 1991 for a detailed critique of the use and
misuse of these terms).

However, it is important to test whether such a pattern of conceptions is
adequate to explain teachers’ conceptions. To begin to test the nature of teachers’
conceptions about learning, curriculum, teaching, assessment, and efficacy, it is
necessary to collect data about teachers’ conceptions in all five areas. Study 6 reports
and analyses data collected about teachers’ conceptions of assessment, as discussed in
the previous chapter as Study 5, and relates that to their conceptions of learning,
curriculum, teaching, and their own efficacy.

In addition, Study 6 tests the generalisability of the CoA-III model across
participant population characteristics and across assessment uses, practices, and

training. It is important to know whether school or teacher characteristics have
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significant impact on teachers’ conceptions and whether teachers’ use of assessment
tools, their assessment practices, or their assessment training affect the type of
assessment conceptions they have. Evidence for the stability of these conceptions
would suggest that teachers’ conceptions vary only according on idiosyncratic rather
than predictable bases.

Data were collected through self-report Likert-type response questionnaires
using previously published instruments. Teachers’ conceptions were analysed and the
resulting exploratory pattern was tested in a measurement model using SEM. That
process showed how teachers’ various conceptions and demographic characteristics

related to each other.

Study 6: CoA-lll Related to Teachers’ Conceptions of Learning,
Curriculum, Teaching, and Teacher Efficacy

As discussed in Study 5, this study comprised two survey questionnaires that
explored teachers’ responses to a series of statements about assessment, assessment
types, assessment practices, teaching, curriculum, learning, and teacher efficacy. It is
predicated on the model of teachers’ conceptions of assessment developed in Study 5
and pre-existing instruments to measure five conceptual areas. This chapter documents
the instruments used to collect data about the various conceptions, reports the
measurement model structure of each instrument, its correlations with the CoA-III and
the other measured conceptions, and finally, describes how the five key conceptions

interrelate in one structural model.

Instruments

A number of other instruments were used to elicit information from teachers

about their conceptions of learning, curriculum, teaching, and teacher efficacy. In
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addition, an assessment practices instrument was used to identify the frequency of

teacher use of a variety of assessments. These instruments are described next.

Conceptions of Learning

As used in the earlier study on teacher and student conceptions about studying,
six items from the Entwistle (n.d.) Approaches and Study Skills Inventory for Students
(Assist) were used to measure teacher conceptions about learning. This instrument has
six statements that elicit responses along the Marton and Saljo (1976) taxonomy of
learning conceptions. Three statements are designed to probe surface conceptions of
learning (i.e., getting facts and information, remember things well, and using the
information I’ve got); while three statements probe deep conceptions of learning (i.e.,
developing as a person, seeing things in a different and more meaningful way, and
understanding new material for myself). It should be noted that the statement about
applying or using information could be interpreted either as a deep or surface approach
and that Study 1 had dropped this item from analysis but it did not clearly load on either
concept. It was anticipated that the larger sample size of Study 6 would clarify the

status of this item.

Conceptions of Curriculum

Cheung’s (2000) conceptions of curriculum inventory was adapted to New
Zealand circumstances by making small wording changes. For example, the item about
consummatory experience, a term introduced by Eisner and Vallance (1974), was
rewritten “Curriculum should try to provide satisfactory consumer experience for each
student”. The 21 items grouped into four major perspectives (i.e., academic,
humanistic, technological, and social reconstruction) are listed with their loadings on

the appropriate factor (Table 37). Note that the statements all have strong loadings on
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their respective factors and that the whole inventory had good fit to the model in

Cheung’s (2000) research with teachers.
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Table 37. Conceptions of Curriculum Inventory Statements, Factors, and Loadings

Statements Loading

Academic Subjects
The basic goal of curriculum should be the development of cognitive skills that can be applied to learning virtually anything. .72

School curriculum should aim at developing students’ rational thinking. .59
Curriculum should require teachers to transmit the best and the most important subject contents to students. .54
School curriculum should aim at allowing students to acquire the most important products of humanity’s intelligence. .54
Curriculum should stress refinement of intellectual abilities. .50
Humanistic
Students’ interests and needs should be the organising centre of the curriculum. .64
Curriculum and instruction are actually inseparable and the major task of a teacher is to design a rich learning environment. .62
The ultimate goal of school curriculum should help students to achieve self-actualisation. .62
Curriculum should try to provide satisfactory consumer experience for each student. .56
Teachers should select curriculum contents based on students’ interests and needs. 54
Technological
Curriculum and instruction should focus on finding efficient means to a set of predetermined learning objectives. .68
Curriculum should be concerned with the technology by which knowledge is communicated. .65
Learning should occur in certain systematic ways. .60
I believe that educational technology can increase the effectiveness of students’ learning. .59
Sections of curriculum content and teaching activities should be based on the learning objectives of a particular subject. 57
The learning objectives of every lesson should be specific and unambiguous. .50
Social Reconstruction
Existing problems in our society should be organising centre of curriculum. .80
Curriculum should let students understand societal problems and take action to establish a new society. 75
Curriculum contents should focus on societal problems such as pollution, population explosion, energy shortage, racial
discrimination, corruption, and crime. .67
The most important goal of school curriculum is to foster students’ ability to critically analyse societal problems. .60
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Conceptions of Teaching

For brevity’s sake, given the large number of responses required by participants,
it was decided to select three statements for each of the five perspectives in the
Teaching Perspectives Inventory (Pratt & Collins, 1998). Teacher responses to the TPI
have been collected from a number of cross-cultural studies and collected into a
database of over 1,000 respondents. From that dataset, the three strongest loading
statements, based on equamax rotation factor analysis, for each subscale were identified
(J. B. Collins, personal communication, August 23, 2001). Statements covering the
three aspects of each perspective (i.e., a belief, an intention, and an action) were
selected. The statements selected for this study with their perspective, aspect, and
equamax factor loading are identified in Table 38. Loadings are all acceptably high but
it should be noted that this instrument has not yet been tested with SEM that may

identify potential psychometric improvements.
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Table 38. Teaching Perspectives Inventory Factors, Statements and Loadings

Factors and Statements Equamax Factor
Loadings

Apprenticeship

I link the subject matter with real settings of practice or application .59

My intent is to demonstrate how to perform or work in real situations .69

To be an effective teacher, one must be an effective practitioner .53
Development

I challenge familiar ways of understanding the subject matter .59

My intent is to help people develop more complex ways of reasoning .67

Teaching should focus on developing qualitative changes in thinking .57
Nurturing

I encourage expressions of feeling and emotion 73

My intent is to build people’s self-confidence and self-esteem as 77

learners

In my teaching, building self-confidence in learners is priority 73
Social Reform

I help people see the need for changes in society 78

I expect people to be committed to changing our society 81

Individual learning without social change is not enough .66
Transmission

I make it very clear to people what they are to learn .55

My intent is to prepare people for examinations .63

Effective teachers must first be experts in their own subject areas .52

Conceptions of Teacher Efficacy

The 16-item Teacher Efficacy Scale (Gibson & Demo, 1984) was composed of
two largely uncorrelated ( = -.19) subscales (i.e., personal teaching efficacy had 9
items and general teaching efficacy had 7 items). Guskey and Passaro (1994) revised
this instrument and found two (similarly uncorrelated » = -.24), factors that they
identified as Internal and External dimensions of teacher efficacy. These located
teaching effectiveness either in the teacher’s personal ability or in external
environmental factors such as home or family environment.

Because a significant number of the items in the Guskey and Passaro revision
were very similar in wording the ten most strongly loading items that provided
maximally unique statements about each scale were taken from the Guskey and Passaro

(1994) teacher efficacy instrument. This reduction in the number of items was also
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required to limit the total number of responses required by each participant. The scale
statements adopted for this study, with their loadings, are listed in Table 39. Loadings
are acceptable but it should be noted that more sophisticated SEM analysis has not yet
been conducted with these statements.

Table 39. Teacher Efficacy Statements, Factors, and Loadings

Factors and Statements Varimax
Loadings
Internal
If a student masters a new concept quickly, this might be because the
teacher knew the necessary steps in teaching that concept. .62
When a student gets a better grade than he/she usually gets, it is usually
because I found better ways of teaching that student. .60
When a student does better than usually, many times it is because the
teacher exerts a little extra effort .55
When I really try, I can get through to most difficult students. .53
If a student in my class becomes disruptive and noisy, I feel assured that I
know some techniques to redirect him/her quickly. 44
External
I am very limited in what I can achieve because a student’s home
environment is a large influence on his/her achievement. 78
Teachers are not a very powerful influence on student achievement when
all factors are considered. .66
The hours in my class have little influence on students compared to the
influence of their home environment. .56
I have not been trained to deal with many of the learning problems my
students have. 45
When a student is having difficulty with an assignment, I often have
trouble adjusting it to his/her level. 42
Results

The first step was to ascertain the properties of each conception scale in order to
establish whether the data collected fit the model characteristics of each instrument.
Data were tested, where applicable, according to various authors’ design using SEM
measurement modelling. Having established that each instrument provided satisfactory
fit to the data, subscale mean scores and standard deviations were calculated. The
resulting 22 subscales (nine from the CoA-III and 13 from the related concepts) were

correlated. As would be expected with sample sizes exceeding 200, many of the
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correlations between the various subscales were statistically significant. Interpretation
has focused on larger correlations (i.e., those greater than .30) and those where no
significant correlation were found. Because two different forms were used the sample
size was reduced by about half for analysis of the five conceptions data.

The correlation pattern suggested that there were some underlying meta-
conceptions or conceptions that integrated the 22 conceptions subscales. An
exploratory factor analysis was undertaken, which in turn, suggested a meaningful
structure to teachers’ conceptions of assessment, teaching, curriculum, learning, and

teacher efficacy. That model was tested using SEM.

Conceptions of Learning

Like Study 1, documented earlier, only two conceptions of learning were detected;
that is deep and surface. The deep factor contained four statements that focused on
understanding, transforming, developing personally, and applying, while the surface
factor contained only two statements that focused on memory and facts or details. Note
that unlike Study 1, the use or application of information statement did load on the deep
learning conception, as was predicted by the surface—deep learning model. This
difference may point to the differing conceptions of learning between the secondary
school teachers in Study 1 and the primary school teachers in Study 6.

Intercorrelation of the two factors was moderate ( = .393, p<.01) while fit to the
model (Figure 10) was excellent (y* = 10.593; df = 19; TLI = .999; RMSEA = .025).
Teachers agreed strongly with the deep conception of learning (N = 234, M =5.15,

SD = .61) and only moderately with the surface (N =236, M = 3.85, SD = .90)

conception.
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Figure 10. Conceptions of Learning Measurement Model
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The deep conception of learning correlated moderately with only three of the

improvement conceptions (i.e., describe student ability, improve student learning, and

improve teaching) (Table 40). The surface conception of learning, however, correlated

moderately to strongly with all of the improvement conc

eptions and the two

accountability conceptions. Further, the surface conception of learning also correlated

significantly but weakly with the inaccuracy of assessment conception.

Table 40. Intercorrelations Conceptions of Learning and CoA-I11

Conception of Learning

Conceptions of Assessment Deep Surface
Accountability School System .07 31
Accountability Students .10 41%*
Learning

Improve Describe Students 30%* 33
Improve Student Learning 25%* 23%E
Improve Teaching J32%E 25%E
Improve Valid .05 28%*
Irrelevance Bad -.13 .02
Irrelevance Ignore -.08 -.02
Irrelevance Inaccurate A2 14%*

Note. *p<.05; **p<.01

Thus, the deep conception of learning appeared to be somewhat connected to the

improvement of teaching and nothing else. The surface conception, although also

159



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

connected to the improvement assessment conceptions (» between .23 and .33), was
most strongly connected to assessment for student accountability (» = .41). It may be
that the relatively lower level of agreement given to the surface conception of learning
may be connected to its strong association with the student accountability conception
which itself received low levels of agreement.

The deep conception of learning had statistically significant correlations with all
related conceptions except for the social reconstruction curriculum conception and
external teacher efficacy subscales, while the surface conception had statistically
significant correlations with all the related conceptions except for the external teacher
efficacy scale (Table 41).

Table 41. Intercorrelations Conceptions of Learning and Related Conceptions

Conception of Learning

Related Conceptions Deep Surface

Curriculum

Technological 23%* 0.31%*
Academic 33%* 0.36%**
Humanistic 38%* 0.30**
Social Reconstruction .03 0.18**
Teaching

Apprenticeship J38%* 0.27%*
Cognitive Development A43** 0.20%*
Nurturing S8** 0.25%*
Social Reform 2% 0.23%*
Transmission 14* 0.36%*
Teacher Efficacy

External -.10 0.04
Internal J18** 0.28%%*

Note. *p<.05; **p<.01

The deep conception correlated most strongly with the nurturing perspective of
teaching (» = .58) and the humanistic conception of curriculum (» = .38). In contrast,
the surface conception correlated most strongly with the academic conception of
curriculum (7 = .36) and the transmission conception of teaching (» =.36). The

moderate intercorrelation of internal teacher efficacy and surface learning (» = .28)
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suggested that teachers believe that they can improve student learning at the surface
level.

By examining the strongest correlations, two clearer conceptions may be
identified. The deep conception grouped with the cognitive development and nurturing
conceptions suggesting that teachers believe students need careful assistance into deep
cognitive development. The surface conception grouped with academic conceptions of
curriculum and transmission approaches to teaching suggesting that the kinds of
assessments used to make students accountable are oriented to getting facts and

knowledge and that teachers disagree with this approach to learning and assessment.

Conceptions of Curriculum

The four-factor structure of Cheung’s Conceptions of Curriculum instrument
was evaluated using SEM (Figure 11). Loadings of items on their respective factors,
and of the factors onto the model were robust though overall fit exceeds the threshold of
RMSEA < .08 (3 = 599.593; df = 183; TLI = .965, RMSEA = .098).

Note that this measurement model is only a first-order correlated model in
contrast to Cheung’s hierarchical model. Note also that the academic and humanistic
conceptions are, at least in the responses of this group of New Zealand teachers, to all
extents identical conceptions. Clearly, this group of teachers conceived that humanistic
conceptions are nearly identical to academic conceptions; in other words improving
students’ lives involves improving their academic and intellectual abilities as well. This

suggests that future research should be conducted with a three-factor model.
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Figure 11. Conceptions of Curriculum Measurement Model
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Scale intercorrelations were moderate to very strong (Table 42) with the academic
conception being highly correlated with the humanistic (»=.91) and the technological
(r=.82) conceptions. Teachers tended to agree strongly with the humanistic

conception (N =217, M =4.68, SD = .74), while they moderately agreed with both the
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academic (N=211, M =427, SD=.74) and technological (N=227, M=4.29,
SD =.70) conceptions. They only slightly agreed with the social reconstruction
conception (N =225, M =3.02, SD = .85).

Table 42. Intercorrelations Conceptions of Curriculum Subscales

Subscale 1 2 3 4
1. Technological —

2. Academic 0.82 —

3. Humanistic 0.70 0.91 —

4. Social Reconstruction 0.26 0.49 0.32 —

Three of the curriculum conceptions, excluding the social reconstruction
conception, loaded moderately on both accountability and the four improvement
subscales (Table 43). The social reconstruction conception also correlated moderately
on the two accountability conceptions, the improvement of student learning and validity
conceptions and weakly on the bad and inaccurate irrelevance conception subscales.
The irrelevance assessment subscales had zero correlations with the curriculum
conceptions except for the inaccurate subscale that correlated weakly with the
academic, humanistic, and social reconstruction conceptions.

Table 43. Intercorrelations Assessment Practices and CoA-I111

Conception of Curriculum

Conceptions of Assessment Technologica Academic Humanistic Social
1 Reconstruction
Accountability School System 37 A% 27%* 344
Accountability Students A1* A40** 20%* 32
Learning
Improve Describe Students A8** A43E A A1
Improve Student Learning A40%* 37 J35%* 20%*
Improve Teaching 38H* J35%* 36** .07
Improve Valid 37 31 2% 22%*
Irrelevance Bad -.11 -.02 -.02 4%
Irrelevance Ignore - 15% -.05 -.04 .07
Irrelevance Inaccurate .08 23k 8% 19%*

Note. *p<.05; **p<.01
All four conceptions of curriculum subscales correlated moderately with the five

teaching perspectives subscales, both the conceptions of learning subscales, and the
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internal teacher efficacy subscale (Table 44). None of the curriculum conceptions
subscales correlated significantly with the external teacher efficacy subscale. The one
exception to this pattern, as noted before, was seen in the zero correlation of the deep
learning subscale with the social reconstruction curriculum conception subscale.

Table 44. Intercorrelations Assessment Practices and Related Conceptions

Conceptions of Curriculum

Related Conceptions  Technological Academic = Humanistic Social
Reconstruction

Teaching Perspectives

Apprenticeship 38 41* 42%* 27**

Cognitive 36%* A45%* 2% 32%*

Development

Nurturing 24%% J32%* S50%* 14%*

Social Reform 21%* J1E 23xE S4%*

Transmission J35%* 37%* 20%* A%

Learning

Deep 23H* 33wk 38k .033

Surface 31 36%* 30%* 8%

Teacher Efficacy

External .05 .03 -.02 .07

Internal 23k 39%* 24%% 32%*

Note. * p<.05; **p<.01

By focusing on only the strongest correlations (i.e., 7 > .40) between the
curriculum conceptions and the CoA-III and the related instructional conceptions, it is
possible to identify four groups of conceptions. One is a grouping of social
reconstruction, social reform, and transmission conceptions (a conception of telling for
societal change); a second groups together the humanistic, apprenticeship, and nurturing
conceptions (a conception focused on student centred learning); a third brings together
the academic, apprenticeship, cognitive development, school and student accountability
conceptions (a conception that involves intellectual development assessed for
accountability), and the fourth relates the technological, school accountability, describe

students, and improve student learning conceptions (a conception that focuses on
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systematic, data collection for improvement and accountability). Further analysis is

needed to determine whether these four groups of conceptions exist.

Conceptions of Teaching

The structure of the TPI was tested in an SEM measurement model and overall
fit was good (y* = 277.062; df = 80; TLI = .975; RMSEA =.069) (Figure 12). The five
factors had moderate to strong intercorrelations (Table 45). As might be expected from
the literature on teacher-oriented versus student-oriented conceptions of teaching, the
nurturing perspective had low correlations with social reform and transmission
perspectives. Note that this measurement model is only a first-order correlated model
in contrast to the proposed hierarchical model. Note also that the apprenticeship and
cognitive development conceptions are, at least in the responses of this group of New
Zealand teachers, to all extents highly similar conceptions. This correlation is similar to
the pattern of correlations between the humanistic and academic conceptions of
curriculum. In other words, the student-oriented approach to teaching that involves
modelling required behaviour is highly related to developing students’ cognitive
abilities as well. This suggests that future research should be conducted with a four-
factor model. Nevertheless, the integrity of the factors was sufficient for use in this
study.

Table 45. Intercorrelations Teaching Perspectives Subscales

Subscales 1 2 3 4 5

1. Apprenticeship —
2. Cognitive Development .87 —

3. Nurturing g .64 —
4. Social Reform 52 .76 32 —
5. Transmission 48 72 20 .65 —

Teachers agreed strongly with the Nurturing (N = 237, M = 5.43, SD = .56),

Apprenticeship (N =234, M =4.92, SD = .66), and Developmental (N =232, M =4.70,
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SD = .74) perspectives. Only a moderate level of agreement was given to the Social
Reconstruction (N =234, M =3.87, SD = 1.03) perspective while slight agreement was
given to the Transmission (N =235, M =3.37, SD = .78) perspective. These results are
consistent with Pratt and Collins’ (2001) reported results for teachers-in-training of
whom nearly 70% had nurturing perspective as dominant and only six percent had

transmission as their dominant perspective.
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Figure 12. Conceptions of Teaching Measurement Model
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Not surprisingly, only the nurturing perspective did not correlate with the two
accountability subscales with values not significantly different from zero (Table 46). In
contrast, the transmission perspective correlated positively and strongly on the two
accountability subscales. In only two cases did the five teaching perspectives not
correlate positively and significantly on the four improvement subscales. Specifically,

social reform did not correlate on the improvement of teaching subscale, and the
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nurturing perspective did not correlate with the validity subscale. In only three cases
did any of the teaching perspectives correlate positively and significantly with any of
the irrelevance subscales. Both the nurturing and social reform perspectives correlated
weakly with the inaccurate assessment subscale, while the social reform subscale
likewise correlated weakly with the ignore assessment subscale.

Table 46. Intercorrelations of Teaching Perspectives and CoA-I11

Conception of Teaching

Conceptions of Apprenticeshi  Cognitive  Nurturing  Social Transmission
Assessment p Development Reform
Accountability 209%* 26%* 12 31E A40%*
School System

Accountability 22%* 24%* .08 20%* A5%*
Students Learning

Improve Describe 2TH* 26%* 2% 16%* 30%*
Students

Improve Student 35%* 28%* 24%* 19%* 23k
Learning

Improve Teaching 3IxE 23k 23k 10 14
Improve Valid 3% 20%* .09 22%* J35%*
Irrelevance Bad -.08 -.06 -.07 .08 .09
Irrelevance Ignore -.09 .01 -.05 16* .06
Irrelevance 10 A1 13%* 5% -.05
Inaccurate

Note. * p<.05; **p<.01

This pattern of correlations suggested that teachers with a social reform
perspective tended to not see a connection between assessment and the improvement of
teaching or that assessment was bad for students. They did however tend to conceive of
assessment as something to be ignored and as something inherently inaccurate while at
the same time they predominantly conceived of assessment as a tool of accountability.
Nurturing teachers connected assessment to the description of student learning and to
the improvement of both teaching and learning, while having a tendency to conceive
assessment as inaccurate. Teachers with a transmission perspective strongly associated
assessment with valid, descriptions of assessment learning for the purpose of student

and school accountability. Both the apprenticeship and development perspectives are
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associated with accountability and improvement conceptions of assessment while being
zero related to the irrelevance conceptions.

Except for the external teacher efficacy subscale, all correlations between the
teaching perspectives and related conceptions are positive, statistically significant, and
weak to moderate (Table 47). The apprenticeship perspective correlated most strongly
with the academic, technological, and humanistic curriculum, the deep learning, and the
internal teacher efficacy subscales. The cognitive development perspective associated
most strongly with the academic curriculum and deep learning subscales. The nurturing
perspective correlated most strongly with the humanistic curriculum and deep learning
perspectives. The social reform perspective correlated most strongly with the social
reconstruction curriculum subscale. The transmission perspective correlated most
strongly with the social reconstruction curriculum, followed next by the technological
and academic curriculum and surface learning subscales.

Table 47. Intercorrelations Teaching Perspectives and Related Conceptions

Teaching Perspective

Related Apprenticeship Cognitive Nurturing Social Transmission
Conceptions Development Reform
Curriculum
Technological 38H* 36%* 24%% - D H* 35%*
Academic A1%* A5%* 32wk 3wk 37
Humanistic A% 3%k S0F* - 23%* 20%*
Social 27x* 32k 4% 54%% A2%*
Reconstruction
Learning
Deep 38H* A3H* S8HE - DD Hk 14*
Surface 2T7H* 20%* 25%% - D3H* 36**
Teacher Efficacy
External -.03 -.11 - 18**% .03 .08
Internal 33%E Nk 14%* 27F*% 0 36%*

Note. * p<.05; **p<.01
By taking into account only those correlations >.40 it is possible to infer that

teachers’ conceptions relate to two main ideas; that is improving students’ learning and
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transmission-accountability. Teachers with an apprenticeship perspective tended to also
believe in assessment for improvement of learning and teaching, and in academic and
humanistic conceptions of curriculum. The nurturing perspective is likewise related to
the humanistic conception of curriculum and also to deep views of learning. The
cognitive perspective related strongly to the academic conception of curriculum and
also to deep view of learning. Thus one conception might be that the teachers
conceived of teaching as a process of improving the deep capabilities of students’ minds
in a student-friendly way. On the other hand, the transmission view tended to correlate
strongly with social reconstruction view of curriculum and the school and student
accountability conceptions of assessment. So it is possible teachers think of teaching as

being accountable for changing society.

Conceptions of Teacher Efficacy

Like both the previously referred to teacher efficacy instruments (Gibson & Dembo,
1984; Guskey & Passaro, 1994) the intercorrelation of the two factors was basically
zero (r = -.004, p=.953). This lack of meaningful relationship was reflected in the low
loadings of the two factors on the Teacher Efficacy construct (internal 1 = .17; external
A=.14) (Figure 13). Nevertheless, the quality of the measurement was satisfactory
because the overall fit of the model was good (x> = 131.742; df = 31; RMSEA = .074;
TLI = .972) and the reliability of subscales was adequate (internal o = .65; external
o =.65). In addition, the loadings of the statements on the two factors ranged from
acceptable (4 = .25) to strong (4 = .76). Teachers gave moderate agreement (N = 236,
M=13.82, SD = .62) to their personal internal ability to effect student learning outcomes
and slight agreement to the power of external (N =237, M = 2.86, SD = .90) factors to

interfere with their ability to effect learning outcomes. Thus, on the whole this group of

170



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

teachers believed that they were personally able to effect changes in student learning
and that external factors did not really impinge on their efficaciousness.

Figure 13. Conceptions of Teacher Efficacy Measurement Model
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Higher scores on external factors on teacher efficacy were weakly correlated
with increases in conception of assessment as a negative force (Table 48). This is
shown in the positive correlations with the conception of assessment as something bad
or to be ignored, the negative, though weak, correlations with improvement of teaching
and learning subscales, and the weak, positive correlation with the use of assessment for
student accountability. On the other hand the internal efficacy was moderately
correlated with the two accountability conceptions and weakly correlated with all four
of the improvement conceptions. It had zero correlation with the three irrelevance

scales.
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Table 48. Intercorrelations Conceptions of Efficacy and CoA-I111

Conception of Teacher

Efficacy
Conceptions of Assessment External Internal
Accountability School System .04 39
Accountability Students 9% 30%*
Learning
Improve Describe Students -.08 30%*
Improve Student Learning - 17H* 244
Improve Teaching - 17 21%*
Improve Valid -.06 27**
Irrelevance Bad 30%* .09
Irrelevance Ignore 25%* .08
Irrelevance Inaccurate .09 .08

Note. * p<.05; **p<.01

The external teacher efficacy scale had zero correlations with all of the other

conceptions except for a weak, negative correlation with the nurturing perspective of

teaching (Table 49). In contrast, the internal teacher efficacy scale had statistically

significant correlations with all other conceptions, though strongest correlations

(r > .30) were seen with the academic and social reconstruction conceptions of

curriculum, and the apprenticeship and transmission conceptions of teaching.

Table 49. Intercorrelations Conceptions of Efficacy and Related Conceptions

Teacher Efficacy
Related Conceptions External Internal

Curriculum

Technological .05 23E
Academic .03 39%*
Humanistic -.02 24%*
Social Reconstruction .07 32%*
Teaching Perspectives

Apprenticeship -.03 33
Cognitive Development -.11 7%
Nurturing - 18%* 14%
Social Reform .03 27%*
Transmission .08 36%*
Learning

Deep -.10 18%*
Surface .04 28%*

Note. * p<.05; **p<.01
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This group of teachers believed themselves to be internally efficacious and that
belief correlated, surprisingly, most of all with accountability conceptions rather than
improvement conceptions. This suggested that teachers believe themselves capable of
meeting external accountability requirements, whether those are of themselves or of
their teachers. Furthermore, this internal efficacy related to a traditional academic,
transmission oriented conception of teachers’ work; in other words, teachers believe

they can transmit to students the material they need for academic development.

Teachers’ Instructional Conceptions

The relationship of the COA-III to each of teachers’ separately analysed
conceptions about teaching, learning, curriculum, and teacher efficacy left a somewhat
muddled and inadequate understanding of how the various conceptions inter-relate. It is
more useful to analyse how those conceptions relate in one structured analysis. To this
end, exploratory factor analysis using maximum likelihood extraction method with
oblimin rotation (Table 50) was conducted. Each of the 22 scale scores was treated as
an observed variable, instead of the latent factor it actually is, because of the low ratio
of cases to variables.

Four meaningful meta-factors, each containing between four and seven scale
scores, were found and upon inspection of constituent variables were named; external
checking, influencing learning, student centred learning, and telling for change.
External checking loaded strongly on the two accountability conceptions of assessment,
the technological curriculum conception, and the surface conception of learning. The
two teacher efficacy factors loaded weakly on this factor, indicating that teachers’ two
differing confidence beliefs (i.e., internal “I can do it” and external “Outside school

causes mean | can’t do it”) relate to the surface learning dominated assessment used to
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make schools, teachers, and students accountable. This is somewhat unexpected, as it
suggests that teachers’ do not have confidence that they are able to effect change in
student learning outcomes in terms of either a student-centred learning, or improvement
assessment, or transmission for change constituted conceptual patterns. The influence
learning factor loaded strongly on the four improvement conceptions of assessment and
equally strongly but inversely on the three irrelevance conceptions of assessment. The
student centred learning factor loaded strongly on two of the curriculum conceptions
(i.e., academic and humanistic), two teaching perspectives (i.e., nurturing, and
apprenticeship) and on the deep conception of learning. Note that this factor loaded on
none of the assessment conceptions. The telling for change factor loaded on the three
teaching perspectives of social reform, transmission, and cognitive development and on
the social reconstruction conception of curriculum. Note again that this factor loaded

on none of the conceptions of assessment.
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Table 50. Factor Structure Teachers’ Instructional Conceptions

Factors Factor Loadings
1 2 3 4
External Checking
Accountability Students Certification 0.67 -0.09 0.01 0.12
Accountability School System 054 0.26 -0.06 0.23
Curriculum: Technological 048 0.18 0.35 0.01
Learning: Surface 0.46 0.02 0.10 0.08
Efficacy: Internal 0.38 0.01 0.08 0.19
Efficacy: External 0.32 -0.30 -0.13 -0.05
Influence Learning
Irrelevance Ignore 0.06 -0.71 -0.05 0.18
Irrelevance Bad 0.23 -0.69 -0.04 0.05
Improve Student Learning 0.23 0.68 0.15 0.10
Improve Describe Students 044 0.62 0.09 0.04
Improve Teaching 0.21 0.60 0.31 -0.08
Improve Valid 042 059 -0.20 0.20
Irrelevance Inaccurate 0.08 -0.50 0.41 -0.05
Student Centred Learning
Curriculum: Humanistic 0.31 0.02 0.64 -0.04
Teaching: Nurturing -0.15 0.05 061 0.22
Learning: Deep -0.05 0.09 0.56 0.13
Curriculum: Academic 047 0.03 048 0.10
Teaching: Apprenticeship 0.04 0.08 044 032
Telling for Change
Teaching: Social Reform -0.04 -0.09 0.03 0.77
Teaching: Cognitive Development -0.14 0.04 031 0.68
Teaching: Transmission 0.30 0.01 -0.11 0.60
Curriculum: Social Reconstruction 0.27 -0.14 0.05 0.45

The intercorrelations between the four teacher conceptions factors was low
ranging from close to zero to a maximum of » =-.38 (Table 51). Thus, the four factors
are largely independent of each other, though there was a weak inverse relationship
between external checking and telling for change and a weak positive correlation

between student-centred learning and telling for change.
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Table 51. Intercorrelations Teachers’ Instructional Conceptions Factors

Factors
Factor 1 2 3 4
1. External Checking —
2. Influence Learning -0.08 —
3. Student Centred Learning -0.18 0.16 —
4. Telling for Change -0.38 0.11 0.34 —

For ease of interpretation, the irrelevance scales were reverse scored so that they
would load in the same direction as the other improvement scales. This resulted in
seven scale scores making up the influence-learning factor that showed stronger levels
of agreement as scores increased. Note that through the planned missing data collection
matrix only half of the teachers completed the related conceptions questionnaire. Thus,
there was a reduced sample size for any factor not totally dependent on COA-III scales
only (see Table 52 for number of valid cases for each factor).

Table 52. Descriptive Statistics Teachers’ Instructional Conceptions Factor Scores

Descriptive Statistics Effect Size
Factor N M SD 1 2 3 4
1. External Checking 222 3.28 A48 —
2. Influence Learning 525 4.06 S8 147 —
3. Student Centred Learning 195 3.21 .34 A7 175 —
4. Telling for Change 214 2.12 39 267 400 299 —

The four factors solution of teacher conceptions was tested with SEM (Figure
14). One of the scale scores (i.e., external teacher efficacy) loaded very weakly
(A =.05) and was removed from the structural equation. The resulting fit of the
measurement model to the data was good (y* = 823.262; df = 166; RMSEA = .086;
TLI = .968). The external checking and student centred learning factors were the
strongest loading factors (A = .94 and A = .84 respectively), while the telling for change
and assessment influences learning factors loaded acceptably (A = .76 and A = .66

respectively).
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Figure 14. Four Factor Teachers’ Instructional Conceptions Measurement Model
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The strength of agreement of teachers to each factor was calculated by
converting scale scores to the agreement scale values ranging between 1 and 6 (Table

54). Teachers moderately agreed with the assessment influences learning factor,
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slightly agreed with the external checking and student centred learning factors, and
disagreed with the tell for change factors. Effect sizes, calculated for the differences in
the mean factor scores between the various factors using sample size weighted pooled
variances (Table 52), indicated that all differences were large except for that between
student-centred learning and external checking. Teachers agreed that assessment was
something that influenced their teaching and student learning and which could improve
both. Teachers agreed, albeit less strongly, that assessment makes schools, teachers,
and students accountable. That conception, however, is associated strongly with
conceptions that learning is surface, that curriculum is a technological means to an end,
and that teachers are capable of achieving student learning outcomes. This was
interpreted to suggest that the assessment used in accountability measures surface
learning of facts and information and that teachers accept it as a means of accountability
because surface learning and its assessment are things that teachers believe they are able
to do through the application of a systematic technological approach. Perhaps, this is a
reflection of the ‘tick, cross, slash’ approach described as so prolific among New
Zealand primary school teachers documented by M. Hill (2000b).

Teachers also slightly agreed with student focused conceptions of humanistic
and academic conceptions of curriculum, nurturing and apprenticeship perspectives of
teaching, and deep views of learning. This factor associated a deep view of learning
(e.g., learning something for oneself, or understanding things in a new way) with a
caring approach to helping students develop as whole people. It is worth nothing that
the student-centred philosophy here is not anti-intellectual in its understanding of what
student development means, since it is associated with an academic approach to
curriculum that stresses (a) refinement of intellectual abilities, (b) the development of

cognitive skills that can be applied to learning virtually anything, (c) the transmission of
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the best and the most important subject content, (d) students’ acquiring the most
important products of humanity’s intelligence, and (e) developing students’ rational
thinking. This factor was independent of any of the assessment conceptions found in
the external checking and influences learning and teaching factors. Perhaps this was so
because true student centred learning and teaching is so intangible and wrapped up in
the subjectivity of teacher-student relationships and modelling that it cannot be
measured or assessed at all.

The fourth branch to this model of teachers’ conceptions was one that they
disagreed with. It was expected that primary teachers would disagree with the
transmission or banking (Barnes, 1976) type of teaching. It is also not unexpected that
teachers would not conceive of primary schooling as a method of reconstructing or
reforming society. What is surprising is the association of an intellectual development
perspective on teaching being associated negatively with transmission and social
reconstruction. It was anticipated that the cognitive development statements (i.e.,
challenging familiar ways of understanding subject matter, helping people develop
more complex ways of reasoning, and developing qualitative changes in thinking)
would associate with the deep learning conception. It can only be assumed that to
teachers these statements seemed too much like the negatively perceived social reform
or reconstruction statements (e.g., helping people see the need for changes in society,
fostering students’ ability to critically analyse societal problems, understanding societal
problems and taking action to establish a new society). This socially conservative
position is reminiscent of claims that schools are agents of social reproduction not
transformation (Bourdieu, 1974; Harker, 1982).

The structure of this measurement model has another striking characteristic, that

is, the separation of assessment for external checking versus influence learning
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purposes. This dichotomy reflects other research, among which are Carr’s (2001)
accountability-oriented folk model of assessment versus an improvement-oriented
alternative model, Torrance and Pryor’s (1998) accountability-oriented convergent
assessment contrasted with teaching-improvement or divergent model of assessment,
and Philipp, Flores, Sowder, and Schappelle’s (1994) evaluation for reporting
contrasted with assessment used to inform teaching. These models are themselves
reflections of the discredited false dichotomy between ‘summative bad’ and ‘formative
good’ models of conceiving assessment. Most importantly, this model is not framed
around a simple dichotomy; it is multi-dimensional. Simple opposites do not explain
how teachers conceive of assessment or, for that matter, how teachers believe how
assessment, teaching, learning, and assessment meld into the professional practice of
instruction.

Two-fold models of how teachers’ conceptions of assessment, learning,
teaching, and curriculum are not uncommon (e.g., Delandshere & Jones, 1999; Kember
& Kwan, 2000). Those models tend to propose a negative content-centred (material
oriented, transmissive teaching, summative assessment) contrasted with a learning
centred (student oriented, facilitative teaching, formative assessment) approach to
teaching. This four-facet model is an advance on those two-fold models of teachers’
conceptions of learning, teaching, curriculum, and assessment. This data supports a
four-facet view that (a) assessment improves the quality of teaching and learning, (b)
external checking is something that teachers associate with their own efficaciousness,
perhaps because it measures surface learning, (c) student-centred deep learning is not
associated directly with assessment, and (d) the transmission view of teaching does not
associate with the accountability view, but rather with a changing society and cognitive

development approach.
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There is greater similarity to the model of professional competence in Dwyer
and Villegas’ (1993) description of four broad domains of teacher life. The domain of
teaching for student learning is quite similar to the assessment influences learning factor
while the domain of creating an environment for student learning is significantly more
like the student-centred learning factor. Less similar, though potentially linked, are the
domains of teacher professionalism, perhaps related to the external accountability factor
and the organising content knowledge for student learning which may be equivalent to

the transmission teaching dimension in the telling for change factor.
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CHAPTER V. CONCLUSION

The purpose of this research was to investigate teachers’ thought processes
relevant to learning and assessment. The research explored the nature of teachers’
conceptions of assessment, ascertained the structure of those conceptions, and
determined how those various conceptions of assessment related to each other, and
examined how teachers’ conceptions of assessment related to teachers’ conceptions
about learning, teaching, curriculum, and teacher efficacy. Furthermore, it examined
how teachers’ conceptions of assessment related to teacher and school characteristics,
and to teachers’ assessment practices (i.e., importance and type of assessments used).
In addition, it determined the strength of agreement that teachers had for each
conception. This chapter summarises the methods used and the findings, discusses
implications of the findings, and outlines future research possible as a consequence of
this research.

A series of research questions were addressed using a combination of qualitative
and quantitative methods, with an emphasis on advanced correlational techniques, to
develop and test models of how teachers’ conceptions were structured. Six consecutive
studies were conducted into teachers’ conceptions of learning, assessment, and related
practices and conceptions. Findings were related to the research questions and, because
sample sizes in Studies 5 and 6 were large and representative enough, the findings were
generalisable to the population of New Zealand primary school teachers.

Specifically, the following questions were addressed. Studies 1 and 2 addressed
the conceptions of assessment and learning that New Zealand teachers have and
whether those conceptions could be mapped to the categories found in the literature.

Studies 3 to 5 answered questions related to the structure of each major purpose-defined
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conception of assessment (e.g., is it multi-faceted), while Study 5 addressed the
question of how teachers’ conceptions related to each other. Study 6 addressed several
important questions including; (i) What assessment methods do teachers associate with
the term ‘assessment’ and what relationship is there between those association and
conceptions of assessment?, (ii) What assessment practices do teachers use and what
relationship is there between uses and teachers’ conceptions of assessment?, (iii) What
relationship is there between individual teacher characteristics (i.e., gender, role,
experience, assessment training) and teachers’ conceptions of assessment?, (iv) What
relationship is there between school characteristics (e.g., size, SES) and teachers’
conceptions of assessment?, (v) Are the models proposed for the teachers’ conceptions
instruments (i.e., learning, curriculum, teaching, and teacher efficacy) reflected in New
Zealand teachers’ responses?, (vi) How do teachers’ conceptions of assessment relate to
their conceptions of teaching, learning, curriculum, and teacher efficacy?, and (vii) Is
there a meaningful structure that relates teachers’ conceptions of assessment,
curriculum, teaching, learning, and efficacy?

Data were collected for the most part through anonymous survey questionnaires
designed to reflect teachers’ conceptions about the various constructs. The conceptions
were expressed as statements about major conceptions derived from the literature and
from qualitative data collected from teachers, which had been collected through free
response statements and interviews. Data were collected from samples of practising
secondary and primary teachers, teacher trainees, and undergraduate education students.
Standard procedures for developing self-report attitude questionnaires were used
involving iterative analyses to determine dependable instruments of teachers’

conceptions and to eliminate non-fitting attitude statements (Gable & Wolf, 1993).
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Self-report Likert-type data were analysed initially with exploratory factor
analysis, using maximum likelihood estimation with oblimin rotation whenever sample
sizes permitted. Factors were inspected to ensure that statements within each factor
were theoretically meaningful and that the items making up each factor had sufficient
psychometric characteristics (i.e., loading >.30, loadings on one unique factor, three or
more statements per factor). Once exploratory factor analysis established a possible
measurement model, structural equation modelling was undertaken to determine the fit
of the data to the proposed measurement model. Inspection of fit indices, error
variances, and modification indices indicated whether the model had sufficient

psychometric characteristics.

Findings

A brief overview in response to the research questions is listed here, before a
wider discussion of the findings is undertaken. It was found that the theoretical models
of learning (surface-deep) and assessment (student accountability, school accountability
improvement, irrelevance) could be used to describe the views New Zealand teachers
had about learning and assessment. A 50-statement, self-report attitude inventory about
teachers’ conceptions of assessment was developed that mapped teachers’ conceptions
of assessment into a multi-faceted and hierarchical model. Specifically, nine
conceptions were found, seven of which mapped on to two second-order factors that
contained multiple first-order factors (i.e., improvement and irrelevance). The
conceptions of assessment model had four major inter-correlated facets (i.e.,
improvement, irrelevance, school accountability, student accountability). Three of the
conceptions were positively intercorrelated, whereas the fourth major conception (i.e.,

irrelevance) was negatively correlated with improvement, uncorrelated with school
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accountability, and positively correlated only with the student accountability
conception. Teachers agreed with the improvement and the school accountability
conceptions, gave slight agreement to the student accountability conceptions, and
disagreed with the irrelevance conception. In addition, it appeared that the model of
teachers’ conceptions of assessment was robust across multiple populations made up of
primary level teacher-trainees, undergraduate education students, and practising
primary school teachers. Thus, a complex model of teachers’ conceptions of
assessment found support in the responses of New Zealand primary school teachers.
Eleven types, forms or methods of assessment reduced to four categories (i.e.,
teacher controlled classroom assessments, formal examinations, oral assessments, and
portfolio) and these categories did not provide statistically significant different mean
scores for the nine teachers’ conceptions of assessment. Three major categories of
assessment practices were found (i.e., deep cognitive processing, informal classroom
assessment, and formal assessment) and these, also, did not produce statistically
significant different mean scores for the nine teachers’ conceptions of assessment.
Except for one of the nine conceptions and only for teacher role, individual teacher
characteristics (i.e., gender, role, experience, assessment training) likewise did not
generate statistically significant different mean scores among the nine teachers’
conceptions of assessment. It was also found that school characteristics (e.g., size,
SES) provided statistically similar mean scores for the nine teachers’ conceptions of
assessment. Views of secondary and primary teachers in this research were similar;
likewise views of in-service teachers and pre-service teacher trainees and undergraduate
education students were similar. Thus, teachers’ conceptions of assessment were
remarkably universal and stable across population characteristics and self-reported

assessment practices.
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Data from New Zealand teachers’ responses to inventories of conceptions (i.e.,
learning, curriculum, teaching, and teacher efficacy) were found to conform to the
proposed models. A surface and deep factor for learning conceptions and four
conceptions of curriculum (i.e., academic, technological, social reconstruction, and
humanistic) were found. Two teacher efficacy factors (i.e., internal and external) and
five perspectives of teaching were observed (i.e., social reform, transmission, nurturing,
apprenticeship, and cognitive development). These instruments provided data that were
consistent with the theoretical models on which they were based. A meaningful
structure that relates teachers’ conceptions of assessment, curriculum, teaching,
learning, and efficacy was found. That model proposed four major groupings of
teachers’ conceptions (i.e., external checking, assessment influence learning, student-
centred learning, and telling for change) that were largely uncorrelated. Teachers were
found to disagree with the telling for change conception, have weak agreement with the
student-centred learning and the external checking conceptions, and moderate
agreement with the assessment influences learning conception.

As suggested by Clark and Peterson (1986), teachers’ conceptions of assessment
have complex structures and relationships. Teachers’ instructional conceptions were
modelled as four major conceptions; assessment that influenced learning, student
centred teaching, external checking of teachers and students, and telling for change.

Thus, an efficient instrument has been developed that measures teachers’
conceptions of assessment regardless of teacher background variables or assessment
practices and that can be used in conjunction with other instruments and measures to
identify the structure of teachers’ conceptual processes relevant to the art and act of

instruction.

186



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

Implications

A number of implications can be drawn from this research related to self-
regulation theory, design of teacher education, and assessment policy implementation.
Self-regulation theory (Zimmerman, 2001) argues that strategy control depends on
declarative knowledge of multiple strategies, procedural ability to operate various
strategies, and meta-cognitive control, awareness, and monitoring of strategy use and
effectiveness. The model of teachers’ conceptions of assessment developed here
suggests that having differing conceptions may be appropriate contingent on varying
conditions of accountability and improvement in the educational setting. It may be
useful for teachers to be able to choose or emphasise a different conception of
assessment depending on factors influencing teacher work. In order to select another
conception of assessment it would be necessary, according to self-regulation theory, for
teachers to have knowledge about the different conceptions, their own conceptions, and
the appropriate grounds for different conceptions. With this type of knowledge, and
meta-cognitive control teachers may be better position to achieve desired educational
outcomes.

Further, this model of teachers’ conceptions of assessment could be put to use in
teacher professional development and policy contexts. The implementation of any new
assessment policy, tool, or practice, whether at the national or local school level, needs
to take account of the complex structure of teachers’ conceptions of assessment to
ensure success. Kahn (2000) pointed out that teachers appeared to assimilate new
assessment practices (e.g., constructivist, deep) into long-standing transmission,
teacher-oriented, accountability type assessment and learning frameworks. Certainly,

the implementation of new standards from professional bodies or state authorities, while
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well intentioned, may be reduced in effectiveness if teachers’ conceptions of assessment
remain unchanged or unchallenged, or if teachers remain unaware of their own
conceptions. Likewise, teacher professional pre-service preparation and in-service
development in the area of assessment needs to take account of teachers’ pre-existing
conceptions, if it is to be effective in moving teachers toward a preferred structure of
conceptions.

As a case in point, there was a marked difference in emphasis on differing
conceptions of assessment between the principal and several of the teachers in one
school that participated in CoA-II. In that study, the principal agreed strongly with the
improvement conception and disagreed with the accountability conception. In contrast,
three of the teachers had much higher agreement on irrelevance and accountability
conceptions and disagreed with the improvement conception. Fundamentally, despite
talking about the common word ‘assessment’ these teachers were talking past each
other. A new improvement-oriented assessment policy or practice in that school,
without explicit attention to the inappropriate accountability and irrelevance
conceptions of the teachers, would likely be adopted and assimilated into a traditional
model of assessment as something to be used but ignored.

In terms of professional development of teachers’ conceptualisation of
assessment, there is a need to make explicit the different understandings teachers may
have of assessment to ensure that participants do not talk past each other. The
instrument developed in this thesis may be useful in disrupting the tendency to simply
adopt and adapt rather than actually change practices because it could be used to make
more explicit the conceptions teachers have about assessment and trigger such
discussions. It was found during the development of the instrument, for example, from

the results of ten teachers in the same school, that individuals had markedly differing
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profiles in their conceptions of assessment. This suggested that making explicit and
resolving differences would enhance the success of any innovation around ‘assessment’
and certainly this would need to be resolved before the introduction of any
improvement-oriented assessment policy or practice. Similarly, pre-service instruction
in assessment should make explicit varying conceptions of assessment, their rationales
and consequences, and attempt to move future teachers and managers away from a
simplistic dichotomy of formative good—summative bad.

There is also an opportunity to utilise the structure of teachers’ conceptions of
assessment in policy contexts. This research showed that teachers agree with the
conception that assessment improves teaching and learning and reject assessment’s
irrelevance in this context. Further, this positive attitude to improvement is
simultaneously paralleled with much less support for making students accountable and
by an association of external checking assessment with surface learning. This mix
suggests that the introduction of assessment innovations should be done in such a way
as to minimise association with external accountability dimensions (whether those be at
the school, teacher, or student levels) and instead maximise association with teachers’
individual capability to improve their own instruction and the learning of their own
students—at least if the aim is to improve student learning outcomes. Thus, in the
context of the hypothetical conversation used, in the introduction to illustrate the range
of teachers’ conceptions, it would behove those introducing assessment changes in New
Zealand to structure not only the rhetoric, but also the implementation of any new
assessment tool as something to be used by classroom teachers for improvement and not
as something used by school managers and leaders for accountability purposes. In other
jurisdictions, where large-scale externally mandated assessment is the norm, teachers

may have more pronounced irrelevance and student accountability conceptions that
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would need to be addressed should policy require a greater shift towards improvement
oriented conceptions.

The structure of teachers’ conceptions also suggests that externally mandated
assessments are perceived as associated with surface learning and that those
assessments are divorced from student-centred development, learning, or growth. This
suggests that the legally mandated introduction of national assessments could result in
teachers being able to ensure most students achieve but that teachers would continue to
believe those assessments were divorced from the core of classroom life. New Zealand
already has externally mandated checking of student performance, required by national
educational goals and administrative guidelines, against curriculum objectives and
levels. This has led teachers to develop accountability conformity systems and
procedures that promote their continually generating accountability data rather than the
use of assessment to raise standards and improve student achievement (M. Hill, 2000b).
The research reported here reinforces the conclusion that externally mandated
assessments could be implemented but, should such assessments be implemented,
teachers would not believe that the assessments would relate to the improvement of
learning and teaching and development of the whole student. Disassociating
assessment systems from accountability purposes may be the approach most likely to be
effective in raising standards and performance.

Because New Zealand has no externally mandated assessments for primary
school students in place, there exists the possibility of improving teachers’ assessment
literacy through the implementation of an assessment innovation. By helping teachers
implement an improvement practice of assessment and by associating that with the deep
learning, student-centred philosophy and by making teachers accountable for the

process within their own institutions rather than to some outside agency, it may be
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possible to connect with teachers’ dominant conceptions effectively. Emphasis on a
school-based, and managed process of improvement-oriented evaluation of student
assessment results, is likely to result in educational improvement in the quality of
teaching and the quality of student learning outcomes (see for example the SEMO
model, Timperley & Robinson, 2002). The implication of this research is that the focus
in assessment policy should not be on compulsion but rather on identifying and
responding to teachers’ conceptions because no matter what policies are put in place
unless teachers’ conceptions are addressed the policy change will be ineffective.

A further implication of this research is the feasibility of using the COA-III
instrument in research contexts. In any research conducted to evaluate the effectiveness
of interventions designed to change or modify teachers’ conceptions of assessment the
instrument could be used to monitor changes in teachers’ conceptions. Additionally,

the instrument could be used to investigate the origins of conceptions of assessment.

Future Research

The results of this research, although robust, require follow-up. It is important
to examine the stability of the COA-III model across ethnicity, school sectors, and
school roles. To achieve this focused studies are required, specifically with teachers of
different ethnic backgrounds (e.g., Maori, Pacific Nation, or Asian), with principals,
and teachers in intermediate and secondary schools. This would test the generalisability
of the model, which has been based on a relatively homogeneous population, with more
heterogeneous populations of teachers. By implication, at least 500 teachers in each
category would be required to test the stability across new populations.

Another research question that merits investigation is to do with how the

instructional beliefs model of Study 6 performs if all the observed items had been used
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instead of the 22 latent variables. Sample size of several thousand is needed to permit
specification of a model that utilises all the observed and latent variables.

Additionally, it would be useful to identify a meaningful measure of teacher
effectiveness so that a structural equation model of how teachers’ conceptions relate to
student learning outcomes could be developed and tested. The data here suggest that
teachers with an influence learning perspective may be more focused on deep student
learning than those who emphasise external checking. The data also suggest that
external checking emphasis would predict students who demonstrate surface rather than
deep learning outcomes. The method of measuring the quality of student outcomes on
the surface-deep axis was used in identifying effective teachers (Bond, Smith, Baker, &
Hattie, 2000) suggesting that rather than focus simply on total scores or grades that the
architecture of student learning could be used as a relatively objective measure of
teacher effectiveness. Besides naturalistic data collection, it may be possible to
investigate teachers and students with matching and mismatched conceptions of
assessment in the manner of aptitude-treatment interaction studies. With such a
measure and sample size, a full SEM analysis of teachers’ conceptions could be
conducted and any difference in conceptions between expert, competent, and novice
teachers could be detected.

Furthermore, having proposed that the CoA-III inventory could be used in
professional development it would be worthwhile to determine whether the
interpretations from use of the instrument contributes to changing teachers’ conceptions
of assessment. More importantly, it would be useful to attempt to determine if there is a
‘best’ conception of assessment profile that produces the greatest improvement in

student learning and teacher instruction.
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Further research into the relationship of teachers’ conceptions and their actual
practices is warranted. It would be useful to determine if teachers’ conceptions can be
discovered in their actual practice. Research elsewhere has used a variety of methods
(e.g., case studies, naturalistic class observations, interviews with teachers and students,
narrative descriptions of own work, stimulated recall from class videotapes, student
essays, faculty reflection on own case descriptions, ratings by students) to investigate
such relationships (Hativa, 2000). Evidence for linkages between teaching conceptions
(i.e., traditional, transmission oriented, behaviourism vs. constructivist) and learning of
teacher trainees was obtained at the lesson level using methods such as concept maps,
post mapping questionnaire, stimulated recall interviews, and short answer assessment
(Jensen, Kauchak, & Rowley, 2001). Thus, a wide variety of qualitative approaches
exist that would help determine the consistency of self-professed conceptions obtained
through survey questionnaire with teachers’ practices or conceptions as expressed
through action or intention. Part of the point in investigating the relationship of practice
to conception is to answer, in addition to the consistency issue, questions such as: Do
accountability teachers behave differently to improvement teachers; do conceptions
predict assessment practice; and do assessment conceptions relate systematically to
teaching or curriculum practices?

Having begun this research with an interest in both teachers’ and students’
conceptions of learning, it is only appropriate that investigation of students’ conceptions
of assessment be conducted. Work would have to be done to adapt the present teacher
instrument to the linguistic and cognitive capabilities of students, before investigation
into the relationship of teachers’ and students’ mutual and possibly interactive
conceptions could begin. Research into students’ conceptions of assessment may add

light on the origins of teachers’ conceptions of assessment, since Pajares (1992) has

193



Teachers’ Conceptions Of Assessment

argued that teachers’ conceptions area product of their educational experiences as

students.

Contribution

This thesis research has aimed to contribute to the fields of teachers’ conceptions
and educational assessment. It has created a relatively brief self-report instrument that
aims to make teachers’ conceptions of assessment explicit and which could be used in
professional development (e.g., make teachers think about and possibly change their
conceptions) within schools for clarification of conceptions among faculty especially
between leaders and teachers, and the development of assessment innovations,
especially informing implementation and design.

More importantly, the thesis has identified some unexpected structures and
relationships among teachers’ conceptions. Among these findings are the existence of
the irrelevance conception, the positive connection of school accountability and
improvement conceptions, the positive relationship of teacher efficacy to external
checking accountability assessment, the splitting of deep and surface views of learning
with the former unconnected to assessment and the latter connected to external
accountability checking assessment, and the positive relationship of irrelevance only
with student accountability. It also discovered, again surprisingly, that the structure of
teachers’ conceptions was universal and stable across all population characteristics (at
least among those participating in the various studies in this thesis).

Finally, this thesis’ greatest contribution is the confirmation that teachers’
conceptions of assessment are complex, hierarchical, multidimensional, and
interrelated, not simple or dichotomous. Researchers, policy makers, teacher educators,
teachers, and teacher trainees now have evidence from teachers’ own thinking that

assessment should not be conceived in a superficial simplistic fashion. Continuing to
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portray assessment as a bipolar construct along a positive--negative dimension is to
perpetuate a misconception of assessment to the detriment of learning and teaching as

well as the quality of assessment.
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