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Why assessments are central to learning

ssessment seems to drive the logic and
Apractice of the learning and education
ecosystem in India. The general
populace judges schools based on how their
students perform in Board examinations.
Public debates rate the success of
governmental initiatives in education by their
ability to produce higher pass rates in similar
exams. In this context, what we often do not
do, is try and honestly answer the question —
‘What assessments are for?” — for ourselves.

What are assessments for? In our education
system, assessments seem to primarily

have the functions of ranking students

and institutional gatekeeping. This is very
clearly not fair on the students, noris it
conducive in facilitating their learning. Such a
situation is also not reflective of the needs of
contemporary society.

Assessments can and must fulfil multiple
roles. But their primary use in an educational
system must be to facilitate learning.

Over the last couple of decades, the
increasing adoption of the Continuous and
Comprehensive Evaluation (CCE) framework,
as a part of the assessment process, is
sometimes seen as being an important step
forward in this regard. However, the adoption
of CCE has been patchy. Sometimes, what

it has meant on the ground is simply the
proliferation of the number of tests that
students must take.

The adoption of assessment reforms, such

as CCE, often miss out on a core aspect of
this process. It is this — frameworks such

as CCE that try to make assessments a part
of learning operate with the assumption

that each unit of learning must be a unit of
assessment, and each unit of assessment
must be a unit of learning as well. However,
this understanding is rarely, if ever, translated
into practice in classrooms.
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Thus, we need to reimagine assessment as a
pedagogic tool. Practically what this means
for classrooms is that students must not be
assessed only to gauge their learning levels.
Learning and assessment must happen in
avirtuous cycle of iteration. Assessments
should feed into learning. More importantly,
they must become acts and spaces of
learning in and of themselves.

This does not mean that we cannot have
largescale summative assessments. There is
an important role and space for these. But the
primary use of assessment at the classroom
level must have the aim of fostering student
learning. Assessments and their outcomes,
when scientifically studied and creatively
used, can also be used as important guides
for reforming and finetuning teaching
practices and systemic support.

However, this will require a great deal of
freedom for the teachers and trust in their
abilities and agency. For students to learn,
teachers must be free. Assessments then

can cease to be a source of fear and become
spaces for fun-filled learning, for students,
teachers, and for everyone else in the system.

Project work used as a tool of instruction and
assessment in arts education

ArtSparks Foundation
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Tracing the contours of educational

assessment

Lessons from the past and directions for the future

Aanchal Chomal

ne of my earliest projects at Azim
O Premji Foundation (APF), when | joined

in 2006, was to assess students
under the organization’s flagship program
called the Learning Guarantee Program.
Among its many objectives, a key one was
to ensure ‘competency-based’ education
and learning in schools, and ascsertain the
extent to which schools were doing it. | was
assigned to a remote block called Gadarpur
in the district of Udham Singh Nagar in
Uttarakhand. My task was to administer an
EVS (Environmental Studies) tool orally with
students of classes 3 and 5. The tool was

aligned to the state syllabus. It had a marking

scheme with suggestive responses to the
questions.

The assessment was administered with one
child at a time. So, | sat with this child, a
young girl of roughly 6-7 years of age. After

a few informal conversations began the
administration of the tool. The first question
was about the child and her family. The next
one was on plants and animals. The third one
was on sense organs.

| showed the flashcard of various sense
organs to the student. My task was to ask
the simple question, “What is this used for?”
So, | showed the picture of a pair of eyes to
the child and asked her - “ye kis kaam aati
hai” (“What is this used for?”). The suggestive
responses in my marking scheme were — to
see; to read;to draw; to write; and so on.

When | asked the child this question, she
looked at me for a while and then said, “Didi
aankhein rone ke kaam aati hai” (“Eyes are

used for crying”). | looked at the child for
some time. | was not able to figure out why
she had given me such a response. | was, of
course, left speechless.

There were several thoughts going on in my
mind. What may have been the childhood

of this 6-7-year-old child to respond to this
question in this way? Did she need help? Why
did she not think of the obvious responses?
What sort of family did she belong to? Did her
teachers give adequate attention to herin the
class? The list was endless.

What | do remember is that | could not ask her
any further questions from the EVS tool that
day. But yes, | did spend the next one hour
talking to the child to know her as a person
and not just a respondent of my survey tool.
That day | came back realizing a fundamental
characteristic of assessment — every
assessment reveals to you something about
the child which you did not already know of.
And that helps and directs you as a teacher,
as a mentor, and as a guide to the child. The
realization that assessment plays one of the
most pivotal roles in student learning was as
clear as it could be.

However, in our country, the assessments
being practiced currently across various
stages and diverse kinds of educational
institutions are far from this. There is a
predominance of tests and exams as a sieve
to filter and rank the students. This process
is coupled with the fear, anxiety and stress it
causes among students, teachers, and even
parents. In the past few decades, one has
also heard policies and programs such as




Continuous and Comprehensive Evaluation
(CCE) and other forms of assessment that are
informal and less stressful.

One often wonders why is there such a
massive dichotomy in the usage and purpose
of assessment? On the one hand it is used as
a sharp, high-stakes measure of achievement
that leads to far-reaching life choices. On
the other hand, it is also supposed to play

a developmental and constructive role in
students’ lives. We often refer to these as
the evaluative and formative function of
assessment. How do these two seemingly
dichotomous conceptualizations of
assessment co-exist?

The evolution of educational assessments

There have been several attempts to trace
the history of education and in doing so the
history of examinations and assessments.

It will be important to mention at the outset
that this history is rather irregular and
unsystematic. One of the oldest traditions

of assessment was the oral examinations
characteristic of medieval education, that
was primarily being imparted in monasteries
and convents.

To know something was to know it by heart
and recite it as the proof of learning. The
medieval monk was expected to learn Latin
grammar to learn Latin texts. The study of
grammar meant learning by heart famous
grammars dating from the Roman Empire,
or simpler textbooks aimed at beginners.
These grammars were written in the style of
questions-and-answers. Reproducing them
in their exact form was expected. (Wilbrink,
1997)

Another very popular form of assessment
was that of written examinations. Imperial
Chinese examinations conducted for
selection in civil services are one of the
oldest documented written exams conducted
periodically in designated centers. In
colleges, as an outcome of various reforms,
faculties of both Oxford and Cambridge
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decided to improve their curriculum and
introduced frequent examinations in a
variety of topics. The first clear indication
that written examinations were used for
admissions and graduation is found for the
year 1702. The exams of this era were almost
exclusively essay questions emphasizing
factual recall; one extant example shows
eight questions each in history and
geography, and six in grammar, primarily Latin
and Greek (Arthur, 1987).

In the school systems in Europe, as textbooks
for the grammar schools became grade
specific, exams became more regularized. The
Jesuits found this system of examinations
quite appropriate to their needs and it rapidly
spread across Europe. Examinations were
seen as the best way to focus the students’
academic efforts, and to set criteria.

In the United States, somewhere

around 1845, following Horace Mann’s
recommendations of written examinations,
testing was incorporated in primary and
secondary schools. The first examination
was administered in Boston that year. Within
thirty-five years, promotion from grade to
grade was judged as success or failure.
This was based on scores calculated as a
percentage, based on performance on a
written exam (Arthur, 1987).

While formal systems of examinations were
mushrooming, the system of examinations
was also being criticized. It is documented
that students at Yale rebelled against exams
as early as 1762, as it perpetuated ‘cramming’
and came at the cost of scholarship. Faculty

Azim Premji Foundation photo archives



at universities struggled to develop tests
that balanced content, memory and skills.
In 1881, the superintendent of schools in
Chicago expressed strong objections against
testing for grade-level advancements and
suggested that teachers and principals
were better suited for doing this. By the end
of the nineteenth century, in some parts of
the world, testing had gained a bad name.
Where testing was still used, teachers were
‘teaching to the test, with a lot of drills and
practice.

Besides systems of assessments being
adopted in schools and universities, one of
the major developments around assessments
came with advancements in the theory

of measurement and testing with the
introduction of intelligence tests. The science
of educational testing and measurement

was getting more and more sophisticated,
with rigorous statistical methods and tools.
Advancements in psychometrics added

more rigorous methodological procedures in
standardized test designing and its analysis.

Classical test theory, and in more recent
times Item Response Theory (IRT), came

to be the accepted gold standards of
standardization and test quality. It was
recognized that in high-stakes tests, where
data generated is used for far reaching
policy changes, rigorous standards of
quality in test design must be followed.
Mathematical models and theories such as
IRT and several more began to be used to
generate information that provides better
understanding of the test instruments and
student achievements.

Particularly in the context of schools and

how one sees the process of education,
assessment inside the classrooms underwent
changes with paradigm shifts in learning
theories. From the behavioristic paradigm

of teaching being viewed as transmission of
knowledge to the constructivist paradigms of
children constructing their knowledge using
their experiences in real life contexts, there
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were several pedagogical transformations
that were being suggested to make
classrooms meaningful spaces to learn.

It comes to us as no surprise that
assessment and evaluation processes that
teachers used in classrooms were also being
analyzed for their efficacy in the teaching-
learning process. In the seminal work ‘Inside
the Black Box, for the very first time, there
was compelling evidence to indicate that
classrooms where teachers were integrating
assessments in the day-to-day teaching
learning process, using a host of formal

and informal methods, were showing better
student learning (Black and Wiliam, 1998).

We, thus, entered the era of ‘formative
assessments’ being thrust upon as a policy
reform across several countries of the world
including India. Approaches of assessment
‘for learning’ and ‘as learning’ began to

take shape. A wide range of ‘authentic
assessments’ such as projects, role plays,
demonstrations, experiments, portfolios, etc.,
came into the picture.

The preceding discussion clearly suggests
that there is a field of educational
assessment, which is fundamentally
multidisciplinary and the contours of which
are still evolving. The field is being enriched
by advancements in education, psychology,
statistics and psychometrics.

Itis also very clear that the clout of
examinations weighs heavily upon this field.
Therefore, disproportionate weightage is
often given to various stages of test paper
designing and methods to make the test
instruments valid and reliable.

It is also evident that the evaluative function
of assessment (assessment being used for
ranking, promotions, measuring achievement,
and so on) and the formative function
(assessments being used for understanding
student learning, identifying their
misconceptions, and modifying the teachers’




strategies) of assessment are both equally
prevalent. Very often, the former is prioritized
over the latter.

Scoping the field of educational assessments
for practitioners

It is very important to scope the field of
educational assessment for practitioners,
primarily the teachers. One of the
interpretations of the word assessment,
which resonates with its formative purpose, is
its association with the Latin word ‘assidere’
which means to sit beside. For all practical
purposes, the practice of assessment is to sit
beside the learners to help them learn.

‘Educational assessment’ can be said

to broadly include the collection and
interpretation of data or evidence which
provides understanding about learner needs
and effectiveness of teaching process and
classroom practices. Eliciting evidence of
student learning, analyzing and interpreting
this evidence, and acting upon it, are
fundamental processes in assessment.
Teachers and students are both key actors in
these processes.

The definition provided above makes
assessment essentially a cyclical and
iterative process, which is quite organic in
nature. What are some of the pre-requisites
to enable this process in a classroom?

Deep understanding of learning standards:
This includes a comprehensive picture of the
curricular goals, competencies, and learning
outcomes across the stages of schooling.

Understanding the learners and how

children learn: Fundamental to this process
is the familiarity and appreciation of the
learner’s context, their academic and non-
academic needs, and pedagogical knowledge.
Understanding the ways in which diverse
learners engage with a concept in a subjectis
also important. For instance, how do children
learn to count, or learn to read? Which
pedagogical strategies work? Which don’t?
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Capacitating teachers to design and use
quality assessments: One of the essential
pre-requisites for good quality assessments
is to capacitate teachers to design and

use their own assessments. To enable this,
teachers can be provided with professional
development opportunities or meaningful
integration of assessment practices in
teacher preparation programs.

Landscape of assessment in India

If we look at the current landscape of
assessment in India, there are at least four
distinct purposes for which assessments
are being used. These are assessments for
certification purposes like the Board exams.
There are assessments that are being used
for selection, such as IIT-JEE, CLAT, CAT, CUET
and NEET. Then there are the assessments
for measuring systemic health, such as NAS,
ASER, large-scale state level assessments
like Gunotsav (Gujarat), Pratibha Parva
(Madhya Pradesh), C-SAS (Census State
Achievement Survey-Karnataka), and so

on. Finally, there are the assessments that
support student learning in the classroom,
e.g., processes like CCE and other formative
assessments.

If we look at the history of assessment
reforms in India, it is worthwhile to revisit
some important policies and programs

in the post-independence period, which
discussed the matter of education and
specifically examination reforms in India.
This will help us understand the current
priorities in assessments and their historical
antecedents.

Radhakrishnan Commission Report: This

is also popularly called as the Report of

the University Education Commission.

This Commission was set up in post-
independence India (1948-49). It made
various recommendations for examinations
that are relevant even today. The report
stressed the need for making examinations
better aligned to educational aims (the
matter of validity), and introducing scientific
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processes to increase the validity and
reliability of exams.

Recognizing the evils that surrounded
examination systems, the report states,

“In our visits to universities we heard, from
teachers and students alike, the endless tale
of how examinations have become the aim
and end of education, how all instruction

is subordinated to them, how they kill all
initiative in the teacher and the students, how
capricious, invalid, unreliable and inadequate
they are, and how they tend to corrupt the
moral standards of university life.”

In defining the quality of a good examination,
the report suggested five essential
conditions: Validity - it should measure what
it intends to measure; Reliable - it should
efficiently measure what it does measure;
Adequate - represent the content sufficiently
so that the scores indicate performance in
the areas measured; Objective - minimize
opinions, bias, and other subjectivities; Easy
to administer, mark and interpret.

Key Policies In India

The
Radhakrishnan The Kothari The Yashpal Right to
Commissi [« C Education Act

1952-1953 1986 2006 2020

1948 1964-1966 1993 2009

The Hational Focus
Group's Pasttion
Paper -Examination
reform

The Mudaliar

Commiccien

Hational

Maticnal Policy
an Education Education Pelicy

Among the above five conditions, the
commission’s report elaborated on the
importance of objective testing and the

need for eliminating bias and subjectivity,
improving time and efficiency in the testing
process. Yet another interesting suggestion of
this commission was to give adequate credit
to performance in classwork. It recommended
allotting nearly 1/3rd of the marks of each
subject to work done during the academic
year. This aimed to reduce the stress of too
much dependency on a one-time summative
exam. Though the report did not discourage
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essay type of question, the reasons for
sustaining it was more operational — easy to
design and administer, rather than its value
to assess certain disciplinary areas that
may not be comprehensively assessed using
objective tests.

Mudaliar Commission Report: This is also
known as the Report of Secondary Education
Commission (1952-53). It stressed on the
holistic development of students and the
need to look at social, emotional, intellectual
and physical development of children, along
with the academic abilities. It recommended
the need for examinations in all these areas
and reduce dependency on single exams.
The idea of multiple assessments that are
ongoing and comprehensive came into the
discourse.

Maintaining records of students’ work,
giving adequate importance to internal
examinations, and making it a part of the
public exams were some of the key ideas
proposed in this policy. It stated that such
records would provide inputs for “growth
of his interests, aptitudes, and personality
traits, his social adjustments, the practical
and social activities in which he takes part.
In other words, it will give a complete career.”
The nature of such a record was quite like
what we currently call a ‘portfolio’

The policy also criticized the system of
marking using percentiles or scores out of
100. It raised very pertinent questions on any
exact measurement among a student who
scores a 45 vis-a-vis someone who scores a
47! The policy recommended replacing such
marks with a 5-point grade scale with A being
excellent, B for good, C for fair or average, D
for poor and E for very poor. In specific cases,
where a distinction had to be made for the
purpose of scholarships or prizes, the scale
could be sharpened further.

On the matter of public examinations,
the report was way ahead of its time. It
recommended that students should take only




one public examination. Even the final public
examination need not be compulsory for all
students. It could be replaced by a school
certificate that comprehensively provides the
students’ cumulative progress. Yet another
striking feature of this commission was the
trust it placed in teachers and their ability to
judge the student.

The report acknowledged that, “The only
way to make a teacher’s judgement reliable
is to rely on them! In the beginning there
may be stray cases of wrong judgements
but in the long run they will become more
reliable and trustworthy”. The report also
cautioned against the trend of evaluating a
teacher’s success based on their students’
performances. Calling this as ‘unfortunate,
the report quite sharply observed that the
practice of headmasters presenting their
school’s results of examinations was quite
like ‘profit and loss account being presented
to shareholders of an industrial concern!’
Extending this criticism to the work of the
teacher, the report observes that, ‘to judge
the work of a teacher by the percentage of
passes of his pupils in the examination is to
keep alive the old and exploded system of
payment by results’

Kothari Commission and NPE 1968:

The year 1968 saw the first National

Policy of Education (NPE), based on the
recommendations of the Kothari Commission
(1964-66). NPE 1968 was one of the first
and most comprehensive policies discussing
education across all stages from primary

to secondary. Echoing the ideas of the two
earlier commission reports, and particularly
the Mudaliar Commission Report, the policy
stressed that evaluation is a continuous
process and should involve more than just
certifying students.

The report reiterated the conditions of good
assessment, as stated in the Mudaliar
commission report, adding ‘practicability’
as an additional one. Critiquing the over-
dependence on ‘written exams,’ it suggested
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improving their quality to make them more
valid and reliable. It also emphasized the
need to improve the technical competence
of paper setters. This was envisaged to help
guestion papers test for certain important
learnings apart from knowledge acquisition.
These include the capacity to apply
knowledge and problem-solving abilities.
The report observed that there are several
aspects of students’ growth that cannot be
measured by written exams, and that other
methods such as observation, oral tests and
practical, were useful and essential. The
need for improvement and better reliability in
these methods was also emphasized.

On the matter of external examinations,

the report suggested attaching internal
assessment results of students along with
their external exam results. Students were

to be given the choice of either attending an
external examination for certification or take
the school level certification. It recommended
the first external examination to be held at
the end of the 10th standard and the second
to be held at the end of the 12th standard.

NEP 1986 and POA (Programme of Action)
1992: Within less than two decades, there
was yet another National Policy in 1986.
Based on the review of NEP 1986 by the
Ramamurthi Commission, the 1992 POA
was suggested. One of the interesting
observations made by the committee

was that the idea of detention versus no-
detention suggested in the NEP 1986 has led
to a negative framework.

To avoid that, it recommended a positive
concept of continuous, disaggregated

and comprehensive evaluation. The report
also suggested the need for engaging

with teachers on the ways of doing such

a continuous evaluation for quality
improvement. Such a continuous and
comprehensive evaluation was suggested for
both scholastic and non-scholastic aspects.
This policy also emphasized the need for
grades instead of marks.




On the matter of public examinations, the
policy laid out that Boards should suggest
expected levels of attainment at classes V,
VIII, X & XIl, and prescribe learning objectives
corresponding to them. It suggested detailing
out design parameters such as content area,
weightage, question types and objectives of
teaching-learning, prior to setting question
papers. A modular pattern of offering courses
with the provision for clearing board exams in
parts, in conformity with the modular pattern
of courses, was recommended.

At the systemic level, the idea of establishing
a National Testing Agency for organizing
and quality control in nation-wide tests
was made. Soon after the POA, the Yashpal
Committee Report, 1993, popularly known
as ‘Learning Without Burden, also raised
concerns about the prevailing examination
system. It recommended modifications in
the types of questions in the 10th and 12th
Board examinations, to relieve students of
unnecessary stress and anxiety.

National Curriculum Framework (NCF) 2005,
and the Position Paper on Exam Reforms:
NCF 2005 brought about several long-

term principles that were much needed in
visualizing assessments differently. Stating
the purpose of assessment, the document
rightly stated that, “Education is concerned
with preparing citizens for a meaningful and
productive life, and evaluation should be a
way of providing credible feedback on the
extent to which we have been successful in
imparting such an education.”

To do this, it suggested the need to orient
teachers on a host of areas, including
parameters for assessing and techniques to
assess. The idea of using assessment during
the teaching, such as learning activities that
aid in ongoing observational and qualitative
assessments of children, was suggested. In
areas such as sports, arts, yoga, etc., which
cannot be assessed using marks, the NCF
suggested markers such as participation,
interest, and level of involvement, and the
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extent to which abilities and skills have been
honed. These were expected to help teachers
gauge the benefits of what children learn and
gain through such activities. Asking children
to self-report on their learning was also
suggested.

NCF 2005 also made specific suggestions

on the types of questions that are set for
assessment. Open-ended and challenging
qguestions that go beyond the textbook were
suggested. It also stated that adequate
attention should be paid to teachers’ capacity
building in this area.

The consequent ‘Position Paper on
Examination Reforms’ lamented the issues of
present-day examinations. It foregrounded
the need to make specific changes in the
quality of question papers. It suggested
defining competencies, setting difficulty
levels, using good quality MCQs, and detailed
marking schemes, etc.

The paper also echoed the recommendations
of earlier committees and suggested the

use of multiple modes of assessment.
Making board exams optional was yet
another important recommendation along
with greater choice of subjects and a 3-year
window to pass the exam. CCE was defined as
a school-based system of evaluation, which
is continual or periodic (before and during
instructions) and comprehensive (including
scholastics and co-scholastics areas), using
multiple modes of assessment.

RTE, CCE and No-Detention Policy: After the
recommendations of NCF 2005, yet another
landmark was the passing of the RTE Act

in 2009. CCE became a reality as a policy
reform, along with its twin policy of No-
Detention. Across the various states that
APF has worked in, there was an echoing
sentiment that CCE was ‘old wine in new
bottle,’ and that we have been doing CCE
forever. Yet another common reaction was
the load of documentation and filling up of
formats, which was quite overwhelming for
the teachers.
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One of the most significant lacunae in CCE
was that it was seen as an ‘implementable
program’ or ‘scheme’ of the government

that is associated with a series of
routinized processes. There was inadequate
conceptualization of the kind of reforms in
pedagogy and assessment that it demanded.
In most cases, it were the class 10 CCE
guidelines issued by CBSE, which were used
to frame models for CCE, and for state-level
guidelines for the elementary classes.

‘Continuous’ was often misconstrued as
periodic tests. It was operationalized as a
series of shorter tests, adding stress and
burden to the learners. One of the biggest
confusions that CCE implementation created
was the misunderstanding that formative and
summative assessments can be segregated
based on the type of tool being used by the
teacher. In making a distinction between
formative and summative assessments, it
was the mode of assessment rather than the
objective that was the basis of the division.

Consequently ‘activity-based’ assessments
such as projects, role plays, and portfolios
became tools of formative assessment. The
bulk of summative assessments continued to
be paper-pencil test, with very little change
in the nature and type of questions asked.
The term ‘comprehensive’ was also subject
to multiple interpretations - co-curricular,
co-scholastics, personal and social qualities,
with inadequate preparation on how to
assess these. Therefore, what we have seen
over the last two decades are various models
of formative assessments that are nothing
short of summative. The ideas of FA 1-FA

4 and SA 1 and 2 came into vogue. Even
students were found saying that they had
their ‘FA- 2 exam?’

While school systems, teachers, parents
and students were grappling with all this,
there was also an ongoing debate whether
the No-detention policy (NDP) was doing
more harm than good to the students.
There were sentiments on the ground that
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no exam meant no learning, and that both
students and teachers were becoming non-
serious about learning. There was a recurring
debate on whether fear and punishment are
necessary for learning. It comes to us as no
surprise that in 2017, after recommendations
from a CABE committee set up to measure
the implementation of CCE and other
consultations, the NDP provision of the CCE
was rolled back. States were allowed to
detain students at the elementary level, after
a couple of re-attempts.

NEP 2020: It is in this backdrop that the
most recent education policy has come

into existence. At the outset, the policy
acknowledges the issues with present

day assessment practices. The policy
highlights the roadmap for transforming
the culture of assessment towards learning
and development. The overarching focus is
be on regular, formative, and competency-

based assessment, testing higher-order
skills, such as “analysis, critical thinking and
conceptual clarity,” and their application

in real-life situations. By focusing on
competency development instead of

content memorization, it promotes testing
core competencies and foundational skills

to lighten academic pressure, making
assessment stress-free and non-threatening,
and curtailing the mushrooming of coaching
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classes. The policy also suggests a
360-degree holistic progress card, in line with
the comprehensive development suggested
by earlier policies.

NEP 2020 also suggests introducing
standardized/large-scale assessments in
the critical stages of transition, i.e., grades
3,5 and 8 to avert the pressure from board
examinations and track progress at various
levels of the school. It encourages the results
of these large-scale assessments to be used
only for developmental purposes and for
continuous monitoring and improvement of
the schooling system.

At the institutional level, the policy suggests
setting up a National Assessment Centre as

a standard-setting body under the Ministry

of Education (MoE). It has been named as
PARAKH - Performance Assessment, Review,
and Analysis of Knowledge for Holistic
Development. It is supposed to encourage
and help all the school Boards in India to shift
their assessment patterns to meet the skill
requirements of the 21st century.

On the matter of certification exams, the
policy suggests continuing with Grade 10
and 12 Board examinations. It recommends
redesigning the Board exams to eliminate
the ‘high stakes’ element and distribute
the burden. The objective is to make them
less stressful and distribute their currently
high stakes across the secondary stage.

It recommends giving students greater
flexibility and choice to choose many of
the subjects in which they can take the
Board exams. It proposes to make the Board
exams meaningful in the sense that they
will primarily test the core capacities and
competencies instead of rote learning.

Over the last 75 years, there have been
much needed policy reforms in the
conceptualization and direction of
assessment. However, the implementation
of many of these recommendations on the
ground has been uneven and very often with
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inadequate preparation and groundwork.

CCE was clearly one of them. Also, in the
absence of a broader conceptual framework
of the different assessments being carried

in our country, practitioners often struggle to
understand the kind of inferences that can be
drawn from each of these assessments.

A classic example of this involves the results
of National Achievement Survey (NAS). A
policy maker may use the NAS results to
understand the broad trends of learning

in their districts, allocate funds or initiate
specific programs in particular districts.
However, a District Education Officer (DEO) is
not expected to target schools and penalize
teachers in his district for falling short in the
NAS survey. Since results of NAS are reported
at the state and district levels, there is no
disaggregation of the data at the levels of
blocks, clusters and schools.

Therefore, the survey will not give any school-
specific and student-specific information
that a teacher can use to take decisions

for her class and her students. Even for the
schools that are part of NAS, there will be no
school-specific data available. Such clarity

is much needed on the ground to remove

the unnecessary stress caused when these
surveys occur and after the results are
declared.

Assessments: directions for the future

Based on the history of assessment

in general, and its evolution in India in
particular, there are few key lessons to
keep in mind. These will be useful in efforts
to transform assessment practices on the
ground.

There needs to be an understanding among
practitioners about the various purposes of
assessment. Clarity is required on what an
assessment can and cannot do, the kinds
of insights it can generate, and the ways in
which we can use the insights to improve
practice.
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Equally important is to situate assessments
in the context of learning. While there may be
assessment practices that we have borrowed
from the past, it is extremely critical to
evaluate their efficacy considering how we
would like education to be for the future.
Assessment must become a part of the
teacher’s pedagogy. It must not function as a
mechanism to assign grades, marks or ranks
only.

We also need to strengthen teacher-led,
classroom-based assessments. Assessments
in our classrooms should become more
purposive in nature. There may be the need
for regular and periodic assessments, as per
the school schedule and board requirements.
However, it is important to ask the question
whether the assessment is focusing on key
competencies and outcomes or involves

just memorizing inert facts? We must try

and make the assessments helpful for the
teachers to understand children better

and self-evaluate teaching practices.
Assessments’ focus must remain on the
learner and not only on the product of
learning.

Assessments must also become
developmental and constructive. This is
easier said than done, given the long history
of examinations, and the kind of purpose it
has served over the centuries. However, for
all practical purposes, assessments should
assist in student learning, not just implicitly
but also explicitly. For e.g., as a teacher,

one must be able to design assessments
that are differentiated and target diverse
learners and learning trajectories of students
in their class. It should be centered around
development of core competencies and
dispositions that are vital outcomes of
education.

Assessments can also be used to provide
feedback to students. This process can help
them identify their strengths and the areas
that need improvement.

Opinion

Classroom-based assessments should not
ape large-scale assessments in design
and purpose. Written exams are the order
of the day. Multiple-choice questions have
become popular in various competitive
exams. However, it is important to realize
that in a classroom, a teacher need not be
restricted to only these choices. One would
want students to use their own language in
explaining a concept, a procedure, or any
experience for that matter.

Similarly, all assessments need not be only
written in their form. In the last few decades,
we have learnt about various methods of
assessments that are beyond the traditional
paper and pencil tests. Such diverse
assessments help teachers to assess a wide
range of competencies and dispositions.
These are otherwise impossible to assessin a
written paper, or for that matter in an MCQ-
based written paper.

Adequate time should be given to implement
the reforms and use the emergent insights.
The pressure of assigning marks or grades to
every assessment task should be questioned.
The focus should be on gaining reliable
evidence of student learning, rather than just
the progress against set criteria.

In conclusion, any system of assessment
that is counter-productive to learning

must be re-examined and in the long run
weeded out. Educational assessment is an
evolving field of study. It will continue to get
more sophisticated in the years to come.
Advancements in measurement techniques
will progress to build frontiers of knowledge
and testing procedures. However, the ‘what’
of knowledge/learning will continue to remain
relevant.

These new advances that are useful for the
teacher to help students learn better must
be carefully curated. The teachers’ role and
the assessments that they carry out in the
classrooms cannot be underestimated.
One of the most effective and sustainable
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forms of assessments will continue to be
teacher-led formative assessments of their
students’ learning. As practitioners working
in education, it is our collective responsibility
to support teachers and other practitioners in
this journey.
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ST feb R ST 1T & fob A AT caraeer §
R BT ITICT HY FIFAT & AT e T8 H ] qo
IR TRT IR B IR 2 & A 21 31 f3rerss o
TfIfeT 31om gl bl ey Ud WiR & SR I ford
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Y Heg fyeret & fob arTet o by Suaes o Rrere &t
Heg/RSURAfT Y SATET SR B8R 3fR el go0r 3Tdhel
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Reflection

Reconsidering assessment in the arts:
dismantling the veil of ambiguity

Nisha Nair

onversations around assessments—

both formative and summative—are

a mainstay of education discourse.
Education policy documents and mandates
are replete with references to the need for
clear and comprehensive assessments.
Educational institutions, whether schools
or NGOs administering educational
programming, driven by obligations to
prove the efficacy of their interventions to
themselves and to higher governing bodies,
clamor to institute these assessments.
Assessments, after all, are intended to reveal
where students are at in relation to set
educational and learning objectives. They are
also expected to reveal the gaps in students’
learning to be filled thoughtfully.

Despite the importance accorded to
assessments, when it comes to the arts,
conversations around assessments are either
conspicuously absent, the arts being deemed
as too subjective to be assessed, or, they tend

to be enmeshed in archaic and exclusionary
notions of ‘creative’ talent. The former is
evidenced in the execution of a plethora of ad
hoc art activities that lack a clear roadmap
for deep and purposeful learning, with
prompts that suggest a do-whatever-you-
want attitude.

The latter often takes the form of didactic
and constraining art activities, evidenced

in prompts such as, “We will be making a
painting of Vincent van Gogh’s Starry Night,”
which presume and celebrate some students
‘innate’ ability to replicate works of art
regarded as ‘masterful.

The consequences of such misplaced (yet,
assumed to be benign) notions surrounding
assessments in the arts are dire. These justify
art as an unnecessary frill in relation to the
more ‘serious’ task of educating students.
They also perpetuate an art-for-some versus
art-for-all narrative. We do not have to look
too far to witness their widespread impact.
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Over the course of my work in education in
and through the arts, as teacher, teacher
trainer, curriculum developer, and education
and nonprofit administrator, my desire

has been to create inclusive learning
environments within which all children with
diverse learning capabilities can thrive.

Combined with my desire to elevate the
position of the arts in education and

to increase access to meaningful arts
instruction for all children, this has quite
instinctively driven me to (re)consider notions
of assessment—how they are conceived of
and administered.

Moreover, as an education researcher, my
work in exploring sociocultural values, beliefs
and ideologies inherent to education policy
recommendations and pedagogical practices
employed, leads me to consider how these
values, beliefs and ideologies, impinge upon
enduring (albeit problematic) notions of
assessment in general, and arts assessment
in specific.

In this article, | pose two essential questions
and share some reflections for further
contemplation to help reimagine arts
assessment as a means to improve arts
teaching, enhance students’ arts learning and
motivation, and offer tangible evidence of
arts’ impact.

Implications may be drawn for the field of
education in general as well. Examples,
where relevant, are drawn from the work
of ArtSparks Foundation—an arts-based
educational nonprofit organization—and
its use of assessment to support students
learning in and through the visual arts.

How are conversations around assessment
tied to notions of student learning?

There is a historical precedent of thinking
about assessment in terms of assessment of
student learning rather than assessment for
student learning. This is not just a matter of
semantics. Instead, it reflects a certain set

of assumptions about the role of students
in relation to the teacher and the broader
educational enterprise.

In the former instance, conversations
surrounding the assessment of student
learning conceive of students as passive
recipients of the process. Assessments are
done to students, after the completion of a
learning task, by the assessing body.

The latter has sole access to the criteria

for learning that determine students’ grasp
of a concept or gaps in their learning.
Assessments viewed from this lens tend
towards practices that deny students agency
in the process. Instead, these expose them to
the judgement of others.

In the realm of arts instruction, we may
conceive of a number of alternative scenarios
that result from such a notion of assessment
of student learning. For example, on the one
hand it can lead to judgment-filled practices
that promote conversations around good and
bad art, right and wrong technique, those
with talent and those without.

On the other, it can lead those opposed

to the practice of passing judgment on
children’s art to renounce ‘instruction’ and
assessments altogether, opting instead for
a more unstructured, unguided approach to
art-making.

Additionally, in an effort to ensure that all
students succeed, albeit superficially, it

can also result in formulaic instructional
practices that offer step-by-step procedures
for students to follow, often blindly, with 40
students in a class creating 40 near identical
works of art.

As an alternative, assessment for, or in
service of, student learning conceives

of students as active participants in the
assessment process. It makes transparent
to students the criteria for assessment.
These are articulated through clear learning
objectives.
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They are also reflected in checklists and/
or rubrics to which students are provided
access. Learners can then reference these
to self-assess and guide the progress of
their own learning. This is supplemented by
multiple opportunities for students to give
and receive feedback and revise their work.

To offer a concrete example, at ArtSparks,
for a given multi-session sculptural project
spanning approximately eight sessions,
students were asked to create a free-
standing sculpture.

Criteria for learning included the following.
The sculpture must be at least two (2) feet
tall. It must be able to balance despite

its height. And it must be visually distinct
from all sides showing high-levels of
experimentation with the materials (in this
case, cardboard and paper).

These criteria were conveyed to the students,
each armed with a rubric in hand to
reference as they worked on their sculptures.
Furthermore, the rubric also articulated the
levels associated with each criteria. In other
words, what would students need to consider
in order to exceed each of the three criteria,
versus just meet them?

Exceeding the criteria of balance, for
instance, was defined as, creating a sculpture
that is structurally sound and balanced,
resistant to any force exerted upon it. This

is in comparison with what it meant to

simply meet the criteria: creating a sculpture
that appears to be balanced, but does not
withstand force applied to it.

Throughout the process, students were
given multiple opportunities to pair up with
their peers. They were also encouraged to
use the rubric to give and receive concrete,
constructive feedback on one another’s
sculptures-in-progress.

Most importantly, students had the
opportunity to apply the feedback received
as they made revisions to their sculptures.

Reflection

What percentage of students in this class,
do you think, exceeded the criteria set for
demonstrating balance?

How are conversations around assessment
tied to notions of teaching and the role of
teachers?

The role of a teacher is well established in
the institutional structure of Indian society.
And, there exists a broad consensus in the
culture about what this role entails—teacher
as knowledge bearer; teacher as instructor,
guide, facilitator—particularly in relation to
students.

Operating from this standpoint, assessments
are often viewed as a means for the all-
knowing teacher to gauge student learning,
identify gaps in learning, and act in
accordance to remedy students’ learning
deficits.

Rarely are assessments used by teachers
as tools for self-reflection, to contemplate
their own teaching practices from one
lesson to the next, identify and ameliorate
gaps in facilitation that may compromise
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fulfilment of articulated curricular goals and
student learning objectives, and design more
coherent instruction.

So, how would this manifest in a learning
environment, or, more specifically, in an arts-
based learning environment? Let us stay with
the example of the multi-session sculptural
project at ArtSparks. It is not unusual for our
facilitators to, in the course of the project
cycle, miss out on providing students with
essential opportunities to understand more
deeply, and test out for themselves the
nuances associated with the concept of
balance, which is critical for building their
sculptures. As a result, at some stage of the
building process, it becomes evident that a
number of students have structurally wealk,
tentatively balanced sculptures, which
conflict with their ability to more fully realize
that specific learning objective.

Awareness of the gap in their facilitation,

by referencing the assessment rubric and
associated criteria for learning, enable the
facilitators to introduce a bridge lesson. This
provides students with crucial opportunities
to experiment, in a more targeted manner,
with building techniques related to
concepts of balance and structural integrity.
Additionally, in order to further support their
students, the facilitators introduce a wide
variety of image samples from sculpture to
architecture and more, which demonstrate
these concepts in more visible ways.

Itis important to reconceptualize the role of
assessment not only as a tool for assessing
student learning, but also a tool for teachers
to reference in relation to their facilitation
practices. This is, of course, predicated on the
notion of teacher-as-learner.

They have to be encouraged to learn from any
missteps taken without the fear of judgement
from administrators. They also need to be
empowered with prerequisite knowledge and
agency to take action of their own volition,
and course-correct in the ongoing cycle of
teaching and learning.

Reflection

And, finally, a few parting thoughts and
considerations

e Designing coherent curriculum and
instruction in the arts involves asking
the question - What types of art-making
activities would best reveal the learnings
embedded in the arts, as well as high
levels of thinking, in engaging and age-
appropriate ways?

e Designing coherent assessments in the
arts involves asking the question - How
can | identify and clearly articulate key
criteria for learning that are readily and
visibly demonstrable, as my students
make artworks, highlighting for me, the
teacher, students’ understanding, or lack
thereof, of a concept, while the project is
ongoing?

e Following impactful assessment practices
that help both teachers and students
involve answering questions such as - How
am | doing? Where am | going with this
task, project, etc.? Where am | now? How
do | get to where | want to be?

Nisha Nair is an educator, education
researcher and designer, who is committed
to elevating the position of art and

design as both mediums for pedagogy,

and for facilitating individual and social
transformation. Her nearly two decade tenure
in education, both in the US and India, has
involved advancing the role of visual art and
design in developing the whole child, building
more inclusive learning environments that
promote the development of 21st century
learning capabilities and life skills, and
investing in the transformative development
of teachers. It is these experiences and
passions that led her to start ArtSparks
Foundation where she serves as Executive
Director.

Website: www.art-sparks.org

Email: nnair@art-sparks.org
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Opinion

Understanding assessments and
using them to drive educational

transformation

Sridhar Rajagopalan

are an integral part of the education
system. However, it is often missed that
assessments serve varied functions in
education and many of these functions,
while superficially similar, are actually
very different from each other. Much of
the confusion and controversy around
assessments stems from these differences
not being clearly understood, sometimes
even in national policy documents.

I t has become a cliché that assessments

Different roles of assessments

The varied functions of assessments include:
a) telling us how students are learning; b)
helping select students for certain courses
or programs; ¢) making funding or other

resource allocation decisions; d) measuring
the effectiveness of the education system;
e) telling what approach or program works;
f) evaluating teacher effectiveness;and g)
improving education and education systems.

In all the above cases, the assessment
involves some students — often children —
taking a written test. But this highly visible
aspect is where the similarities end. How
those results are analysed, who they are
presented to, and the expected next steps,
differ widely among these different functions
of assessments.

Further, even a single objective like—"“Telling
us how students are learning”—is far more
complicated than it may seem at first sight.
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The results of a test are presented differently
to a student, to her teachers, to the school
principal and the education authorities.
Further, each of these stakeholders may see
these results as a judgment of their own
performance, while also having expectations
from others based on those results — making
the process emotionally charged at multiple
levels.

Classification of assessments

Some classifications of assessments are
useful to understand. Assessments can
be high-stakes or low-stakes, formative
or summative, and teacher-prepared or
centrally-prepared.

Low-stakes tests do not impact a student’s
scores and prospects, which high-stakes
tests do. They are often, though not always,
administered only to a sample of students.
Low-stakes tests are not common in India,
but tests like ASER', ASSET? and PISA3

are examples. These tests are meant to be
used purely to obtain feedback on learning,
whether at a class, school, state or national
level.

Formative assessments are used during

the process of teaching, so the teacher

can obtain immediate feedback on what
students have learnt. They usually cover only
a few topics that have just been taught. A
summative assessment, on the other hand, is
administered at the end of a term or year and
includes more topics — possibly the entire
year’s content.

Teacher-prepared assessments are created
by the teacher, while centrally-prepared ones
may be made at a school, district or higher
levels. A school final exam is high-stakes,
summative, and often centrally prepared at
the level of the school or the state. Formative
exams are low-stakes and ideally teacher-
prepared. However, some Indian states have
started using centrally-prepared formative
exams, which can be expensive, and can
disempower teachers.

Opinion

Different types of assessments are important
in their own way

Further, the above distinctions are not pairs
of good and bad, but simply pairs of different
types of assessments. For example, a good
system must have both low-stake and
high-stake assessments, both formative

and summative assessments, and both
teacher-prepared and centrally-prepared
assessments. It should be understood that
these pairs of assessments have different
strengths and play complimentary roles.

Much of the criticism of assessments

stems from an improper understanding of
the above distinctions. For example, some
people feel that tests like PISA and ASER are
unfair as they compare students from very
different backgrounds and resources. But
PISA and ASER are low-stakes tests, which
merely provide feedback and do not compare
students.

Only high-stakes tests, which may select
some students to join a course while
disallowing others, can compare. Indeed, to
reject tests like PISA or ASER because they
show low learning levels, is no different from
rejecting a blood sugar test because it shows
that an individual has extremely high sugar
levels (possibly higher than 90% of the adult
population)!

Assessments: not a final judgment, but the
first step to a treatment

Why is it that we are able to treat a medical
result as a call for treatment, yet see
educational feedback as a commentary on

a student’s (or teacher’s) ability and object
to it? A doctor may say that they would

not bother about the high sugar levels of a
patient who has recently undergone surgery,
and is being treated with steroids, which
elevate sugar levels. Similarly, we need to
treat feedback from low-stake assessments
as providing us with a number of data points,
of which we pick what we see as most
important or relevant, and make a plan to
improve those.
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Such misunderstanding is not limited to
individuals. The National Education Policy
2020 says, “The very aim of assessment
in the culture of our schooling system
must shift from one that primarily tests
rote memorization skills to one that is
more formative, promotes learning and
development for our students, and tests
higher-order skills.”

While many aspects of this statement are
laudable and exactly what is needed, the
suggestion that we must move from a system
that tests ‘rote memorization’ to one that is
‘more formative’ mistakenly seems to suggest
that ‘formative’ is good, and presumably

that summative is bad. Yet, formative and
summative assessments are complimentary.
Both of them are essential. Formative and
summative assessments, if badly designed,
can both test rote memorization, which
should be avoided.

This is related to the idea of CCE (Continuous
and Comprehensive Evaluation) introduced
some years ago as a potential alternative to
Board Exams. The idea of CCE itself is good.
It demands that teachers must continually
monitor student learning through both formal
assessments (like, class tests) and informally
(like, by calling upon students at random

to check if they have learnt a concept). But
limiting CCE to only formal assessments at
fixed intervals almost defeats its principle.
Secondly, as discussed earlier, the notion
that CCE, or any formative assessment, can
replace summative assessments is flawed.

Assessments and stress

Summative assessments are mistakenly
seen as bad by many people because they
are associated with stress. This is clearly
simplistic and flawed. First, good exams

are an opportunity for students to prove
themselves, and many students and parents
value them. Second, exams do not create
stress. The stress is created by the high-
stakes involved. This is because of the
number of seats available being far fewer
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than the number of aspirants, and high
societal and parental expectations.

These factors, and not the assessments,
lead to stress, which would remain even if
the assessments were replaced by a draw
of lots! This essential high-stakes nature
of examinations cannot be changed (just
like employee appraisals in companies or
elections for politicians), simply because
there is stress involved.

Yet, there are ways of reducing stress, like
making the assessments high-quality and
fair. This reduces stress, because results
are highly correlated to student efforts, and
that makes them more in control. Another
way to reduce stress is by allowing multiple
attempts for critical tests.

High-quality assessments and questions

How does one make assessments high-
quality? As the NCF 2005’s Focus Paper on
Examination Reforms*said, “The core of the
exam system is the exam paper. This may
seem almost a tautological assertion but,
given the lack of attention paid by most
boards to the quality of the actual exam
paper, it is necessary to make it. While actual
exam administration and security and release
of results have improved in recent years — the
question papers themselves remain seriously
problematic... Indian school board exams are
rarely valid tests of desired competencies
and broader curricular objectives, even within
the cognitive domain.”

The problems with the exam paper relate
both to the quality of individual questions
and the balance of questions provided.
Analysis of student performance shows that
overall paper difficulty tends to be low and
questions are not spread across the range of
difficulties.

What is a high-quality question? It may be
defined as one that requires a student to use
a skill that is likely to be needed in her life.
It, thus, both tests for such skills, and also,
to some extent, helps develop them. Most
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questions in our tests today are suitable

for a world where most jobs require routine
cognitive skills, like a human bank teller who
may spend most of his day counting notes
and making manual register entries. As we
know, the world has moved away from that.

Assessing core concepts and skills related to
critical thinking

Questions today need to test a student’s
ability to know core concepts and ideas,
understand deeply and think critically, be
able to tackle problems in unfamiliar forms or
contexts, extract relevant information from a
variety of sources, critically evaluate it, and
communicate effectively®.

This is not a comprehensive list. However, it
is not difficult to see that our typical school
and Board exams do not meet these criteria,
while modern tests including PISA and ASSET
include more such questions. The power of
assessments, and specifically the questions

used in assessments, to drive what happens
in classrooms should not be underestimated.

Can our students and teachers handle and
manage this change? Change is never easy,
and today’s pace of breathtaking change is
scary. A concern we hear repeatedly is that
while this may work in elite schools and
urban centres, students from underserved
communities will not be able to tackle these
kinds of questions. Our experience is that
students are both highly adaptable and
capable and will develop the skills if they
are covered in the classrooms, which in turn
are driven by the skills emphasized in the
assessments. Often itis us adults as parents,
teachers and educational leaders who find
this change daunting, not students.

Building capacities of teachers related to
assessment

The concern on teacher preparedness is a
more valid one. Teachers need to specifically
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and strongly be supported in this process.
Consider the extent of support doctors get
while they treat their patients compared to
teachers. Teachers need to be supported
through access to a body of knowledge,
teaching resource material, and regular in-
classroom support.

Teacher support related to assessments
would need to be of three types: a) training
to create high quality questions; b) training
to interpret and use assessment results

for modifying instruction; and c) teaching
students to answer the new types of
questions. While the first may be focussed
only on a few teachers, the second and third
are important for all.

Assessments are an invaluable tool for
teachers to obtain feedback on how well
their students have learnt what they have
taught. When questions are well-designed,
they distinguish between students who have
understood a concept, and others who may
make commonly observed mistakes.

While individual responses indicate which
students have learnt the concept, the
aggregation is even more powerful, as it

tells a teacher if a particular topic has to be
taught again. For example, many students
harbour the intuitive but incorrect notion that
the earth is closer to the sun in summer and
further away in winter.

If a teacher finds that a particular question
is answered incorrectly by a large number

of students, it is recommended that he
discusses how he teaches related concepts
with a senior teacher or subject expert and
use those inputs to improve his teaching.
Often an open discussion in the class, where
students will discuss the concerned topic,
for example, the causes of seasons, can help
teachers remedy the problem highlighted by
the assessment data.

The best resource for teachers to learn from
is the question-wise performance data
generated from an exam. Many of the best

Opinion

Examination Boards internationally share
an analysis after a public exam highlighting
average performance and typical errors
guestion by question. The Council for Indian
School Certificate Examination (CISCE) does
the same in India too.

Teachers must examine each question,
predict how students would have answered
(in writing) and then compare their responses
with what such an analysis shows. Teachers
will not only come to know of the errors
children make, they will know which of those
errors were not known to them.

Assessments as a tool for systemic reform

Assessments are often described as ‘the tail
that wags the dog, alluding to something
important or powerful being controlled by
something less so. Though often meant
pejoratively, it can also be seen positively.
Assessments, clearly less important, can

be the lever to positively change the larger
education system, which is what we truly care
about.

‘Exams’ are such a strong focus for all
stakeholders that a change in assessments
has a powerful influence. Multiple actors
and processes self-align to a change in
assessments. Our current focus on rote
started with recall-based assessments and
change can also be initiated in a similar way.

The assessment results of a particular
student should definitely be seen as her
privately owned data. However, anonymized
details of how all students have performed
in a test are an extremely valuable resource,
not just for the student community but the
teacher community as well.

Very few exams, either at the school, state

or country level share summary data on

how students have performed question-
by-question. But this data can be used by
students to pay attention to concepts their
predecessors found confusing, while teachers
can make sure they cover the challenging
concepts more carefully.

30




Technology and assessments

Technology will play multiple roles in the
changed assessments. First, students need
to develop computational thinking skills.
This is a skill needed not only by those who
will actually use coding in their work, but
indeed by anyone who will use computational
technology in their work. In the future, this
will be almost everyone.

Second, technology will be used to create
better assessments. For example, students
will not just be asked to select an option
from the choices given. They may be asked
to actually draw the reflected ray or plot a
graph or complete a passage. Not only will
this lead to more real-life and interesting
assessments, it will also lead to much richer
diagnostics, which can be used to more
accurately identify what the student needs to
improve.

And finally, technology, including Al, will be
used to evaluate student work, correcting
and providing feedback in a way that only
teachers could, even just a few months ago.
Efficiency improvements like immediate
feedback or results obtained faster will seem
minor compared to qualitative richness that
will become available to a vast number of
students.

All these examples of technology use will
dramatically change assessments, which
will, therefore, look very different 10-15 years
from now. Again, our students and teachers
need to be provided access and training to

be able to fit in and do well in this changing
world.

The power of assessments

Assessments, if done well, can be extremely
powerful and revolutionize how students
learn. Good assessments are eventually
about making education ‘not less of an art,
but more of a science.’ ‘Science of learning’
refers to systematically studying student
performance and errors, including the extent
of their prevalence, and using this to help
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teachers focus on the areas where students
have misconceptions or make errors.
Eventually, there is only one test for good
assessments, and that is better learning.
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A historical survey of assessment
models in India: potential and

challenges

Jacob Tharu

Editorial Note: This piece was originally
published as a part of the Proceedings of 13th
Wipro Partners’ Forum (that took place during
December 19-21,2012, at Centre for Learning,
Bengaluru) titled ‘What did you learn at school
today? Conversations on Assessment and
Education.’

aving been a teacher of assessment,
H addressing teachers for a long time, |

will try and clarify one or two concepts
in assessment. Examination is the big bad
thing we’ve got under control because CCE
isn't coming and CBSE (Central Board of
Secondary Education) has abolished the
board. I'd like to clarify one or two points in
relation to that — what assessment is, or what
measurement is, or what testing is, which |
think we don’t pay much attention to because
we take it for granted.

As has been said rightly, we have an
examination system in this country, not an
educational system. Now an educational
system is slowly coming out of the crevices
and asserting itself. We are in that transition.
All of us, as students in high school, and
some of us who studied English, have written
character sketches based on stories and
novels. What happens there? We take what

a character or person does — or says, if it is
drama. Shakespearean drama is only what a
person says. They don’t do things, they talk
about things. From that we make an inference
about them — about a certain enduring
personal quality. So we have the character of
Lady Macbeth, of Hamlet and Lothario and so
on.

This is very important. We are looking at
performance and making an inference

about a personal quality which causes that
performance or underlies it. This is exactly
what we are doing in testing. We've got to be
very, very clear about this, because the fact
that there is something called behaviourism
— a big, bad evil — and we want to get it out
of the way, is a wonderful thought. But if you
want to use the word ‘assessment’, you’ve got
to remember that this is what we are doing.
The test is basically a means of eliciting a
performance. So the question paper is the
means of obtaining an answer script. It is
what the assessor does with the evidence

of performance in the answer script that
constitutes evaluation. We keep on talking
about paper setting and books and so on. For
many, many years, we have encountered that,
but we never really paid enough attention to
the whole process of how assessment was
done.

There is this indirectness in terms of what
we observe. We can’t observe what is inside,
directly, so we have to find what is called

an observable indicator. This is nothing

to apologise for because even a physicist
can’t do anything better. Body temperature

is measured by putting a thermometerin a
child’s mouth and then looking at a column
of mercury. It is this column of mercury which
allows us to make an inference.

If we are using the mode of assessment,
which is an empirical process, we are finding
an index of it — and that index is performance.
If you don’t like the word behaviourism, don’t
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call it behaviour. But this is something that
we have to be very careful about.

In the field that | have been working, | have
always argued that there are two traditions.
One is that of psychological testing, which is
actually the parent discipline, psychometrics,
in which | had my basic training.
Psychological testing relates to enduring
personal qualities — intelligence, attitude
and so on — and this is where the notion of
reliability comes in. Because we see a test
applied to somebody, an inference is made
and a score is give to the person. It shouldn’t
be very different two weeks later, or three
weeks later. Then if someone else comes
along and gives the person a test, it should be
pretty much the same. What we are assuming
is that there is something fixed. That is a big
statement.

The whole theory of reliability in
psychological assessments is based on

this — laughable — assumption that human
personal qualities are stable. How deeply we
believe in this, of course, is evident every day.
Because every time anybody opens his or
her mouth and says something about merit,
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what are we talking about — some sections

of our society which have merit and some
sections of society which don’t have merit,
right? So we have to be very careful about this
assumption.

That is about psychological theory. In
education, there is a difference. Broadly,
our primary focus is on learning — and the
problem is that learning, by definition, is
something changing, something elusive,
emerging. So what is a test of learning? This
is a fundamental dilemma in educational
measurement, which has never really been
answered.

What are our examinations? We observe
high school students between the 21st

and the 28th of March and we make some
inferences. And for the rest of his or her

life, this is a caste mark — third class
matriculate. Assessment, if it becomes
recorded and personal and stabilized, is like
giving an attribute to a person. This is really
a fundamental problem in the assessment
of learning — that we have to find something
that we have to rate. We observe learning

at a particular time, yes. But what are the
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inferences and what are the categorizations
that we can make of it? That is another
fundamental issue that we have to work with.

We also need to reflect on what we do
operationally. The term ‘psychological
evaluation’ doesn’t come in any textbook.
Many of you, | think, have worked in education
so you have psychological testing, only,

with the prefix ‘education’ — educational
measurement and evaluation. Psychological
evaluation is something which may be

done for a particular purpose by a set of
specialists, but normally we don’t talk about
psychological evaluation. So | would say
that psychometrics is basically a descriptive
discipline. We use its findings to say some
people are intelligent, some races are
intelligent, or unintelligent... The basic
operation is one of description.

In educational testing, it seems to me,

right from the beginning, we are making
judgements of adequacy. Have you learnt
what you were supposed to learn? Whether
we call them marks or whether we call them
grades, the whole activity in education is
that intervention for which we expect some
outcomes, and the responsibility is on the
learner to demonstrate that. How intensively,
how forcibly or how unkindly we do itis a
matter of choice. But we need to reflect on
this. So when you say objectives — learning
outcomes — we don’t have to buy Benjamin
Bloom but we are thinking in terms of
expected outcomes. That is another dilemma
that we have in the field of assessment.

In a pedagogic theory, we are saying we
believe that these things are desirable for
children as we — at least in modern education
— draw them into society. It could bring

them to be able to contribute to society,

to change society, to live a meaningful life
and so on. We are also saying that these are
the mechanisms, the means, by which we
will provoke that learning. That is the best

we can do and we get new theories, new
understanding and new equations. But as
soon as the term assessment/evaluation/
testing /measurement comes into the picture,
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we are safe. We want you to demonstrate
this outcome. So what is a hope, a theory,

an expectation, becomes a demand. By
evaluation, we are applying a criterion to
value this performance and, of course,

draw inferences about a person’s ability or
qualities or whatever else. This objective to
value the criterion is something that appears
to me to be inescapable, but that is where we
need to reflect.

This is very important in our country because
we say we have an examination system. We
have to go back to the history of examinations
here. Right from the beginning, examinations
have been external. The British left us with a
system that they don’t have — at least not at
the same level. | was looking through some
early history of education and found that
even in the universities of Madras, Bombay
and Calcutta, the effective power of the
examination in the early stages stayed with
London. And of course, we see it now in our
educational boards and in our affiliated
universities.

A great deal of what we talk about in terms of
teacher growth and the rest of it do not make
any sense. College teachers in this country
are teaching somebody else’s syllabus and
trying to guess somebody else’s question
paper. This is what a college teacher does
during a career of 30 years. So we have
academic staff colleges and we have teacher
development, but this is the fundamental
fact. The honest thing for a college teacher
to do would be to get a guide book and help a
student pass the exam!

| had the privilege of working at IIT Kanpur
and CIEFL [Central Institute of English and
Foreign Languages, now renamed as EFLU
(English and Foreign Languages University)]
which are fully autonomous. Like in American
universities, you set every question paper
yourself, you mark it and type it yourself. But
we have this external examination system
that runs through our degrees. So paper
setting is something that somebody does
remote from the field of assessment.
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With all good intentions, even from DPEP
(District Primary Education Program) times
and this sort of thing, the idea of cluster-
level, mandal level, block-level paper setting
is a good means of quality control. But it

is not located where the teacheris. Itis

not located where the classroom is. That is
another deep-set tradition we have which,
now with internal assessment and school
based assessment, we are moving away from.
We have a long way to go.

But there is another factor that again

goes back to our history, starting with the
introduction of modern education in colonial
times. That education was to prepare a small
group of people to function as the lower
levels of administration in the British Raj. It
was for a very small number, which means
that education was basically selective -
examinations had this filtration factor, and
examinations subsequently have always had
this.

Long before the special entrance tests came,
the IIT-JEE was the most prominent and the
first one, and then the CAT for management
school admission. Then various states
brought in their tests — the EAMCET for
engineering, agriculture and medicine and
the state professional courses and all that.
But prior to that, what was the matriculation
exam? It sorted out those who could go
further from those who couldn’t, like the now
infamous 11+ examination of the British,
which was introduced in 1944 to separate
people — those who could go to Grammar
School and those who couldn’t.

Certification for the purpose of some sort of
categorization is not bad in itself, if you have
a qualifying test. So if you want to get into
the Services Selection Board or the National
Defence Academy and so on, you have to pass
a certain level of medical fitness and other
things. But that is a yes/no description of
categorization — not of ranking. The problem
with ranking is that we are in a society where
there is a scarcity. The truly savage selection
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ratios that we have — one out of a thousand
is actually higher than the average that we
have. That means, in the jargon that you are
familiar with, we are making distinctions
within the 99th percentile.

When | was in lIT a few years later, | used to
write recommendation letters for students
who, unfortunately, after studying engineering
wanted to do management in the US. And in
the recommendation letters they would ask
you, “Would you place the student in the top
five per cent of comparable students? If not,
would you place the student in the top ten per
cent?” In our tradition, | see recommendation
letters: “This is the most brilliant student who
has ever lighted my classroom” and so on.
Or,in the lIT if you get — | forget the numbers
— 593 marks, you can get into Electrical
Engineering in Bombay or Madras, which is
prestigious. If you get 590, you can only get
Mechanical engineering in Kharagpur!

The consequence is that every exam is seen
as competitive. | have worked with teachers
for over 30 years. | talk about classroom
testing and | say to the teachers, how do

you organize a class? Their main concern is
that everybody must start at the same time,
they should sit apart, they shouldn’t cheat...
This is an ordinary class test, and we are
talking about continuous assessment. We
have to help teachers unlearn this idea. It
does not have to be equal treatment. Equal
treatment becomes important when you have
a competitive outcome — because | can’t give
you three marks more and | can’t give you five
minutes more, etc. This again is something
that runs through our system, which | think
we have to overcome — the basic assumption
that if we have a test, everybody has to test at
the same time.

The challenge now is that | don’t think we
can work within the system and change it.
We have to find some ideas from outside,
and | think they are there. What are some
of the things that the NCF (National
Curriculum Framework) gave us? It gave us
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a new definition, or a new conception of the
knowledge or the learning to be gained.

The exam system traditionally follows the
syllabus. The structure of the question paper
and the structure of the syllabus have to

be exactly the same — if the syllabus has

four parts, so does the question paper, and
weightage is based on that. In other words,
we are operating with knowledge that is
static, fixed, and therefore it is predictable —
which is why guide books are so useful. This
is what our assessment system, or evaluation
system gets at — something that is knowledge
and predictable.

The NCF talks about the child being a co-
constructor of knowledge. | carefully avoid
the word ‘constructivism’ because a lot of
people get upset with it at various points. It
talks about going beyond the textbook and
relating it to life outside the school. What
does this mean? That the knowledge to be
gained is not already determined, not already
spelt out, in the syllabus. If that is what we
are trying to assess, then my trade - that of
testing — can be of help in illuminating and
clarifying that.

| have argued that what we call Continuous
Comprehensive Assessment became possible
only after NCF, or the re-thinking of NCF. The
CCE was mentioned in 1986, in the national
policy on education. But when we had fixed
knowledge to be handed over as it was and to
be reproduced as it was, where was the scope
for Continuous Comprehensive Assessment?
Unit test plus unit test plus unit test... adding
up to the total was what was required. It was
logically not possible to have continuous
assessment of the flexible way we are talking
of.

We also say that children learn at their
own pace, that we have diversity, and want
to value and promote it. Then we have a
context of this process of learning where
assessment will claim my specialization -
assessment adds something to pedagogy. |

will just say this: any purposive, goal directed,
autonomous activity, is actually movingin a
somewhat unpredictable path. We have goals.
But the whole definition of a goal, target or

a destination is that | am not there now. This
means that, having accepted something as

a goal, we are saying that we would like to
work to reach it. If that path is open-ended,
then we need something called monitoring,
or reflection, or analysis, to check that we

are moving in the right direction. So if we say
learning is open-ended, then learning won’t
happen in the way we would like it to happen.
We need to monitor it. | am using the word
‘monitor’ in the best sense of the term, as a
way of a small cycle of feedback and so on.

This monitoring evaluation has to be
autonomous, has to be local. This is really
the problem in our country, in the education
angle. We have to move to giving precedence
and priority to the local. Continuous
Comprehensive Assessment, even at the
common sense level, requires this. There

are no ifs and buts about it. Continuous
assessment can only be done by a teacher on
the fly, in the classroom.
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We can come up to the gate of a school with
our advice and our manuals. The rest we

have to leave to the teacher if we want CCE
to happen. If we want to do paper setting

and make the teacher administrate in

class, which we have always done, that will
work very well. So the role of assessment,
reflection and monitoring becomes useful to
pedagogy only if it is kept autonomous. Which
is why CCE has to be seen as an extension of
the principle of internal assessment, but with
a break.

Internal assessment, which said 15-20 marks
internal and 80 marks external — | am a little
more familiar with the university system

— what does it mean? Even if we say that
internal assessment can use other methods,
can look at other qualities that the written
final cannot, etc., the two things have to be
added. You can’t add apples and oranges. So
this also has to become an orange - internal
assessment also has to be according to a
scale of high and low unit differentials.

A comprehensive assessment of multiple
things cannot be something that can be
added. It has to be an autonomous sector
on its own. So this autonomy of assessment
should be in the hands of the teacher, but of
course with support. We need a curricular
understanding, we need sourcebooks,
materials and teacher orientation. But in
the actual act, we have to let go, which will
be something extremely new as far as the
tradition of our country is concerned.

There was an exercise undertaken in the
NCERT (National Council of Educational
Research and Training) called ‘Sourcebook
of Assessment’. In the first round it was so
heavy, it ran into 800 pages. My colleagues
in the Department of Elementary Education
reduced it to a manageable 100 pages or so
for different subject groups. It was initially
prepared for trialling. At a workshop that
UNICEF funded, ten states were identified
and there was this huge operation of sending
these out for trialling in large numbers of
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schools over a period of a few months. |
remember saying then that this is the first
time in our lives — in the history of India, as
far as | know — where a resource which has so
much of wisdom going into it is being taken to
the teacher, not to implement but to tell us if
it works.

That is my dream. | don’t think it really
happened that way because a lot of the
officials who came were used to getting
teachers to implement. Now, there is a whole
body of experience, but | don’t think that has
been recorded. What were the things that

a few thousand teachers in ten states said
about the workability of the system? That

is what we, as a system, need to learn from
them. It is that commentary that is important.

If we are going to have assessment as a part
of pedagogy in order to improve, what is it
that assessment telling us, which we use

in order to improve? This is not a part of our
culture, our whole system, of all the work
that we have done on education. When you
talk about moving from the small to the large,
you try it out in one taluka, then you try it out
in two talukas, and then it goes vertically.
There is very little literature that we have of a
preliminary form of using — let’s say, objective
tests, or group work in classes — which we
can reflect on and then say, here is a more
powerful version of it.

In CCE, we have to start with something
that is manageable — not this 800-page
multi-dimensional form that every teacher,
including those who have been recently
recruited and are yet to receive induction
training, is supposed to be filling for every
child, three to four times a year. We know it
doesn’t work. Let us start with something
that is manageable and gradually extend

it — not only quantitatively, but by learning.
This is what assessment is. This is what the
tradition of assessment is, where you see
what the change is that needs to be made,
what is the mid-course correction that you
might want. That has to be a very rich part of
our discussion.
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The basic tasks for measurement — for
language, for EVS — we have those. But

how can we improve them to make learning
more meaningful, wholesome in nature,

as envisaged by NCF?This is where | have
some different perspectives about the value
of what is called large-scale assessment. |
will take external examinations and large-
scale assessments in the same category
because they are external. They belong to
the managerial uses of assessment data -
not the pedagogic uses. Pedagogic uses can
only be for the teacher, or for people who are
sitting down with a unit and trying to improve
it by looking at answer scripts, by looking

at what children say if you ask them. That is
what curriculum development specialists do.

But that does not require 10,000 students.
Five students of different levels of ability
interacting with a unitis enough if itis

going to be used for the improvement of the
core pedagogic process, if you want to use

it for a larger system — for deployment of
teachers, teacher training, etc. But | make a
distinction between pedagogic purposes and
managerial purposes which are necessary.
We have to certify students, select students,
give some of them scholarships, put some
of them into advanced classes — all this has
to happen. | am not disputing that. But that
is a managerial use of the technology of
assessment.

For the pedagogic, we have to go back to
what the dream of CCE is. The teacher can,

as she goes along, observe certain children
doing certain things on Monday, some other
children on Tuesday, some of them while

they are talking, some of them while they are
working together, and gradually get a sense of
where they are, how they are progressing and
so on.

A last word about measurement. When you
are looking at a child’s response — even if it
is an essay of 15 pages, 1500 words — | don’t
think you can make more than about four
meaningful distinctions. | have fought the
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illusion that you can have 20 marks. | have
worked with English teachers a great deal,
and they know exactly what seven-and-a-
half marks is. When you give seven marks,
what are you saying? That you know exactly
what eight marks is worth, you know exactly
what six marks is worth and you are sure this
merits seven marks?

There are many personality dimensions that
have come into the CCE formats. At the forum
that the NCERT organizes, every state has
this and they are on a four-point scale, a five-
point scale and so on. What are the things
about children’s sensitivity that you can put
on a five-point scale? What we do we see is
maybe a broad high and low. So we have to
forget a lot of the measurement.

We moved from the marks system to the
grading system. But we keep going back to
the marks system because again there is this
delusion that if it’s there and we’ve observed
it, we must assign a mark to it. We have to
unlearn this. We have to move into what, in
measurement, we call the nominal scale,
because when we use numbers 1-2-3-4-5,
they are like grid numbers or room numbers.
One only means ‘not two’ — not ‘better than
one’. If there is a ranking then, of course, a
scaling has to be done. But we need to think
about qualitative categories.

Even when you are doing measurement of
human qualities, qualitative categories would
fall into a mark of three or two before you give
a grade of A or B to somebody. You are making
a qualitative distinction. You are perceiving

a qualitative difference, which is coded as a
mark or grade. We have always talked about
these things as happening indirectly. This

is where we have to focus. As children are
growing and developing and learning in the
new context, what are the ways in which they
are changing, and which of those changes

do we want to capture? Once identified, for
convenience we call them satisfactory or
unsatisfactory.
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The external tests, survey tests with a
standardized measure, have this limitation.
A standardized measure can rate every child
if you are a part of an amorphous mass from
which we can sample. That needs to be done,
but we need to be very clear about what the
purposes are for which it can be done. If a
child in a particular school in a rural area

or in a fancy school, at a certain stage does
not know the answer to a question which
comes, what does that tell us? If we use

a standardized measure, would it tell us
something about the child, the curriculum, or
the teaching?

A great deal can be done with data — the
survey data, the national assessment and
other things that you and | are familiar with.
But they have all gone into the managerial
resources, and very little into curriculum
pedagogies.

You will find two propositions, two premises
that we have. One is, we are saying that if
you give students this sort of experience, we
believe that many of them will learn what
they are supposed to learn. Conventional
examinations work with that system — this is
in the syllabus, we have reached March and
the syllabus has been covered, and therefore
itis fair to test. But we are also making the
assumption that this experience has been
delivered.

Our examination system is being blind.

So children from schools where teachers
were never posted in the first place also
write the exam, and they are marked by the
same standard. The content validity of the
educational test comes from the fact that it
matches the syllabus. This runs through our
thinking too — that it is appropriate to give
this test to a child at this point because it is
there in the syllabus. It shouldn’t happen. We
need to keep asking: Has it happened? And
further, we need to ask: Even if it did happen,
are we sure that this is the learning that

will take place? Now that we have granted
unpredictability in learning, this whole

Opinion

business of assessment becomes very, very
problematic.

Jacob Tharu taught psychology at IIT
Kanpur (1967-73) before setting up the
Evaluation Department of the English and
Foreign Languages University (formerly
CIEFL), Hyderabad till 2003. His areas of
work included teaching courses on testing
and research methods at P-G Diploma and
assisting national recruitment agencies
and secondary education boards with

test design. Post retirement he has been
associated with National Assessment
Surveys (NCERT) as well as Sarva Shiksha
Abhiyan (SSA) review missions. He has also
served as resource person for Tata Institute
of Social Sciences (TISS) and for NGOs
working in the field of education. Some of
his current concerns include Continuous
and Comprehensive Evaluation (CCE), bridge
courses in English for college entrants and
teachers’ professional development. Jacob
presents an introduction to the historical
context of assessment in Indian education
and the trajectory of assessment reforms in
the country and examined the key conceptual
aspects involved in assessment.
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Assessment: unpacking the holy grail

Chitra Ravi and Balasubrahmanian S.

Those 3 marks are important!

teacher once narrated the following
Aincident to me. “At the end of last year,

a parent had a grievance. Her son had
scored a C Grade in one of the ‘formatives’
She was convinced that this was not possible,
and that the teacher must have overlooked
something, because he was otherwise
consistently scoring A Grades. The irony is,
this was a b-mark test, in the First Term. The
boy must have scored 2, which translates to
a C Grade. She was seeking evidence for her
son’s performance almost eight months later,
at the end of the year.” This incident led me
to reflect on the following questions. What is
the place of assessment in primary schooling
and beyond? What exactly is formative
assessment? How do educators and parents
understand it? Has formative assessment
become high stake? Why?

A friend of mine, who has worked in
assessment for several decades, once
remarked that, “Assessment is the holy grail
of Indian education system. And, nobody likes
to meddle with it.” Indeed, despite several
decades of reforms, the area of assessment
remains challenging. It is not hard to see that
educators do not sufficiently understand

the different purposes of assessment,

and the means to achieve these purposes.
This flawed understanding is inadvertently
communicated to students, parents and the
community alike. Assessment of any and
every kind is viewed as a high-stakes process.
Invariably this results in the phenomenon
called ‘teaching to the test. This, in our
opinion, may be the crux of the issue.

Assessment reform in India

The Report of the Secondary Education
Commission (also known as the Mudaliar

Commission Report) calls out the challenges
as early as in 1953. In Chapter X, titled ‘A New
Approach to Evaluation and Examination,’
the report describes ‘internal examinations’
as those conducted by schools and ‘external
examinations’ as something that come
generally at the end of the school stage and
the purpose of which is “selecting those who
have successfully completed a course and
qualifying them from among many for the
next higher stage.”

The issues pointed out are the following.
The narrow scope — confining to students’
intellectual achievement and ignoring
emotional, social and physical development
of children. The methods - since
examinations consisted largely of essay-
type questions, it leaves “much scope for
subjectivity of the examiner that it cannot be
relied upon to any great extent.” The effects
— “they (examinations) have so pervaded
the entire atmosphere of school life that
they have become the main motivating force
of all efforts on the part of pupil as well as
teacher”

While making critical remarks on the

scope, methods and effects of educational
evaluation, the report notes that “external
examination cannot be altogether be done
away with.” To “minimise its undesirable
effects,” the report suggests, among other
things, that “the final assessment of the
pupil should not be based entirely on the
results of external examination; other things
such as internal tests and school records
maintained by teachers should be taken into
consideration and due credit given to them.”
This last point, while well-meaning, may lead
to other issues that we will later come to.

The Kothari Commission Report (1966)
notes that “A major goal of examination
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reforms should be to improve the reliability
and validity of examinations and to make
evaluation a continuous process aimed

at helping the student improve his level

of achievement rather than certifying the
quality of his performance at any given point
of time.” While the intent here is laudable, the
emphasis still seems to be on examinations.

The NCF Position Paper on Examination
Reform (2005) proposes that there should be
“more varied modes of assessment, including
oral testing & group work evaluation.” It even
goes on to suggest that since students learn
at different paces, they should be given the
flexibility of taking exams at different points
in time, mentioning that “there is no reason,
other than administrative convenience, to
test them after two years of higher secondary
course in all subjects simultaneously.”

The Continuous and Comprehensive
Evaluation (CCE) system launched by CBSE
may perhaps be a significant milestone in
this long list of reforms. It went ahead to put
in place a system that would help practice
some of the long pending recommendations
mentioned earlier. The CCE Manual for
Teachers for Classes VI to VIII (2010) suggests
that that evaluation be seen as “an integral
part built into the teaching learning process,”
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and further that this will “lead to diagnosis,
remedial action and enhancement of
learning.” This is the ‘continuous’ aspect. The
manual recommends that evaluation should
include “both scholastic and co-scholastic
areas, i.e., it should be comprehensive in
nature.” The manual also describes formative
assessment as “a tool used by the teacher

to continuously monitor student progress in
a non-threatening, supportive environment.
It involves regular descriptive feedback,

a chance for the student to reflect on
performance, taken advice and improve upon
it.”

However, as lofty as these ideals may be,
further on in the document, we encounter
some potentially problematic areas.
Continuous, by definition, means something
that happens without interruption or set
periodicity. The document, however, proposes
‘six assessments’ and further a way to collate
the results of these six assessments, as
shown in the excerpt below (reproduced from
page 26 of the Manual)

Remembering the need for examination
reform described earlier in this document,
we must understand that the above scheme,
when applied to Grade 10 and 12, certainly
offers greater flexibility of using multiple

Evaluation of Academic Subjects in Classes VI to VIII

Type of assessment

First Term
Formative Assessment-1 10%
Formative Assessment-2 10%
Summative Assessment-1  30%

Second Term

Formative Assessment-3 10%
Formative Assessment-4 10%
Summative Assessment-2 30%

Percentage of weightin
. g' .g g Mont
in academic session

Term-wise

h weighting

April-May FA1+FA2=20%
July-August SA1=30%
September

FA3+FA4 20%
SA2=30%

October-November
January-February
March

Total: Formative Assessments (FA) = FA1+FA2+ FA3+FA4 = 40%; Summative Assessments (SA) = SA1+SA2= 60%

41




Empathy
St. Descriptors Score
No. out of 5
1. Demonstrates ability to
respect others
2. Is concerned about the
problems in the society/
community
3. Is able to reach out to the
friends who are in need of
extra help
4, Is tolerant with diversity
5. Is sensitive towards the
environment
Total
Average/Grade

assessments. It also empowers the teacher
to assess students and not rely entirely on
the school-leaving / Board examinations.
However, when this is applied to the lower
grades, this effectively meant that all
assessments were essentially being collated
into one ‘score’ and ran into the potential
risk of unintentionally becoming high-stakes
assessments, as they were reported to
parents and others as well.

Another problematic area has to do with

the comprehensive aspect of evaluation.
The document elaborates this idea and
recommends evaluation of “life skills, work
education, visual & performing arts, attitudes
& values, and co-curricular activities.” It
also recommends identifying qualities,
specifying behaviors or indicators, recording
and analyzing evidence. While all this is
laudable in intent, the problem arises when
subsequent recommendations go to the
extent of grading or marking these areas,

as shown in the following extract from page
48 of the Manual. Expanding the scope of
assessment to areas beyond the cognitive
domain may be desirable. But how these
scores can be awarded remains a question.
It is also not clear why scoring may be
necessary in the first place.
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A survey of around 750 teachers from CBSE
affiliated schools conducted by Chrysalis,
and supported by Wipro, in the year 2016,
shows the following. Only around 5% of the
teachers said that the purpose of assessment
was to “understand the effectiveness of
teaching and if teaching methods have to

be altered.” In other words, most teachers
looked at assessment primarily as a means

to ascertain where students stood at any
given point in time. This, despite the sweeping
reforms suggested by CBSE as part of CCE, a
few years prior to this study.

Toward a solution

The first step in educational assessment
should be to recognize at least two different
purposes of assessment. These are briefly
described below.

Administrative: This is usually to ascertain
and possibly certify the achievement of
educational objectives, and therefore

the attainment or non-attainment of
benchmarked ‘levels of learning,’ like school
leaving, etc.

Pedagogic: This is usually when the results of
the assessment are used to make inferences,
and therefore, course corrections, either

by way of altering pedagogic methods, or
providing feedback for improvement to
specific students, or both. With detention
being done away with, assessment, at least
until Grade 9, can afford to focus on the
pedagogic aspects. This is not to be confused
with passing or promotion to subsequent
grades.

Assessment which is done specifically to
fulfill mainly the pedagogic purpose, that

is to make meaningful course corrections

and improve the teaching-learning process,

is called formative assessment. Given that
this is a necessary condition for formative
assessment, by implication, it must be done
at frequencies that enable course correction
to actually occur. In other words, if a large
section of learning has been completed, there
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may be very little scope for the teacher to
affect any course correction.

A point to caution against is that this does
not imply a higher frequency of ‘tests’ being
conducted. Some characteristics of formative
assessment are the following. It is usually
informal in the sense that it’s not binding
that the same method or instrument of
assessment be used for all students.

Neither is it essential that all students

be assessed at the same pointin time, or
all aspects of learning be assessed at the
same time. It is centered on efforts to elicit
behavior (this could be in the form of the
spoken word, written word, drawings, and
so on) in natural classroom settings, which
would help the teacher make inferences
about student learning and performance.

Formative assessment must provide
opportunities for a teacher to understand
non-performance in a student and the
reasons for it. In that sense, formative
assessment has a close linkage with the
curriculum, specifically with designing ways
to elicit behaviors that form the evidence of
attainment of educational objectives, and
these being incorporated into the everyday
teaching-learning process.

In other words, we imply that we are

creating opportunities to observe, interpret
and cultivate ‘behaviors, which is usually
considered part of ‘teaching.’ Designing
appropriate methods to observe and interpret
student behavior and learning is thus driven
by and rests with the teacher in a classroom
setting.

Curriculum, pedagogy and assessment

It is evident that formative assessment as
described above, cannot be implemented
without first ensuring a pedagogy that
requires students to play an active role in
the learning process, rather than be mere
listeners or consumers of knowledge.
Such a kind of assessment necessitates
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that the pedagogy incorporates designed
opportunities for students to express their
understanding.

This is done by asking questions and allowing
students to express their understanding in
multiple ways, as a part of the learning, as
opposed to a separate test. Therefore, this
entire process is carried out in a low-stakes
classroom environment.

Let’s illustrate this with an example. Say we
want to teach children of Grade 3/4 about
animal classification based on habitats,
food habits, skin covering, group/solitary and
movement. Even before we start the lesson,
let’s imagine asking them to solve a puzzle -

(Puzzle A
Unscramble the animal names and
match them to the pictures.
DISPER
HEREEN
HEELTNAP
HEREREN
ECOKPAC
HEREEER
J

The puzzle is a fun activity for children. It
allows them to get warmed up. It also informs
the teacher whether or not her students
know the names of some common animals.
She could extend this to a conversation to
elicit a few more. Having assessed the pre-
knowledge, she can move forward confidently
to the content of the lesson that the students
are supposed to learn.

Then, suppose after teaching them about
animal habitats (as forests, grasslands,
ocean, snow and so on) we ask them the
following question —
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L

Most wildlife cannot survive well in cities and
buildings. But there are a few species that are
comfortable in an urban habitat.

~

ook Around

Name five animals that live in or around your
home.
1.

(o » w0 P

The above question would allow children

to explore and observe their immediate
environment and apply what they have just
learnt. This can be an interesting home-
activity. However, it allows the teacher to
gather evidences of understanding. Evidently,
this question has been designed for urban
school-goers. It may have to be modified
appropriately in other contexts.

When we talk about body covering, imagine
we also teach children about the idea of
camouflage. And then we ask them the
following question —

(Look Deep A

Observe the spider in two different surroundings.
s A R T TR T o i _____;-". ST 3

oy ?&”-.-ilir

Image 1

Image 2

Which one of these spiders do you think has a
higher chance of survival? Why?

\Z —/

In the above case, more than one answer is
possible, and students need to justify their
response. This can lead to mini debates.
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However, all the while, for the teachers, these
provide opportunities to observe how their
kids are performing. Further on, the lesson
mentions group animals like monkeys and
solitary ones like bears. And as kids are
learning this, they can be asked to imagine
the possible answers to the following
guestion.

Look Within

Imagine you are an animal living in a forest.
Would you rather be solitary or gregarious?
Why?

In the above questions, interesting responses
are possible. A child once told us that she
would prefer to be a solitary animal. This is
because she could then be free of her big
brother who bullies her. The bonus in such a
question is that the response can also give
the teacher a peek into other facets of the
child. It can be a great means to understand
children better and promote socio-emotional
learning.

The important thing to remember is that each
of the examples described above share the
following characteristics. The questions are
meant to elicit behavior (spoken, written,
drawings, etc.) which when observed can
serve as ‘assessment.’ All these questions
serve as part of the pedagogy. Learning
happens through these discussions,
debates and exploration as far as the child
is concerned. The assessment, therefore,

is informal and happens as a part of the
teaching-learning process. It is completely
low stakes as opposed to conducting more
and more tests.

Remember, each of the questions increases
the possibility of engaging with the topic

in the first place. It allows students and
teachers together to dwell on interesting
conversations which are woven around the
topic. We think that such opportunities
constitute formative assessment in

the truest sense. Teachers may then be
encouraged to ask these questions, observe
students’ responses and decide on a future
course of action. Are most students able
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to demonstrate evidence of learning? If
not, should we revisit any topic? In such a
scenario, it must be remembered that not
all students can (or for that matter need to
be assessed) at the same time using the
same questions, simply given the paucity
of time. There may also be no need to do it.
The teacher, who is closest to her students,
already has a sense and is able to prioritize
which students she wants to focus on, from
past performance in her classrooms. This
kind of assessment offers greater flexibility
and emphasizes on greater agency on the
part of the teacher.

Role of technology

In such a setting as described above, a large
amount of data is likely to be generated. It
could be written evidences, photographs of
group work, and videos of conversations.

The possibilities are endless. It is here that
technology may come in handy in terms of
helping the teacher store, tag and archive
various artefacts for future reference. Let’s
say, we want to assess speaking skills. One
way of doing it could be to record a child’s
speech and repeat the same at a future point
in time. Such artefacts allow assessment in
real time and the capturing of evidence. They
can also give the teacher insights into areas
where she may need to improve her pedagogy.

With newer tools emerging, one only needs
to explore. Plickers is one such example. All
the teacher needs are a set of cards that she
hands out to each student. Each card looks
like a QR code. It can be held in four different
orientations, each of which can be uniquely
captured by the teacher using a camera app.
This tool has been demonstrated to allow
for quick multiple choice question type
assessment. It is fun, engaging and gives
teachers immediate feedback on which she
can act upon.

The need for professional development

While this features towards the end of this
article, the need for teacher professional
development is critical. The teacher needs to
reorient herself to the need and purpose of
assessment. She needs to look at formative
assessment as something which primarily
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informs her on what to do next, rather than
as certifying the student. And this change
in mindset must begin with the teacher and
slowly move outward through her, to the
parents and the communities.

The professional development process

must also equip the teacher to redesign

her pedagogy in ways that offer students
opportunities to express, and these
expressions become evidence of learning,

as described above. This is easier said than
done. It may be tempting to ‘tell’ students the
facts, compared with the more longwinded
process of asking them meaningful questions
and guiding them in the process of drawing
their conclusions. Patience in teachers’
abilities to learn and trust in their intent are
paramount.

In summary, strong professional development
and support circles for teachers, along with
curricular reforms and technology can pave
the way for true and meaningful assessment,
the role of which is primarily to inform
educators on how they can further guide their
students to achieve their fullest potential.

It may sound utopian. However, it is very
achievable, if we are willing to let go of the
burden of examinations.

Founder and CEO of Chrysalis, Chitra Ravi
may be called the organization’s ‘vision
custodian.’ She ensures that her

penchant for innovation in education

always keeps the child at the centre of

all endeavours. She currently works on
organizational strategy and growth. She may
be contacted at chitra@chrysalis.world

Balasubrahmanian S. is the Head of Learning
Transformation at Chrysalis. Bala leads a
team of consultants who are responsible for
directly working with teachers and school
leaders in transforming teaching-learning
processes, leading to better student learning
outcomes. He may be contacted at bala@
chrysalis.world

Website: www.chrysalis.world

comecton: P © O @ ©

45


mailto:chitra@chrysalis.world
mailto:bala@chrysalis.world
mailto:bala@chrysalis.world
http://www.chrysalis.world
https://www.facebook.com/Chrysalis.world
https://twitter.com/Chrysalis_world
https://www.instagram.com/chrysalis.world_official/
https://www.linkedin.com/authwall?trk=bf&trkInfo=AQH3e0noMdI6lAAAAYoYETMYyCWMRWjkq3ZUi8MeuR20vtbfZtQi3lrCsp1eqIghEyfEY2u9LLOjrnmaNqT5xflFtu09YapIFDyTMgfGuIstbhyHpqHG-iTep6pRbsLtfhdM_1M=&original_referer=&sessionRedirect=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.linkedin.com%2Fcompany%2Fchrysalisworld%2F
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCBx7rD74zpvWOWd2JIdqfOg

Reflection

Toward inclusive assessment

Deepti Gubbi and Akanksha Rajgulati

ssessment is a key part of any efficient
Aeducational system. When designed

effectively, assessments help provide
feedback to students on their learning
progress. They can also serve as evidence
for external stakeholders to evaluate the
efficacy of a particular course of study and
about what students are gaining (Azim Premji
Foundation, 2015).

Assessment can be seen as (a comprehensive
process involving self-assessment)
comprising of all those activities undertaken
by teachers and by their students assessing
themselves, which provides information to be
used as feedback to modify the teaching and
learning activities in which they are engaged
(Black and William, 1998)

The paradigm shift from ‘assessment of
learning’ to ‘assessment for learning’

Assessment of learning is summative in
nature because it is intended to measure
learning outcomes and report those
outcomes to students, parents and
administrators and other stakeholders.

It compares students’ achievement with
standards. It occurs at the end of the learning
unit, and it is teacher centered. Assessment
of learning indicates the level of learning of
a student, but after the process of learning
is over. This does not allow for any scope

of immediate feedback to teachers or any
chance of remediation. (Olutola, et al., 2016)

Assessment for learning is defined as an
ongoing process of gathering and interpreting
evidence about student learning. The purpose
is to determine where students are in their
learning, where they need to go, and how best
to get there. It occurs when teachers use
inferences about students’ progress to inform
their teaching. Assessment for learning is,
therefore, formative in nature (ibid, 2016).

The shift from ‘assessment of learning’ to
‘assessment for learning’ has been a huge
one. However, the landscape of disability
has not seen much movement, due to the
complexity of the issues involved.

Let us introduce you to I. B. She is 15 years
old. She is a happy and cheerful child, who
has a profound grade of intellectual disability.
This means an IQ of less than 25 (‘normal’ 1Q
being 90-100). She has not yet spoken a word
in all her 15 years. She cannot eat without
assistance. She is carried by her mother to
school. She needs full supportin using the
washroom and is unable to express even her
most basic needs.

But she loves people and her eyes shine

on seeing familiar faces. Each child with
intellectual and developmental disability
(IDD) is unique and has specific needs. No
standardized assessments can do justice to
the individual requirements of each of them.
IDD impacts one’s cognitive functioning, such
as learning, problem solving and judgment. It
also affects the person’s adaptive functioning
related to activities of daily life, such as
communication and independent living.

The biopsychosocial model suggests that to
understand a person’s medical condition, it is
not enough to simply consider the biological
factors. We need to take into account the
psychological and social factors as well.
Therefore, it is imperative that we assess
each of these domains to attempt to measure
any significant impact with our interventions.

For children with IDD, the challenges with
assessments are multifold. Children with IDD
may not follow the neurotypical trajectory

of milestone development. Therefore, it is
important to assess each child’s learning
levels and then ascertain appropriate
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learning pathways by selecting goals for
each. Moreover, IDD being a spectrum
disorder, each child operates at a different
level. This varies according to the severity
of the condition. Individualized Educational
Plans (IEP’s) need to be formulated for each
child.

Assessing for transformative learning: the
journey of Jai Vakeel Foundation

Jai Vakeel Foundation (JVF) has been working
with children and adults with IDD since 1944.
In this journey of more than 78 years, we
have closely worked and collaborated with
many other organizations and specialists to
gain sector-specific understanding of the
challenges faced by various stakeholders. It
has provided us with a unique opportunity

to step back and look at the larger picture,
wearing the hat of the ecosystem. From this
vantage point, we have observed the need for
collaborative efforts and interconnections
among organizations, educators, parents and
other stakeholders involved in supporting
individuals with IDD.

Recognizing the importance of a collective
approach, in 2019, JVF entered into a
partnership with the Department of Social
Justice and Special Assistance, Government
of Maharashtra, and the Commissionerate of
PwD. The goal of this collaboration has been
to make JVF’s curriculum available to all the
IDD schools across the state of Maharashtra.
Through this scaling initiative called ‘Disha
Abhiyan, we have access to over 436 schools
for children with intellectual disabilities in
Maharashtra. This has provided us with rich,
on-ground experience of the realities in both
urban and rural areas. One important gap that
we have identified across institutions is the
lack of a uniform method of assessment of
students.

The requirement for detailed assessment in
our sector has been felt for some time now.
Checklists such as Functional Assessment
Checklist for Programming (FACP), Behavioral
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Assessment Scale for Indian Children with
Mental Retardation (BASIC-MR) and a

few others have been available. However,
upon deep assessment of these checklists,
discussions with teachers, and seeing the
on-ground reality at JVF, we realized that
although these assessment checklists were
exhaustive in what they were assessing,

the user experience was marred by either
jargonistic terminology, complicated scoring
parameters or cumbersome documentation.

It is at this juncture that we decided to
develop an assessment checklist for IEP
(Individualized Assessment Plan). Instead of
reinventing the wheel, we collated what was
already existent. We researched extensively
and worked on certain key areas for making
the checklist comprehensive. We tried

to ensure that all the domains requiring
intervention for holistic development were
included. We ascertained that the necessary
modifications were made, so as to ensure
that the checklist was applicable to all
students across the spectrum. We also kept
the scoring simple and easy to gauge.

ASSESSMENT CHECKLIST
FOR INDIVIDUALIZED
EDUCATION PROGRAM

3-14 YEARS
ENGLISH
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Our Assessment Checklist for IEP is a set of
200 (3-14 years) and 250 (14-18 years) skill-
based items across developmental domains.
These are to be used for assessment with the
primary objectives of ascertaining the current
level of functioning of the child and to help in
designing effective IEPs.

The checklist aims at assessing the child
across domains. The goal is to understand
their strengths and the areas in which
support is needed. This can equip the teacher
with a comprehensive understanding of the
learner’s abilities. They can then plan to
ensure the best learning outcomes.

The domains of assessment include ‘Activities
of Daily Living’ (ADL), communication,
educational activities, recreational activities,
social behavior, and life skills (14-18

years). The Assessment Checklist for IEP

is certified by NIEPID (National Institute

for the Empowerment of Persons with
Intellectual Disabilities). It has been found to
be appropriate and beneficial for all children
with IDD in the age group of 3-18 years of age.

Toward inclusive assessment

In the realm of education, assessment serves
as a vital component of effective instructional
practices. While traditionally focused on
evaluating learning outcomes, a paradigm
shift towards inclusive assessment has
emerged.

Inclusive assessment aims to go beyond mere
evaluation. It fosters an understanding of
students’ progress in the learning objectives.
The following aspects contribute towards
developing an inclusive assessment.

Promotes individualized intervention: Our
assessment checklist for IEP serves as a
powerful resource aligned with the principles
of inclusive assessment. This comprehensive
tool facilitates personalized and equitable
assessments, by considering the individual
needs of students with intellectual
disabilities.
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Follows a collaborative approach: Goepel
(2009) points out that the IEP process is most
beneficial when there is a mutual exchange
of information between parents, children

and educators. Our assessment checklist for
IEP fosters collaborations among teachers,
parents and other stakeholders involved in a
student’s development across domains.

It establishes a common language and
framework for discussing students’ progress,
learning outcomes, and areas of focus.

By promoting collaboration, the checklist
ensures that all stakeholders work in unison
to support students’ holistic development.

Allows flexibility in implementation: Inclusive
assessment promotes adaptability and
flexibility in assessment formats to cater to a
wide range of learning styles, communication
preferences, and abilities.

The assessment checklist for IEP offers a
comprehensive collection of skill-based
items that can be customized to meet the
specific requirements of each student. This
adaptability allows students to showcase
their learning outcomes through approaches
that align with their distinct strengths and
individual needs.

Enhancing systemic efficiencies with Disha
web portal

In 2020, the Disha web portal was
introduced to all the IDD schools enrolled

in Disha Abhiyan. This portal serves as a
tool for inclusive assessment and holistic
educational management. It has been
designed while keeping in mind the ease of
user interface, and accessibility on different
devices.

The intended users range from teachers,
school administrators, district heads and
state heads. Teachers can record assessment
observations of each student online, select
school goals to teach over the year, and
categorize certain goals as ‘home goals’

for parents to work at home. They can also
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generate automated report cards depicting
the overall progress made by the child.
Headmasters can review the assessments
made by teachers.

This facilitates its widespread adoption in
various schools. Now it is possible to monitor
students’ progress online, monitor the long-
term impact of the project, and give access
to real-time data at different levels such

as that of the schools, the districts and the
state. This also enables schools to conduct
mid-term and annual assessments based on
unique goals per student.

These features of the Disha portal,
available in three languages (Hindi,
Marathi and English), have enabled

its seamless integration into different
educational settings. One of its advantages
is the reduction of time and burden of
documentation for teachers. With its user-
friendly interface and accessible features,
the portal simplifies the assessment process
and minimizes educators’ administrative
tasks.

In the last academic year, 360 IDD schools
in Maharashtra have implemented the
Assessment for Individualized Education
Plans (IEP). They have also conducted
assessments for over 17,000 students with
IDD and documented their progress.

DISHA Abhiyan has been able to contribute
to effective assessment practices. Over
2,000 special educators have been trained
to implement assessment strategies
effectively. These training sessions have
provided educators with the knowledge to
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select relevant and appropriate goals, use
of curriculum, classroom management, and
using the DISHA web portal.

The implementation of IEPs ensures
personalized assessment and instruction,
benefiting numerous students. The
successful integration of a multisensory
curriculum, supported by teacher manuals
and student workbooks, has enhanced
student engagement and achievement.

In a space where each of the stakeholders
were working in silos, this initiative has
provided a collective language to all, and
brought about much-needed uniformity.

The success of these initiatives is evident in
the positive feedback received from partner
schools, such as the one from Dhule.

“First of all, | would like to thank the Disha
team and Jai Vakeel Foundation on behalf of
all the special teachers. During the training, |
got very good and useful information. Normal
education has a uniform structure. But, in our
field of education for the disabled, there was
no uniformity. Teachers often get confused

as to which scale to use, as each school uses
a different checklist. But Disha Project has
brought all schools and teachers into the
same education stream and system. They
have taught a very simple and straightforward
method. Also, our most difficult task of writing
and paperwork has reduced. And so, there will
be more time to teach in a new way. Thank

you so much to all the team and mentors for
answering each of our questions satisfactorily
and for explaining and teaching us how to
work with this new technique.”

While at a glance, one gets the impression
that so much has been accomplished, we
understand that we still have a lot more to
achieve. Disha’s curriculum, its assessment
process, and its portal are being used in
most of the registered schools. However, now
the spotlight needs to be moved toward the
quality of the usage.
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Itis true that IEP assessment plays a vital
role in our efforts to maximize a child’s
potential and promote inclusion. However, it
is also essential to acknowledge that a child’s
progress extends beyond mere scores and
parameters.

The growth and development of a child

with IDD encompasses a much broader
spectrum of experiences, achievements, and
even challenges. By using a comprehensive
approach to their education, we can

nurture their unique strengths, interests,
and aspirations. This can potentially pave
the way for their holistic and meaningful
development.

References

Black, P. and Wiliam, D., 1998. Inside the black
box: Raising standards through classroom
assessment. Granada Learning.

Goepel, J., 2009. Constructing the Individual
Education Plan: confusion or collaboration?
Support for learning, 24(3), pp.126-132.,
24(3),126-131.

Martin, M.E. July 2007. Special education
& rehabilitative services archived: A 25 year
history of the idea.

Olutola, A.T., Daramola, D, and Ogunjimi, M.
2016. Paradigm shift in assessment: from
assessment of learning to assessment for
learning in Nigerian schools’ system, pp.10-
15.

Vaughn, S., Bos, C.S., Harrell, J.E. and Lasky,
B.A. 1988. Parent participation in the initial
placement/IEP conference ten years after
mandated involvement. Journal of Learning
Disabilities, 21(2), pp.82-89.

Azim Premji Foundation. 23 November,

2015. Assessments in school education: The
current debate. Ideas of India. https:/www.
ideasforindia.in/topics/human-development/
assessments-in-school-education-the-
current-debate.html

Reflection

Deepti Gubbi is the Head of Content and
Training at Jai Vakeel Foundation, Mumbai.
She is a Child Development Specialist and
Autism Interventionist. She has been working
for and with children with specific learning
difficulties for the past 20 years. She is also a
trainer in Diversity and Inclusion.

Deepti’s education and expertise in
curriculum development for students with
intellectual and developmental disabilities
(IDD) has led to her work with her team to
build a uniform curriculum and assessment
checklist for students with IDD. Her current
role entails enabling JVF to become a
center of excellence and strengthening

the dissemination of Disha Abhiyaan, JVF’s
scaling initiative.

Akanksha Rajgulati is an experienced
professional in Education and Psychology.
With a Bachelor’s degree in Psychology from
Delhi University and an MSc degree in Clinical
Health Psychology from the University of
Strathclyde, Scotland, she began her career
as an educator in a remote Uttarakhand
village. Later, as a Child Psychologist, she
specialized in supporting children with
developmental disorders.

Akanksha’s commitment to social impact
led her to work at Tata Institute of Social
Sciences (TISS), contributing to research
toward poverty reduction in tribal villages.
Passionate about promoting mental

health in education, she joined Sunbird
Trust as an Education Program Manager,
implementing a Peace Curriculum and
driving socio-emotional learning initiatives
in tribal communities. Currently, as
Manager of Content and Training at Jai
Vakeel Foundation, she plays a vital role in
developing curriculum and providing training.

Website: www.jaivakeel.org

Email: jvfcurricularcontent@jaivakeel.org

Connect On: 0 O @ °

50



https://www.ideasforindia.in/topics/human-development/assessments-in-school-education-the-current-debate.html
https://www.ideasforindia.in/topics/human-development/assessments-in-school-education-the-current-debate.html
https://www.ideasforindia.in/topics/human-development/assessments-in-school-education-the-current-debate.html
https://www.ideasforindia.in/topics/human-development/assessments-in-school-education-the-current-debate.html
https://www.facebook.com/jaivakeel/
https://twitter.com/jaivakeel
https://www.instagram.com/jaivakeel/
https://www.youtube.com/user/TheResearchSociety

Resources

Designing and conducting
assessments: resources for thinking

and practice

Samuhik Pahal Team

ssessment is often seen as a
Atechnical issue mired in many esoteric

considerations. However, since it is
an integral part of learning, all stakeholders
in the education system must develop an
understanding of assessment as a key aspect
of processes related to teaching and learning.
In this piece, we share a few resources that
can support you in your journey in developing
a robust understanding of this domain.

Videos from the 13t Partners’ Forum

Wipro Foundation has been hosting Partners’
Forum - an annual three-day long event

for its education partners - since the early
2000s. The Forum is designed to serve as a
platform for partners to share knowledge,
build relationships, and collaborate with one
another. The 13" Partner’s Forum that took
place during December 19-21,2012, at Center
for Learning, Bengaluru, focussed on the
theme of assessments.

The sessions at this Forum focussed on sub-
themes such as CCE, Teacher Assessment,
Large-scale Assessments, Conceptual
Issues in Assessment, and SEL. Some of the
sessions also tried to capture the experience
of schools in this area. You can access the
proceedings as videos on this playlist.

The videos are relatively short, and packed
with learnings from practice, information and
a diverse set of perspectives.

Online resources on assessment

Azim Premji University (APU) has been
working on many aspects of assessment for

quite some time now. Based on field-level
insights and experiences, it has created
various resources on/for assessment. These
include handbooks, manuals and articles.
This webpage houses the resources created
by the university in this field.

These include sub-themes as diverse as
“Guidelines for question paper development,”
“Learning outcomes - secondary stage,”
“Teacher recruitment framework,” “Principles
for effective classroom assessment,” “A

guide to read, interpret and use large-

scale assessment data,” “Doing formative
assessments in classrooms,” and “Unleashing
the power of open book examinations for
summative assessments.” Some of these
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documents are available in Hindi as well. You
may find perusing through, and using, some
of these resources as helpful aids in your own
assessment practices.

Courses on assessment

APU’s Postgraduate Diploma in “Education -
Educational Assessment”

This diploma program’s objective is to build
capabilities in assessment among key
stakeholders in education. The intended
learning outcomes for participants include
understanding concepts, principles and
approaches related to assessments, the
ability to design assessment tools such as
test papers, projects, portfolios, rubrics and
checklists, the competence to facilitate
students’ learning through assessments, and
felicity in designing large-scale assessments.

The program is delivered in a blended mode
(with webinars and on-campus contact
classes), and is intended for working
professionals such as teachers, academic

Resources

coordinators, head teachers, teacher
educators, curriculum designers, test paper
developers and textbook writers. The diploma
program consists of four (4) certificate
courses of six (6) credits each. Completing

all the certificates is mandatory for awarding
the PG Diploma. More details about eligibility,
duration and program structure, etc. may be
found here.

APU’s certificate program in “Student
assessment in practice”

This program offered by APU deals with
assessment of, for and as learning. Its goal

is to build the perspectives and capacities of
teachers, teacher educators and assessment
practitioners to help them better design and
conduct assessment as a tool for improving
teaching and learning.

The program focuses on assessment of
students’ learning levels in elementary
education. Additional details about eligibility,
duration, and program structure, etc., may be
perused here.
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Ground Zero

Reimagining assessments

Aastha Maggu

ssessments play a vital role within
Aour education system, serving as

a cornerstone for measuring the
attainment of educational objectives. They
enable us to determine the effectiveness
of curricula, teaching materials, and
pedagogical methods in achieving the
intended goals. In this ground zero piece,
we will delve into the perspectives of three
organizations who share their insights on how
they perceive assessments and incorporate
them into their practice to cater to the unique
contexts and needs of the children they
engage with.

Apni Shala Foundation

Apni Shala Foundation (ASF) works with
students from municipal schools and other
diverse institutions to nurture emotional,
interpersonal and thinking skills. Through
their interventions, the team envisions
opportunities for children to become
reflective and inquiring individuals who are
confident, able to build healthy relationships,
and become great problem-solvers.

The ASF team is resolute in their
understanding that assessments’ purpose
is to understand the evolution of social-
emotional learning (SEL) skills, rather

than concentrating on assigning grades to
students. Prior to the pandemic, facilitators
conducted observational assessments

for students in grades 1 to 7. Utilizing a
straightforward template, these facilitators
documented SEL competencies guided by
behavioral indicators that they observed
during a classroom session. For instance,
these indicators would include students
asking questions to clarify when they did not
understand a concept, a student offering

to help or collaborate with her peers, or a
student helping to resolve a conflict.

During the pandemic, since physical
interaction was not possible, the team
veered toward a self-assessment tool.
Students’ perceptions of themselves were
mapped to five SEL competencies from the
CASEL framework - self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship
skills, and responsible decision-making. For
grades 8-10, ASF administered Rosenberg’s
self-esteem assessment.

As a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic,
over a span of two years, they administered
a self-reported evaluation among students.
Students were tasked with rating their
frequency of exhibiting SEL competencies
on a scale of 1 to 5. For instance, when
presented with statements like, “l am
capable of independently finishing tasks”
or “| seek assistance when | encounter
difficulties,” students selected options such
as ‘rarely, a few times, sometimes, many
times, and most of the time.

The ASF team adheres to a collective
reporting approach. They abstain from
conducting assessments that furnish
individual student data to school partners.
Instead, facilitators employ individual
student data to extrapolate insights about
the overall school or specific grade-level
trends.
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Apni Shala

Over the past year and a half, the team
embarked on a process of reevaluating their
comprehension of SEL. Saesha, an ASF team
member, explained, “As the frameworks we
adopted primarily originated in Western
contexts and predominantly emphasized
behavioral modification, we took the initiative
to create our own toolkit. We embarked on a
journey that began with defining what SEL
signifies to us, leading us to determine the
most efficient methods of measurement.”

The ASF team has initiated the pilot phase of
an innovative assessment toolkit. Amrita from
ASF, shares, “Recognizing the limitations

of depending on a singular tool to gauge
transformations solely from the perspectives
of students or facilitators, we identified

the necessity for a more comprehensive
approach. This led to the development of a
holistic toolkit. This toolkit encompasses
multiple dimensions, including a self-
reporting survey, a situational judgment test,
meticulous observations documented by
ASF’s facilitators, and engaging classroom
dialogues that will help us understand
tangible expressions of SEL within the
learning environment.”

The ASF team acknowledges that
apprehensions linked to assessments often
stems from a student’s fear of judgment.
Amrita recollects, “A particularly touching
instance was when a student paused during
the assessment and confided in the ASF
facilitator, admitting that they were unsure
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of how to answer a question. This remarkable
incident reflects how children’s engagement
with assessments facilitated by ASF isn’t
primarily influenced by concerns about how
teachers or caregivers might perceive their
performance.”

In the deployment of their assessment tools,
the ASF team consistently emphasizes their
purpose: aiding students in comprehending
their own learning on SEL competencies

and reflecting on their feelings about it.

For instance, if the children reflect on their
feelings and actions such as when they say
they are aware of the emotions that they go
through or might say they have friends in
classroom they deeply care about.

Another important aspect to consider is how
educators or assessors interpret the data
gleaned from assessments. As long as the
data analysis aims to inform subsequent
actions and decisions, it serves its purpose.
However, should the data be employed

to categorize students as high or low
achievers, a reevaluation of the perception of
assessments becomes imperative.

The ASF team comes together periodically
to understand how the movement on SEL
indicators and academics could guide the
next set of interventions. Saesha from the
ASF team adds that there could be children
in a particular grade showing improvement
in mathematics and helping their peers with
concepts in the subject. Similarly, for other
subjects, the team tries to draw comparable
insights.

The team has admitted that they are yet to
discover a method to evaluate the influence
of their initiatives on stakeholders beyond the
students within the educational ecosystem.

Ashray Akruti

Ashray Akruti (AA) operates special schools
that cater to the education of over 500
children with hearing impairment across four
locations in Telangana. These schools offer




free education and rehabilitation services for
hearing-impaired children, starting from pre-
nursery up to grade 10. One of the primary
challenges faced by these children is the
lack of speech and language skills, which
significantly impacts their development and
growth. To address this, the schools focus

on equipping the students with the skills
necessary to thrive in the mainstream world
and provide academic training to prepare
them for qualifying examinations.

The schools follow the syllabus and
curriculum set by the Telangana State Board,
but also adapt these to meet their students’
specific needs. To ensure personalized
attention, Ashray Akruti maintains a low
teacher-student ratio, allowing each child to
receive individualized support.

Recognizing that assessments for children
with disabilities should differ from those
for typical children due to varying learning
abilities, the AA team tailors classroom
teaching and implements flexible
assessments. Understanding the impact of

Ground Zero

hearing impairment on each child’s learning
is essential in this regard.

Surekha and Sasikala, educators at one

of the Ashray Akruti schools, emphasized,
“The Telangana state government offers
concessions for children with special needs,
including those with hearing impairments.
These concessions involve reducing the pass
marks from 35 to 20 across all subjects from
classes 6 to 10. Additionally, children with
hearing impairments are required to study
one language out of three, while focusing on
three other subjects: mathematics, science,
and social sciences.”

The instructors at AA adopt a holistic
approach towards assessments,
understanding that they are not the sole
determinant of a student’s abilities. When
faced with students who might struggle with
assessments, the teachers streamline the
guestions to encompass the core concepts
of a topic. Surekha explained, “To illustrate,
if there are 10 essay questions and a student
is unable to tackle all of them, we provide
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them with only three to five questions

that are fundamental and pivotal for their
comprehension. For instance, when covering
a lesson about force, the assessment would
involve explaining the concept of force and
identifying various types of forces.”

When they admit a new child to their schools,
the AA team also conducts assessments to
determine the grade in which they should be
enrolled. Sasikala explains, “In a mainstream

school, children are enrolled according to age.

At AA, the team conducts a comprehensive
audiological evaluation, and an assessment
of reading, writing and mathematical skills.
Based on the findings, they see if the child
can be admitted to a particular grade or
needs a bridge course to be enrolled at an
age-appropriate grade. For instance,an 11
years old child Karthika approached us in
September 2022. In our first assessment, she
was able to comprehend only vowel sounds,
say very basic words like mom, dad, etc.,

read and write alphabets and only identify
numbers till 10. We used that assessment

to set learning goals under a bridge program
that focused on increasing her understanding
of all skills. We again conducted an
assessment, and based on the findings it was
found that she could be enrolled in grade 2.”

Ground Zero

The team at Ashray Akruti strongly believes
that assessments should not induce fear in
children. Their purpose is to track learning
outcomes and establish realistic learning
goals to support each child’s development
effectively. By fostering a positive learning
environment and offering tailored support,
the schools strive to empower hearing-
impaired children and help them thrive in
their educational journey.

Samait Shala

Samait Shala is an NGO, based in
Ahmedabad, which collaborates with
affordable private schools to foster inclusive
classroom environments. Their mission
aligns with the inclusive education initiatives
set forth by NCERT and Samagra Shiksha
Abhiyan.

They achieve this by empowering school
teachers and leaders within mainstream
educational institutions, enabling them to
facilitate the growth and development of
children with disabilities in parallel with their
peers. The Samait Shala team believes that
written and oral assessments should help

us understand the strengths and gapsina
child’s ability to understand a concept.

Samait Shala



In their efforts to guide teachers in assessing
children’s learning levels, the Samait Shala
team initiates the process by revisiting

the predetermined learning objectives for
each chapter. Subsequently, they craft
assessments that align with these objectives.
Recognizing the challenges teachers face in
translating assessment observations into
pedagogical adjustments or reflections on
learning objectives, the Samait Shala team
remains cognizant of this dilemma.

The conventional structure, essence

and timing of assessments are seldom
questioned, especially concerning

children with learning disabilities. The
Samait Shala team acknowledges that
fostering inclusive classrooms mandates

a departure from rigid assessment norms
that disregard the diverse learning abilities
and environments of children. The team
asserts that flexible assessment approaches
should accommodate alternative modes

of expression, such as oral responses or
individualized means of communication.

When designing numeracy and literacy
assessments tailored for children exhibiting
significant learning disabilities, the focus is
on avoiding overwhelming tasks. The Samait
Shala team advises educators to initiate
numeracy assessments with activities

such as identifying varying sizes of shapes
or recognizing numbers. They recommend
utilizing manipulatives and visual aids to
enhance comprehension of assessment
questions.

For literacy assessments, teachers are
encouraged to commence with picture books
and word-building exercises, gradually easing
students into the assessment process.
Facilitators actively cultivate learning
environments that enable children with
disabilities in understanding questions and
formulating responses.

The team also endeavors to steer clear of
assessments that solely revolve around the
child. Kushal Dattani, co-founder of Samait
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Shala, explains, “We maintain observational
records for certain students whom we believe
might require additional assistance. Our
facilitators maintain these records, which
encompass observations such as the child’s
engagement in active communication and
displayed interests.”

Kushal elaborates, “It’s hardly surprising
that paper-based assessments used by
teachers include questions sourced from
the prescribed NCERT books. To illustrate,

if a chapter concludes with 6 questions,
approximately 3 to 4 questions are directly
derived from these sources. The focus is not
solely on evaluating children’s learning levels.
Our emphasis lies in integrating formative
assessments that entail ongoing evaluation
and adapting teaching methodologies to suit
the students’ needs.”

The Samait Shala team is also cautious
not to enforce reforms too aggressively
and potentially alienate school support.
Kushal further explained that they proceed
with prudence. They acknowledge that the
assessment system can burden teachers.
However, their goal is to guide teachers
toward comprehending the advantages of
formative assessments. Over time, the team
aspires for teachers to gradually embrace
its value and develop confidence in its
integration within their teaching practices.

In conclusion

Assessments may evaluate learning, yet

they do not guarantee it. True learning
necessitates more than assessments; it
relies on the presence of nurturing learning
environments within schools, coupled with
dedicated teachers who employ assessments
as a means to consistently adapt their
pedagogical methods and resources.

You may reach out to the organizations
featured in this story at: contact@apnishala.
org (Apni Shala Foundation); ashrayakruti@
yahoo.com (Ashray Akruti); and kushal@
samaitshala.org (Samait Shala).
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