EDUCATION

Claasroom assessment is & critical componant of the leaming and teaching process and
crucial 1o providing leachers with relevant information o better understand what their
lramers know and can do. However, the ability of teachers to effectively conduct high-
guality classroom assessmen & a matier of concern. MATTHEWS MAKGAMATHA
and MASEABATA MOLEFE repon on a study which determined how assessment was
understood and applied in primary schoals.

ings from a péol sludy conducled on leach-

&y classroom sssessmanl practices. The
shedy was conducled during 2008 to cblain
informabion on the Bssessment belisfs, needs
and practices of primary school leschers in
South Alrica. During this perod, schools in e
COumiry ware implementing a tavised natianal
agsassmanl policy aligned lo the Matianal
Curriculum Stelemant (NCS).

Schools selected 1o take part in the study
ware represaniing differen! geographical lo-
cahons and guintile ranks. Taachers who par-
heipated in the sfudy ware leaching English
Literacy and Numeragy m Foundalion Phase
(FP) (or grades 1 to 3), and Enghsh First Ad-
ditional Language (FAL) and Mathematics in
the Intermaediale Phass (IF) {or grades 4 1o
6). The data was collected from these teach-
@5 Uging sufvey questionnaires, infarviews,
lesson pbservations and leamer documant
reviews, The findings we repart were oblasned
from all teachers across the two phases and
Ihe subjects they wers leaching and cover the
following isaies

Inwsamdummpmms-:muhhzﬁnd-

Teachers' baliafs aboul classroom assess-
mant;

Toeachers' bebefs aboul the sssessment
padicy.

Teachers classmom assessmean! praclices,

We conclude by making suggestions for us-
Irsg classroom assessments in improve teach-
ing and laamirng

TEACHERS' BELIEFS ABOUT
CLASSROOM ASSESSMENT

Bolh foundation and intermediate phasa
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leachats oxpressed sirong beliefs n cless-
roam assessmant with regand o the following

Firs!, ieachers regarded assezsment infor-
maton a8 being wselul o them &nd Lo their
leamers. This belief relates 1o the faachers in-
valving their [aamers in teaching, leaming and
nasesement processes, such ms discutsing
with them (he leaming inlenlions of lesson ob-
jeclives and arsescmen! orifenia 1o be usad o
collec! assessment Informaton (or evidanca
ol the l=aming process)

Second, leachers considered continuoiis
gssessmenl (CASS) o ba suitable Tor both
formal and informial assessments. Thay linked
CASS i The frequent assessments that oc-
cuf in their clesses snd which pradominantly
serve the purpose of recording marks.

Third, ieachess expressed the need for
parants 1o actively participaie in mafters of
assessment of thair children. This befief re-
lategd more 1o teachers providing assessment
reports of lamers o their parents than achs-
ally invahving them in the general assessmen|
processes finked to dally educational tasks. Il
Is 8 struggle for teachers in some schools b
gel parentt involved In the education of ther
childran.

What can be deduced from Ihe teachers
beliafs is thal their classroom assessment
understanding seems lo be burdened by a

To work without a policy is
very difficult, If there was

no policy... | was going to
do whatever | feel suits me.

compliance rouling of producing assessmant
Inferrrriabon for recorded and reporting pur-
posas, The resull s leachars have nsufficient
bme and opportunity o carry oul learming en-
abting assessments

TEACHERS' BELIEFS ABOUT
THE ASSESSMENT POLICY

Taschers displayed varying understanding
of the assessmaent palicy, mnging from seaing
Il a3 & usaful guida in their work Lo it being 2
hindrance and a source of he assessmeni-
redalod problsms or chalienges they weis
experigncing, For instince, cne leacher com-
manied on the value of the assessmant policy
in direcling whai leachers wera doing in class
in the ollowing mannar:

Ttis good thal they [Department of Education]
oive us-a poficy Jo look atand goide b, To
woik without a poficy is vary difficull. Se if |
have a formality ihat talls me (hat | have 1o do
1,23 . for me il s saser and | can’ follow
that, butif there was no policy thal binds me |
was going o do whalever | fes| suts me
it teachiers understond the assassmant
policy o be a source ol ther frustretions in
conducing classmom assessments, A cage
in point s the lsswe of administrabon wark-
load that teachers were expenpneing. Time
Ihat teachars could be using for leaching was
used domg much assessment-relzted admin-
rsiration work, One teachar had fhis to say
W eould be valuable thal when assessing all
leamers, the teachsrs would rather concen-
rale on (he things thal will halp tham with the
skills 1o wmile and to read. The policy dosen'|
afiow thal, theere is not enough time for read-
ing because [a tencher] has to do all the



things hat are nol imporant, That ls why (he
children cannal read thees days,”

Teachars' variad undarstanding and intes-
predation of the essansmen! pokty colld be 3
source of lack of uniformity in thadr implamen-
tation of the policy In the classmom,

TEACHERS' CLASSROOM
ASSESSMENT PRACTICES

CASS is the dominant form of 3skessmant
thal teachers used In lhiir classrooms. Tesch-
ers understood CASS 1o refer 1 hi general
frequency of conducting various types of as-
sessments with thew [pamers, sich a8 class-
wiark, hamawerk, projects, assignments, and
orad jests. To them CASS embodied fomal
gssessmants thal they are requred by policy
to record, as.well as the unrecondad informal
assersments

The tendency has been that teachors
treated formal and miommal assessments un-
avenly, They prioritised formal over informel
assessments — due 1o the feeling that record-
ed (lommal) evidence of leamers’ progress is
mard impartant than wnrecorded (informal)

Assessment Task Cluality: While most
leachers developed thelr own claszroom.
based assesument lasks (e losts, exar
cies), evidenoe from observed lessons and
reviewsd lnamer docu-
ménis  points 1o the
facl lhal lhese tasks
comprised  cognifhvely
unchallanging  ques-
tons (o questions
requiring knowledge o
recall lype answers)
MNeverthelsss, lsachers

ehildren cannot teat these days

| used such gueshions in thair aszessmants for

grading (marking) i Indicate the achisvemant
levels of iheir leamens.,

FEEDBACK

While teachars overwhelmingly indicaled
tha! they provided feadback o thelr leam-
ers, especially during written assassmants,
this consisted malnly of licks, onsses, marks,
symbols and molivational commants. This
practicn was found lo be comman across the
differgnt lypes of schools shudied, This type
of lsedback i nol geared lowards enhancing
leaming in the dassroom

Teacher Support: Taacher support was
slrongar insida schdals opposed fo external
suppon. Inside-school suppor was provided
by the phase or subject Heads of Depart-
meni (HOD) through class visits and (phase)
meafings, and dealt wilh classroom teaching,
leaming and assessmenl mafters. Support
from oulside he schools {especally from the
dstricts) was reporied o be fragmented, w-
raguiar and complianpe inclined,

Regardless ol the cognilively low-guahity
assessmont tagks teachers usad with their
leamears most of the tme, teachers class-
roam assessment pracices wem focusad on
recording and reporting leamers’ marks - a
summative  Rinction  of
assassmen|

Suggestions for using
CEESIO0m  AssEssmEn
1y imprevet lesaching and

keaming
The cument cur
neulem - and  dssEss-

mand policies advocate

a pradlice of inlggraling assessment wilh
feaching and leaming. However, the kind
of teaching and leaming thal lakes place in
classroams may be Influsnced by (he assess-
mignt praciices Mal taaches implement, One
way of improving the leaming sulcomss In the
South Afican schodling context could invalve
orienting classmom asssssments 10 saivice
leaching and learning This could ba done
in the following marner: ansuring thal tsach-
am’ ballels about classrom assessmant and
thisir assessmant practices mave boyand the
cument grading uses and begin lo refiect a
fruly formatve (leaming) locus on Bssess-
mpnt. Thes would regquire a shiftin tha current
compiignos culture of classroom Sssessmsn
traat fostars summatve uses of sssessment to
one thal encourages an ansessment-nroness-
tocus Imked 1 leaming devalopment,

The formativa {or loaming enatiling] value
af assessment of sarvice feaching and Jeam-
ing hiriges on the ypas of feedback strategmes
fhat leachars use m ihe dlasaroom. Teachers
in our study predominantly ullksed he sirate-
gy of awarding marks and giving motivational
commenls o learners

Such siralagles am Emited as they only in-
dicale whal is wrong bul fall short of directing
leamers on how lo o the wiong', To mowe
larmers forward wolld require the use of
commant feedhack thal cleady explaing their
lzarming shorifally and give dirschion on how
1o remaedy the silliation.

Appropriate resoyrces (0 support teaihoerns
sholld b readily availabie al dassroom level,
Fer Inslance, making available 1o leachers
B cumpudumdbased assessmant ditnbaoe
compnsing & ranga of cognilively challang-
Ing assessmant fams would go saima way
to- allevisting (he deficiency of rich classroom
queshons thal leachers In our study dis-
phayed. Such a dalabase. whan applisd in the
cantest of classroom sssessmant. would halp
{enchess in: (1) obtain information on legrmer
sirangths and weaknesses: (/) identfy raje:
vant atrategies for addressing leamer needs;
and (i} record leamer scores so as o monior
[hedr padfammance over time

implamenting ongaing  professional de-
valopment for teachers, aimed sl promobing
ther undarstanding of assessment policy and
enhanging their sssassment and instructional
practices s requined. This can be made pos
gible with Improwved, regular and susiained
| Ingide- and outside-school sUpport. a=

AUTHORS: Malthews Makgamalti and
Mageabata Molefe, Education and Skills
Development programme, HSRG.
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