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‘One assessment doesn’t serve all the purposes’ or does it?
New Zealand teachers describe assessment and feedback

S. Earl Irving - Lois R. Harris - Elizabeth R. Peterson

Received: 8 March 2010/Revised: 6 January 2011/ Accepted: 7 January 2011/Published online: 18 February 2011
© Education Research Institute, Seoul National University, Seoul, Korea 2011

Abstract Within the Asia-Pacific community, the New
Zealand Ministry of Education has been one of few educa-
tional authorities to adopt an Assessment for Learning (AfL)
framework and actively promote formative uses of assess-
ment. This paper reports the results of a qualitative study in
which eleven New Zealand secondary teachers in two focus
groups discussed their conceptions of assessment and feed-
back. These data were examined to see how teachers defined
and understood assessment and feedback processes to iden-
tify how these conceptions related to AfL perspectives on
assessment. Categorical analysis of these data found teachers
identified three types of assessment (formative, classroom
teacher—controlled summative and external summative) with
three distinct purposes (improvement, reporting and com-
pliance, irrelevance). Feedback was seen as being about
learning, grades and marks, or behaviour and effort; these
types served the same purposes as assessment with the
addition of an encouragement purpose. This study showed
that although these New Zealand teachers appeared com-
mitted to AfL, there was still disagreement amongst teachers
as to what practices could be deemed formative and how to
best implement these types of assessment. Additionally,
even in this relatively low-stakes environment, they noted
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Introduction

In the last two decades, work by authors including Sadler
(1989), Black and Wiliam (1998a, b) and the Assessment
Reform Group (e.g. Assessment Reform Group 1999, 2002)
has advocated that teachers should adopt an Assessment for
Learning (AfL) perspective towards assessment. The
Assessment Reform Group (1999) noted that:

A clear distinction should be made between assess-
ment of learning for the purposes of grading and
reporting, which has its own well-established proce-
dures, and assessment for learning which calls for
different priorities, new procedures and a new com-
mitment. (p. 2)

When defining AfL, the Assessment Reform Group (1999)

explained that AfL differed from traditional understandings

of assessment in that it:

e is embedded in a view of teaching and learning of
which it is an essential part;

e involves sharing learning goals with pupils;

e aims to help pupils to know and to recognise the
standards they are aiming for;

e involves pupils in self-assessment;

e provides feedback that leads to pupils recognising their
next steps and how to take them;

e is underpinned by confidence that every student can
improve;
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e involves both teachers and pupils reviewing and
reflecting on assessment data (p. 7).

Hence, AfL differs from traditional assessment practices in
that it advocates that students should be actively involved in
the assessment and evaluation of their own work through
formative assessment (e.g. Black et al. 2003; Weeden et al.
2002). Formative assessment can be defined as: ‘assessment
carried out during the instructional process for the purpose
of improving teaching or learning’ (Shepard 2006, p. 627)
and is often contrasted with summative assessment, which
is ‘assessment carried out at the end of an instructional unit
or course of study for the purpose of giving grades or
otherwise certifying student proficiency’ (Shepard, p. 627).

New Zealand educational policy has adopted the dis-
course of AfL, with the Ministry of Education actively
promoting formative assessment through policy, resources,
and professional development (Brown and Harris 2009;
Crooks 2002; Ministry of Education 2004). For example, in
a recent position statement on assessment, the New Zea-
land Ministry of Education stated:

For some years now, our approach to assessment has
been moving beyond a narrow summative (‘end
point’ testing) focus to a broader focus on assessment
as a means of improving teaching and learning. This
is sometimes referred to as assessment for learn-
ing.... In New Zealand, our approach is very different
from that in other countries. We have a deliberate
focus on the use of professional teacher judgment
underpinned by assessment for learning principles
rather than a narrow testing regime. Professional
judgment about the quality of student work is guided
by the use of examples, such as annotated exemplars,
that illustrate in a concrete way what different levels
of achievement look like (2010, p. 5).

This stance makes New Zealand one of the few countries in
the Asia-Pacific region to openly adopt an AfL assessment
philosophy, although a number of Western European
countries have similar assessment philosophies. New
Zealand schools are self-governing, and although teachers
are bound by a National Curriculum and, since 2010,
National Standards,' teachers and school administrators
can choose how and when they combine informal assess-
ment methods, teacher-created summative assessments and
teacher-administered standardised assessment tools [e.g.
Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning (asTTle),
Progressive Achievement Tests (PAT)] to evaluate student
learning. It is only during the final 3 years of secondary

! National Standards were introduced in 2010 for the first 8 years of
compulsory schooling and therefore do not apply to secondary
schooling. The study in this paper occurred before National Standards
were introduced.
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school (Years 11-13) when students encounter an external
standard-based qualification system [National Certificate of
Educational Achievement (NCEA)] made up of internally
and externally assessed components.”

The relatively low-stakes assessment environment in
New Zealand provides a distinct contrast to the majority of
its Asia-Pacific neighbours, generally freeing teachers from
the external assessment pressures often discussed in the
United States and the United Kingdom (e.g. Amrein-
Beardsley et al. 2010; Black and Wiliam 2005; Kruger
et al. 2007; Yeh 2006). Koh and Luke (2009) point out that
many Asian countries, such as Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan,
Singapore and South Korea, are beginning the process of
delinking themselves from their traditionally strong
examination culture and exploring the feasibility of for-
mative practices, therefore heightening interest in how
nearby countries like New Zealand are progressing with
these reforms.

While the New Zealand policy context is considered
conducive to an AfL agenda, some research suggests that
AfL objectives are only being partially realised due to the
narrow, and at times ineffective, implementation of for-
mative practices (e.g. Harris 2009; Hume and Coll 2009). It
is likely that AfL’s objectives will be achieved only if
teachers and other stakeholders understand and are fully
committed to implementing AfL principles. Hence, it is
important to identify teacher thinking, as this underpins
their practices (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975).

This study explored the relationship between New Zea-
land secondary teachers’ conceptions of assessment and
feedback, with the purpose of gaining a better knowledge of
how teachers view various types of assessment and their
purposes and how they see feedback as related to or distinct
from the assessment process. The paper begins by discussing
existing literature on teacher conceptions of assessment and
feedback, demonstrating how these relate to theoretical best
practice conceptions. It then reports data from a qualitative
study of New Zealand secondary teachers and concludes by
examining the wider implications these data hold for the
implementation of AfL in the Asia-Pacific region.

Teacher conceptions of assessment and feedback:
the literature

Studies into teacher conceptions of assessment and feed-
back are important because they give insight into the
complex ways teachers view, interpret and ultimately act in
their role as assessors and providers of feedback. While
there is a growing body of work examining teachers’

2 Students can obtain one of four grades for NCEA-Not Achieved,
Achieved, Merit or Excellence. These terms are also used by the
teachers in this study when referring to their classroom assessments.
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conceptions of assessment, few studies have looked at how
they understand feedback. This is surprising given Hattie’s
(2009) synthesis of meta-analyses on the effects of
schooling found that feedback was one of the most pow-
erful moderators that enhanced achievement, consistent
with the AfL discourse.

Within this paper, assessment and feedback are con-
sidered to have a cyclical relationship; an assessment
normally occurs before feedback can be given about per-
formance. While assessment can occur without feedback
being given to the learner, feedback is based on some form
of assessment. So, while assessment and feedback are
highly related, within this paper, they will be discussed as
separate constructs. This review first examines and defines
the term ‘conception’ as it features heavily in the literature
about teacher conceptions of assessment and feedback. It
then discusses teacher conceptions of assessment and
feedback as reported in the literature, comparing and
contrasting these with theoretical models.

Conceptions

Much of the literature around teacher understandings of
assessment and feedback examines their conceptions of
these key processes, making it important to first examine
what we mean by the terms concept and conception.
Thagard (1992) notes that the traditional view in cognitive
psychology is that a concept is a group of objects or
behaviours that are defined in such a way that they can be
used and widely recognised. This type of definition has also
been referred to as ‘concepts as prototypes’. This tradi-
tional definition suggests that a concept is relatively stable
and unchanging and ignores the different contextual, per-
sonal and affective components that often become attached
to an individual’s understanding of concepts. For this rea-
son, Entwistle and Peterson (2004) make the distinction
between a ‘concept’ which is something that is largely
mutually understood and a ‘conception’ which is an indi-
vidual’s personal and changeable response to a concept.
Researchers in education interested in concepts and
conceptions have typically taken one of the two approaches
(Tynjala 1997). The cognitive approach has tended to focus
on people’s mental models of concepts (often in the
physical sciences and mathematics) and has investigated
how students can change or replace their naive conceptions
for conceptions that are more technically and scientifically
correct (Vosniadou and Brewer 1992). A key component of
conceptual change is metacognitive or metaconceptual
awareness which is argued to be a precursor for any major
conceptual change or restructuring (Vosniadou 2007). The
other approach is a phenomenographic approach that
focuses more on the variety of ways that people understand

and describe concepts and the impact this has on their
behaviour and in particular on the way that people teach
and learn (Entwistle and Peterson 2004; Lowyck et al.
2004; Marton and Booth 1997; Peterson et al. 2010).

In this paper, the focus is on how teachers describe and
understand the concepts of assessment and feedback, and
hence, the approach aligns more with the phenomeno-
graphic research in this area. While teachers are likely to be
aware of a textbook definition of assessment and feedback,
their response to these constructs are personal in that they
develop through their own experiences of different edu-
cational contexts and situations. As such, their conceptions
of assessment and feedback are likely to be varied, to have
an emotional component and to potentially hold inherent
contradictions. Contradictions in people’s conceptions are
thought to arise because their conceptions are frequently
partial or incomplete (often because they are unstated) or
because their conceptions of a phenomenon can change as
they move from one context to another (Marton and Pong
2005; Halldén 1999). Hence, when examining people’s
conceptions, others may identify seeming inconsistencies
that the holder of the conception does not view as inher-
ently problematic.

Finally, in trying to comprehend someone’s concep-
tions, it is useful to understand what they think something
is as well as what it is not. This is because concept for-
mation requires the ability to discriminate between
responses that are inappropriate or irrelevant to a particular
situation (Kendler 1961).

Overall, an awareness of one’s conceptions is argued to
be a precursor for any major conceptual change or
restructuring (Vosniadou 2007). This exploration of a
sample of secondary teachers’ conceptions of assessment
and feedback and their relationship to each other may also
serve as a base for other researchers interested in promot-
ing conceptual change.

Conceptions of assessment

Within an Asia-Pacific context, Brown and colleagues (e.g.
Brown 2004, 2008; Brown et al. 2009; Brown and Lake
2006; Harris and Brown 2009) have conducted the most
robust quantitative and qualitative research into teacher
conceptions of the purposes of assessment. Confirmatory
factor analyses with samples in New Zealand, Queensland
(Australia) and Hong Kong have demonstrated an accept-
able fit of data to three purposes of assessment (Brown
2007, 2008; Shohamy 2001; Torrance and Pryor 1998):

e it improves teaching and student learning
(improvement);

e it makes students accountable for their learning (student
accountability);
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e it makes schools and teachers accountable for student
learning (school accountability).

Additionally, an anti-purpose and fourth conception has
been identified:

e assessment should be rejected because it is invalid,
irrelevant and negatively affects teachers, students,
curriculum and teaching (irrelevance).

The improvement conception is most aligned with AfL.
principles (Black et al. 2003) and posits that assessment’s
primary role should be to improve student learning and to a
lesser extent improve teachers’ teaching.

For students, improvement may occur directly through
the provision of feedback and effective peer and self-
assessment practices or indirectly through teacher modifi-
cation of instruction to better suit diagnosed student needs.
Both teacher-based intuitive judgment and formal assess-
ment tools can be used credibly for this purpose. For
teachers, improvement occurs by using assessment results
as a basis from which to modify their instruction and
improve their teaching.

The final three conceptions are more aligned with
evaluative assessment purposes. The student accountability
conception posits that assessment holds students responsi-
ble for their own learning through the assigning of grades
and scores and through external examinations and qualifi-
cations; this information can then be reported to commu-
nity stakeholders like parents, other schools and employers.
The school accountability conception suggests that
assessment can publicly demonstrate teacher and school
effectiveness through formal often standardised assessment
(Firestone et al. 2004). The irrelevance conception reflects
feelings that formal evaluation has no legitimate place
within schooling when it diverts time away from teaching
and learning, is unfair or negative for students or is per-
ceived to be invalid or unreliable.

Across a number of countries and sectors, teacher
questionnaire responses identified that they generally
agreed with both improvement and student accountability
conceptions and disagreed with school accountability and
irrelevance conceptions (Brown and Ngan 2010). Harris
and Brown (2009) found seven conceptions within their
qualitative data on New Zealand teachers’ conceptions that
fit broadly into three purposes: improvement, accountability
and ignore/reject. In Harris and Brown’s study, teachers
discussed considerable tension between improvement and
accountability purposes, noting that accountability purposes
sometimes forced teachers to use assessment in ways that
they felt would not lead to student improvement.

Within an AfL framework, assessment’s fundamental role
is to lead to student improvement (Assessment Reform
Group 1999). Advocates of AfL have suggested a range of
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reforms to substantially reduce or eliminate traditional forms
of testing and grading (Assessment Reform Group 2002),
citing the negative effects it can have on student self-esteem
and motivation to learn. Instead, alternative assessment
forms like comment-only marking, peer-assessment and
self-assessment are suggested (Black et al. 2003). However,
itremains unclear how these alternative kinds of assessments
could be used to completely replace more formal evaluations
for the purposes of certifying and improving learning.

Conceptions of feedback

While there is a growing body of literature examining
student conceptions of feedback (e.g. Carnell 2000; Lip-
nevich et al. 2008; Peterson and Irving 2008; Poulos and
Mahony 2008), very little research has been conducted on
teachers’ conceptions of feedback. One of the few studies
is Brown et al. (2010). This study trialled a 7-item
Teachers’ Conceptions of Feedback inventory with a
national sample of New Zealand primary and secondary
school teachers (N = 518). Within this sample, teachers
most strongly agreed with factors relating to learning-ori-
entated feedback and rejected grading-oriented factors. A
positive finding was that teachers within this sample did
not endorse factors suggesting feedback should be used to
promote student well-being, meaning that teachers gener-
ally agreed that feedback needed to be about academic
performance, not effort or behaviour.

While research on teachers’ conceptions of feedback is
scarce, theoretical and empirically based models suggest
that there are a range of types of feedback with differing
purposes or outcomes (e.g. Askew and Lodge 2000; Butler
and Winne 1995; Hargreaves 2005; Hattie and Timperley
2007; Shute 2008; Tunstall and Gipps 1996). For example,
Tunstall and Gipps’ (1996) work in the United Kingdom
found that teachers gave four types of feedback relating to
socialisation and management (performance orientation),
rewarding and punishing (performance orientation), spec-
ifying attainment and improvement (mastery orientation)
and constructing achievement and the way forward
(learning orientation). While teachers utilised all types of
feedback, they most frequently used their preferred types.
Tunstall and Gipps argued that their first two categories led
to a performance orientation towards learning, the third to a
mastery orientation and the fourth to mastery and con-
structivist perspectives (a learning orientation).

Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) review of feedback liter-
ature identified four types of feedback and factors mediating
their effectiveness. These were feedback task (e.g. whether
work was correct or incorrect), feedback process (e.g. com-
ments about the processes or strategies underpinning the
task), feedback self-regulation (e.g. reminding students of



One assessment doesn’t serve all the purposes

417

Table 1 Participant demographic information

Participant Sex Subject taught Years teaching Ethnicity School socio-
economic level

Annette Female Mathematics 5-10 European Middle

Bert Male Science Greater than 10 European Middle
Caroline Female English Greater than 10 European High
Deborah Female Mathematics Greater than 10 European Middle
Emma-Jayne Female English Less than 5 Pacific Islander Low

Fatima Female Mathematics Greater than 10 Middle Eastern Low

Harvey Male English Greater than 10 European Middle
Justin Male Mathematics 5-10 European High

Kelly Female English as a second language Greater than 10 European Low

Mark Male English Greater than 10 European Middle
Rachel Female English Less than 5 European Middle

strategies they can use to improve their own work) and
feedback self (e.g. non-specific praise and comments about
effort). The review found that of these, feedback self is least
effective as it does not provide information about to how to
improve. Feedback on process and self-regulation is con-
sidered most powerful (Butler and Winne 1995), but task
feedback is reported as most common.

Research methods

The review in the previous section has identified that while
there is considerable research on teacher conceptions of
assessment, little has been done to examine their concep-
tions of feedback. This study aimed at increasing knowl-
edge about how teachers understand assessment and
feedback, looking at how they see these processes as dis-
crete and related.

Research questions

The following research questions guided this study.

1. How do New Zealand secondary teachers understand
assessment and feedback?
2. How did these conceptions relate to each other?

Sample

Participants for this study were secondary school teachers
recruited from schools taking part in the Conceptions of
Assessment and Feedback (CAF) project, a larger 2-year
study that focussed on teachers’ conceptions of assessment
and feedback in Year 9 and Year 10 classrooms and ways
in which their conceptions impacted on classroom practices
(For information about the project, see Peterson et al.

2006). Teachers in secondary schools were of interest
because in New Zealand they conduct a mix of internal,
school-based assessment (for Years 9 and 10) followed by
a national qualification system, NCEA (for Years 11-13).
CAF project participants were recruited at the school level.
Once school consent was obtained from the principal,
teaching staff were invited to participate. Two to three
teachers in each school volunteered to work on an indi-
vidual action research project with one of their classes.
Thus, the participants were a convenience sample of urban
secondary school teachers.

Eleven teachers (7 women, 4 men; 4 mathematics, 6
English and 1 science) from four large, co-educational
Auckland secondary schools participated in this study (see
Table 1 for participant demographics). All but four par-
ticipants had been teaching for more than 10 years. Nine
were of European descent, with the remaining two
reporting as Pacific Islander and Middle Eastern, respec-
tively. Nationally, approximately 72% of teachers are
women; ethnically, 75% of New Zealand teachers claim
European descent, 3% are of Pacific Island descent and 2%
are classified as Other, with the remainder identifying as
either Maori or Asian (Ministry of Education 2005). The
students in the schools came from diverse socio-economic
backgrounds; one school was in a working class area of
Auckland, one was from a socio-economically advantaged
suburb, and the other two were in middle-class suburbs.
Hence, while this was primarily a convenience sample, it
was proportionally similar to the New Zealand teaching
population and represented schools catering for a diverse
range of students.

Data collection and analysis
Focus groups were chosen for data collection because they

can be used to explore how participants view their lived
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experiences (Kitzinger 1995; Krueger 1994). In addition,
they can explore and examine the interactions amongst
participants not found in interviews or questionnaires
(Morgan 1988). Focus groups have previously been useful
when exploring student conceptions of assessment and
feedback (e.g. Lipnevich et al. 2008; Peterson and Irving
2008; Poulos and Mahony 2008).

The eleven participants were divided into two groups
and each participated in a 90-min focus group conducted
by a member of the research team. These focus groups took
place at the beginning of the 2-year project and were the
first opportunity for the participants to formally express
and discuss their views on assessment and feedback. Where
possible, teachers from the same school were separated in
an effort to maximise their freedom of response. The
proceedings of the focus groups were audio-recorded and
transcribed verbatim.

The focus groups explored three key aspects of assess-
ment and feedback: definition, purpose and personal
response. As a common problem in focus groups is
engaging reluctant participants (Fontana and Frey 2000),
prior to any discussion within the group, teachers were
asked to write definitions of assessment and feedback, their
purposes and a personal response to each on coloured Post-
It ® notes/stickies. They placed these on the wall under the
headings of Definitions, Purposes and Personal Response
(see Peterson and Barron 2007, for a description of this
process). The stickies were then used to initiate discussion
within the group and were later collected for textual
analysis and triangulation with the transcripts.

Coffey and Atkinson’s (1996) categorical analysis tech-
nique was used to analyse data. A mixture of a priori and
emergent coding was utilised. As the discussion had been
structured around three categories (i.e. definitions, purposes
and personal response), these became the overarching a pri-
ori categorisations for analysis. After all authors had read the
transcripts multiple times, each was involved in the process
of assigning data to the three a priori categories (i.e. defini-
tions, purposes and personal response); statements were
assigned to multiple categories when appropriate.

Once participant statements had been identified that
related to the three categories, a process of emergent ana-
lytic coding was used where subcategories were allowed to
‘grow out of’ or ‘emerge’ from the data (Lankshear and
Knobel 2004) and these were named using participants’
actual words. Each author examined the data set indepen-
dently and proposed codes that they saw as appropriately
describing the participant perspectives. These codes were
then compared and contrasted iteratively with codes gen-
erated by the other authors to create a set of categories that
aptly described the data. All authors reviewed the final
categorisation of the data and reached consensus on
classifications.
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Results

Teachers within this study saw clear relationships between
assessment and feedback, with similar purposes articulated
for each. Teachers described formative, teacher-controlled
summative and external summative assessments as being
related to three purposes: student improvement, reporting
and compliance, and irrelevance or no purpose. Feedback
was divided into feedback on learning, feedback on
behaviour, and grades and marks; these could be for
encouragement, improvement, or reporting and compliance
purposes, or for no purpose (in the case of providing
comments with grades, teachers believed that students
focused solely on the grades and ignored the comments,
thus rendering the comments irrelevant). In this section,
categorisations will be outlined and then illustrated using
data from the study.

Conceptions of assessment

Teacher descriptions of assessment types were underpinned
by three distinct purposes. While teachers wanted assess-
ment to be for student improvement purposes, they saw
reporting and compliance as another required and often
legitimate use of assessment. Additionally, teachers artic-
ulated that some assessments served no purpose whatso-
ever as data were either ignored or rejected as invalid by
teachers or students; that is, these assessments became
irrelevant to the teachers even though other stakeholders
likely saw legitimate purposes for them. Teachers
described strategic use of assessment, identifying that dif-
ferent types often served differing purposes. As Fatima
noted, ‘If it’s for a report, you have to use national stan-
dards?; that’s how it makes it reliable. If you’'re using [it]
for the students, it’s different; one assessment does not
serve all the purposes’.

Participants classified actual assessments into formative,
classroom teacher—controlled summative and external
summative assessment categories. Teachers related for-
mative assessment most strongly to their preferred assess-
ment purpose, student improvement. Formative assessment
was described as non-graded teacher, student and peer
interactions which provided diagnostic information that
could direct the teacher’s instruction and/or provide feed-
back to the student about how to improve their work.

The final two types of assessment were most strongly
related to reporting and compliance purposes, with the
distinction between the two primarily related to locus of

3 This teacher is referring to the need for teachers to use reliable
nation-wide assessment tools to benchmark their reports, and not to
the National Standards that were introduced in 2010 for the primary
school years.
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control. Classroom teacher—controlled summative assess-
ment was described as graded or marked work that could
provide a reportable snapshot of student achievement;
these assessment events were created or selected by the
students’ actual teacher to best align with the classroom
learning intentions. External summative assessments were
described as tests or test-like practices selected by school
leaders (such as a department head or school principal) or
external agencies. Teachers described external summative
as distinct from their own summative uses of assessment as
they did not have input into the way these assessments
were selected and conducted, leading to potential mis-
matches between the assessment, student abilities and what
had been taught. The relationships between these types of
assessment and their purposes are described in Fig. 1.
Within this model, solid lines indicate clear agreement and
endorsement amongst the teachers and dotted lines repre-
sent pathways where there was more moderate endorse-
ment and agreement amongst the participants.

Improvement purposes

The improvement purpose was the teachers’ most preferred
reason for assessing students, and formative assessment
was described as the best way to provide useful assessment
information to students. For example, one teacher wrote on
a stickie, ‘I LOVE formative assessment. It empowers me
and students.” However, teachers differed in what they
considered to be formative practices:

Emma-Jayne: ... your formative assessment is testing
that you do throughout this unit. So I’ll be

doing little tests throughout the unit,

Fig. 1 Teacher understandings

testing what they know. For example, I do
cloze activities and things like that, just
testing their comprehension instead of not
really knowing what they know, so
formative is just little tests you do on the
way.

A lot of formative for me is assessing prior
knowledge, seeing what they know
already so I’m not going to bore them
stupid because of the assumption that they
don’t know how to paragraph and they do,
something like that.

Formative for me... it’s like your
formative years. It’s when you're
allowed to make mistakes I learn
through mistakes. That’s basically my
only way of learning, when I’ve made a
boob [colloquial for ‘mistake’] and I’ve
been told ‘it’s okay this time, but next time
we won’t be so easy on you.’

And T think also part of the process of
formative is to give feedback. Formative
assessment is not only to find out where
they’ve got to [go] or what they
understand, but as you say, to actually
help them to know what they need to learn
next as well.

Rachel:

Caroline:

Kelly:

The formative types discussed here include diagnostic
assessments to determine prior knowledge, tests and
activities to assess progress throughout a unit, the giving
and receiving of feedback and opportunities for students to
learn from mistakes. While teachers like Emma-Jayne saw
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testing as potentially being formative, these tests were
described as ‘little’ and diagnostic; most teachers in this
study did not describe tests as formative.

Most of the comments about the improvement focus of
formative assessment were centred on using formative
assessment to help students understand how to improve.
However, some teachers also acknowledged that it could be
used to improve and ‘inform our teaching’ (stickie). As one
teacher explained:

Emma-Jayne: Even as teachers you do self-assessments
on yourself ... we’re always assessing
ourselves. We don’t seem to think it but
we do. If we find that there’s some gaps in
a group of kids then you think, ‘Okay, how
could I have done that? Maybe I need to
re-look at the way I taught that and teach it

in a different way.’

Hence, while the primary focus was providing infor-
mation for students to use to improve their learning,
teachers also reported using these data to improve their
teaching.

Reporting and compliance purposes

Teachers were less positive about the uses of summative
assessment as they described these as relating primarily to
reporting and compliance purposes. One teacher noted on a
stickie, ‘I don’t enjoy summative assessments. It feels like
the end’. Summative assessment was defined on stickies as:
‘A ‘convenient’ measurement for reports/exams’; ‘A
snapshot of progress in learning against some preset goal or
criteria’; and ‘Assessment gives a level and a position on a
rubric for a student’. These descriptions are not inherently
negative but are more strongly related to reporting than
student improvement. The presence or absence of a mark
or grade was described as the main difference between
formative and summative assessment, with teachers aware
that students were keenly interested in knowing whether an
assessment would ‘count towards our grades’ (Deborah).
“To have grades’ was a major reason for conducting these
summative assessments, as they were ‘about reporting,
reporting to parents, reporting to the community if you like.
This is a snapshot people; this is where we’re at with our
kids’ (Harvey).

Some teachers were quite conscious of the tension cre-
ated between summative assessment and the improvement
purposes they were promoting through formative uses. For
example, Annette explained

I’'m in conflict professionally with myself.... I have to
give them summative tests every term and report
back to parents so although I'm trying to create one
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culture in the classroom [i.e. a formative culture],
when push comes to shove, I'm reporting back and
give them marks that they are failures.

However, some teachers did see summative assessment and
improvement purposes being potentially aligned. For
example, within the conversation below, while Caroline
clearly saw grades as the end of a feedback cycle, Harvey
believed that grades could facilitate conversations with
students that led to improvement:

Caroline: DI’'m talking about maybe internal assessment.
Final assessment or graded. Even my junior
classes, this is the grade that needs to go on
your report; there’s no room for manoeuvring
after that, so they’re not actually interested. I
mean I might do that same assessment at the
end of the year, but they’re not actually
interested in that at the moment because this
is the grade that’s recorded.

It depends on what conception they’ve got of
their achievement. Like I’ve had conversations
with kids saying, ‘Why didn’t I get a Merit?* I
thought it was worth Merit.” And T'll go
through the criteria with them and talk about
[it] and then they’ll understand what their
[Achieved] comes from.

You’ll only have two students doing that
though won’t you?.

You won’t get a lot, but you’ll get a few.

Harvey:

Caroline:

Harvey:

While Harvey acknowledged that few students used
grades in formative ways, he did describe this as possible
unlike most teachers in this sample. The majority questioned
the validity and reliability of grades awarded to students. As
Rachel pointed out ‘it’s still bandied about by teachers of
what descriptors mean’, making it very difficult for teachers
to mark consistently across schools and classes and for stu-
dents to understand criteria in ways that would allow them to
use grades as constructive feedback about their work.

Irrelevance of some assessments

While teachers generally described their own use of sum-
mative assessments (i.e. classroom teacher—controlled)
more negatively than their formative practices, they still
preferred these to external summative assessments like
NCEA and department-wide testing. Often teachers failed
to see legitimate purposes for these external assessments,
describing them as irrelevant to student learning. For
example, one teacher wrote on a stickie, ‘Much happier
designing my own assessments. Marking using current

* Merit is a specific grade within the NCEA framework, sitting
between Achieved and Excellence.
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NCEA methods has affected me extremely negatively (and
the students too)’. Another wrote: ‘Assessment should be
fair, transparent. Irrelevant if too external’. Even though
this study encouraged teachers to discuss their assessment
and feedback practices within low-stakes Year 9 and 10
contexts, the NCEA programme clearly dominated teacher
thinking about assessment and had obvious washback
effects. Teachers attempted to prepare students for this
assessment regime by introducing them to the language and
structures of NCEA style assessments prior to Year 11,
evidenced by teacher discourses within the data around
NCEA grade terminology and assignment structure.

One of the reasons teachers wished to ignore or reject
external summative assessment was because it was seen as
damaging to students’ self-esteems. As Annette noted:

I enjoy watching them [students] progress and ... even
when I put the tests on the table, I know that they’re
going to fail and they will be defined as failures... it
almost feels that it’s what happens in the classroom
versus what happens in the school and the department.
It’s internal/external and it’s almost like me and the
students versus the rest... it’s watching their faces as
you encourage and their self-esteem grows and grows
and grows and it comes near the end of term and we’re
all getting tense because we know that this test is
going to happen and we’re all going to fail.

Annette’s remarks demonstrated the way that some teach-
ers within the sample constructed a dichotomy dividing
personal classroom assessment practices from those
externally required. This passage also highlighted how
teachers in the sample saw themselves as unsuccessful
when students did poorly on external assessment, using the
pronoun ‘we’ to include themselves in the failure.

External summative assessment was also rejected or
deemed irrelevant by some because it was seen as eroding
confidence in teacher judgements.

Annette: ... quite often within the department or within
the structure of a school, you’re asked to give a
result by a pass or a fail by a test, assuming that
my teacher assessment or the student—teacher
interaction of assessment is not valid enough
because it hasn’t been by a formal test ... I
think we’ve got... to hold onto our professional
judgments.

So for that you do need the reliability of staff.
That’s what people externally will always say,
‘How reliable? How can you show that it’s
reliable?” Because if everybody gets the same
test, then we can say it is reliable.

Justin:
Annette:

Within this discussion, Justin’s statement indicates that
some teachers do accept external monitoring as necessary

because of inconsistencies between teachers. However,
multiple teachers did raise issues around the reliability of
test data, highlighting the many factors that might nega-
tively affect student performance on the day (e.g. student
mood, physical conditions and comprehension of the
questions asked), preventing a ‘true’ result from being
obtained through assessments which were not ongoing.

All types of assessments were considered as potentially
being irrelevant if they were not used to drive improve-
ment. For example,

Kelly: I think that’s a fair point that if you do assess
either you’ve got to change your teaching
according to what you find out or you’ve got to
ignore the assessment completely and teach
what the programme says you’ve got to teach.
And T could do that, but I'm not feeling very
happy about that.

No, that’s right and I back you up. I think that’s
a dilemma you have when you’re assessing is
that whatever information you get you then
either have to act on it and that can change
things or you have to ignore it and then there
wasn’t any point in doing the assessment.

Caroline:

Kelly:

Hence, while external assessment was discussed most
negatively by the teachers, they acknowledged that results
from their own teacher-created assessments could also be
ignored, making those also potentially irrelevant.

In summary, teachers reported three main purposes for
assessment. All teachers articulated that formative assess-
ment was useful for the purpose of student improvement.
While all agreed that classroom teacher—controlled and
external summative assessments were for accountability
purposes, within the group, there were some teachers who
saw these as potentially inaccurate, making these data
irrelevant. Few teachers reported using summative results
for formative purposes or seeing their students using data
from grades to improve their learning. While teachers said
that expectations and criteria should be explicit and
transparent, they indicated that this is seldom the case and
highlighted the negative emotions that summative assess-
ment results could generate for students.

Conceptions of feedback

Feedback was regarded as information about student
learning that was provided after a formal or informal
assessment event. Teacher descriptions of feedback types
were underpinned by four distinct purposes for the feed-
back. While teachers valued improvement and encourage-
ment purposes for feedback, they acknowledged that some
feedback was given because of stakeholder expectations or
to hint to students what kind of grade they could expect on
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their final assignment. Teachers explained that the provision
of comments alongside grades served no purpose because
students focused only on the grade. Participants described
three types of feedback: information about learning, grades
or scores and comments on behaviour and effort. Verbal or
written comments about learning or behaviour/effort were
seen as having the most direct effect on student learning.

Figure 2 shows the relationships teachers described
between feedback types, their purposes and learning. The
purpose of the feedback was driven largely by the purpose
of the preceding type of assessment (note the purpose of
assessment and purpose of feedback labels in Figs. 1 and 2
are very similar, with the addition of an encouragement
purpose for feedback). Finally, depending on the purpose
of the feedback, different feedback content was given to
the students. Solid lines represent a strong consensus
amongst the participants, while dotted lines represent
pathways where opinions diverged.

All four feedback purposes—improvement, reporting,
irrelevance and encouragement—and the tensions among
them (in the teachers’ minds)—are captured in the fol-
lowing conversation.

Kelly: Most of my feedback would be oral
feedback... I always put it [reading running
records results] onto a graph and I always show
them the graph to show the improvement that
they’re making. So that gives us a chance to
talk about sort of where they’re at ... It’s
always discussion, so I suppose that’s giving a
mark and a comment.

I’'m very clear about not putting a grade on

formative  assessment, but I'm really

Caroline:

Fig. 2 Teacher understandings
of feedback

Purpose

Encouragement

Feedback
content

Comment on
behaviour or

effort

Outcome

@ Springer

uncomfortable about not putting a comment on
summative assessment even though I know
most of the time it’s pointless and I mainly do
it with the kids who don’t achieve,... trying to
pick the kids’ self-esteem up and I don’t know
whether it works or not... I would just find it
hard to [just] put a Not Achieved, even though
I know that’s probably the most efficient use of
my time and say even as I’m handing it back to
say, ‘Hey, you nearly did’, but it’s a politeness
thing.

I know it’s time consuming, but I think even
somebody who’s got an Excellence might well
benefit from knowing what was excellent about
it. “Which of the things that I did are the things
that actually achieved Excellence?’ because
then they can do it again.

For formative assessment, what I do is I write a
long comment. And I bury the grade it would
get if it was being summatively assessed within
the comment so they actually have to wade
through the comment to get to the grade....
because to me, you need to give them an idea
of where they’re heading towards with that
piece of work, particularly at senior level.

Here, teachers talked about feedback used for
improvement, citing how students can use comments to
enhance their performance, consistent with AfL. perspec-
tives. Some comments were designed to encourage stu-
dents to keep trying; other teachers articulated that marks
and grades were useful references to expected standards.
Teachers did not agree that it was appropriate to include

Kelly:

Harvey:

Assessment event

None
EEER
not acted on)

Student
improvement

Reporting and
compliance

Comment on
learning with
mark / grade

Comment on
learning

Not relevant
for learning

Learning
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grades along with comments; as Harvey mentioned, by
embedding a ‘ballpark’ grade in his comment, he indicated
to the student (and other stakeholders) what to expect,
showing this feedback was ‘to keep parents and students
informed of progress and needs’ (Stickie).

In keeping with formative practices, teachers talked
primarily about giving feedback on learning. They descri-
bed a range of different practices that would all be exam-
ples of learning feedback:

Justin: It’s all about showing the student where
they’ve got to, where they need to go to next
... Again I think being able to sit down with a
student and talk to them would be ideal, but
more often it is just a note on an assessment or
some work that they’ve done just pointing out
what they’ve got wrong and how they can get
that bit correct.

Deborah: If we take assessment as also watching what

students are doing from a textbook or
whatever, then you're giving them
feedback as you walk around .... I have to

admit that when I’'m marking tests that it’s
more like ‘well, I’'m sure they will notice that
they haven’t done this right’ [I make a mental
note] rather than physically writing on their
paper that ‘this is an area that you still need to
improve on.” But you do talk to students when
you give back the test and it [a common
mistake] appears with my teaching.

This mixture of oral and written feedback is seen as
letting students know what they need to work on in order to
improve, reinforcing ‘that kids do progress because we
give them specific feedback’ (Bert).

Teachers also talked about feedback designed to
improve students’ self-esteem and to acknowledge and
encourage positive classroom behaviours. As Mark
explained, “We give feedback about behaviour: ‘Oh, that’s
great the way you put your hand up or whatever’. Feedback
about behaviour and effort was designed ‘to encourage
students’ (Stickie). Low-achieving students were described
as needing this type of feedback ‘because their self-esteem
is somewhat low’, causing teachers to focus on ‘how well
they’ve done, how good it looked ...” (Annette). Teachers
noted that being able to report on what students can do
rather than being forced to refer to grade-level appropriate
criteria would be helpful because:

What your kids seem to need is rather than say
‘you’ve worked hard, but you’ve failed’, to say
‘you’ve worked hard and this is where you are ....
(you have) achieved at Level One, you know, you’re

wonderful’ rather than say ‘I’m going to test you at
Level Four and you’ve failed again.” (Kelly)

Teachers said they tried to find positive things to discuss
in student work rather than always relating the student’s
work to grade-level appropriate criteria.

There was disagreement within the sample about whe-
ther or not grades were feedback. Harvey suggested:

The grades are shorthand for feedback aren’t they?
Well, I think they are. Students, parents and schools
etc., so this is the kind of ‘letting people know’ side
of things and this [teacher comments on work] is
diagnostic and informative, well diagnostic and fig-
uring out the ‘what to do next’ side of things I
suppose.

Caroline, however, rejected the notion that grades could
be embedded within formative feedback:

...you would never put a grade on formative assess-
ment because that’s what they would look at and they
would not be as interested in your comments. I find
that if I just put comments on it... then they’re happy
to look at them and internalise them. If you put a
grade on, that’s what kids are conditioned to focus
on... there’s no point in giving feedback on sum-
mative assessment; they do not want to know why
they boobed if that was their last chance. The only
time you can be, I feel, really productive or con-
structive with your comments is when its formative.

Most teachers agreed that on graded summative work,
written comments were unlikely to lead to improved
learning because students were likely to ignore them and
focus solely on the mark or grade.

In summary, the teachers described four purposes and
three types of feedback. Feedback about learning was seen
as leading to student improvement unless it was accom-
panied by grades or marks. In that case, most teachers
described it as being irrelevant because students only took
notice of the mark or grade. Grades and marks were seen as
a performance indicator for students, useful for reporting
purposes. Teachers also noted that especially with low-
performing students, encouraging feedback about behav-
iour and effort was important in promoting student
engagement and resilience.

Discussion
This study examined a small sample of secondary New

Zealand teachers’ views on assessment and feedback.
Teachers indicated that the purposes of both assessment

@ Springer



424

S. E. Irving et al.

and feedback can be seen in one of the three main ways.
Assessment and feedback:

e improve student learning and potentially teaching;

e report student performance to stakeholders in compli-
ance with school and ministry regulations;

e can be detrimental or irrelevant to student learning.

With feedback, encouragement was regarded as an
additional purpose.

The teachers distinguished between formative and
summative assessment on the basis of whether a student’s
assessed work was graded or not. Non-graded work was
generally regarded as formative, and written or spoken
feedback was described as fostering student improvement
and positive affective consequences for pupils. Graded
assessments were viewed as summative assessments and
split into two subcategories depending on the locus of
control. If control lay with the classroom teacher (i.e.
teacher-controlled summative assessments), while report-
ing and compliance was often the primary purpose, student
improvement was also seen as possible; these assessments
could also be considered irrelevant if they were not acted
upon. Where control lay with a body outside of the class-
room (e.g. school administration or external agencies), then
there were strong associations with irrelevance or reporting
and compliance purposes.

Teachers within this sample had a very positive mindset
towards formative assessment, but at the same time
recognised that there were external demands for summative
assessments that referenced student learning to benchmarks
or standards. They also expressed the view that external
assessments were often detrimental to the students’ self-
esteems and sense of personal growth and achievement.
This created a tension because, on the one hand, they
acknowledged the need for reporting, but had difficulty
conceptualising how this could be done without describing
student achievement in ways which might be damaging to
student engagement, motivation and self-esteem.

Results of this study were mainly consistent with
Brown’s (2008) large-scale research on teacher concep-
tions of assessment. Teachers within this study did cite the
improvement, school accountability and irrelevance con-
ceptions but did not indicate that assessment should make
students accountable for their learning. These teachers
reported a high level of ownership of their students’ suc-
cesses and failures, frequently using inclusive personal
pronouns like ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘our’ when describing student
results. The tension between improvement and account-
ability purposes discussed in this study has also been noted
by other authors (e.g. Harris and Brown 2009) and appears
consistent with previous findings.

Likewise, there were major similarities between this
study’s findings about teacher conceptions of feedback and
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the results from Brown et al.’s (2010) survey of New
Zealand teachers’ conceptions of feedback. Both groups
highly endorsed the notion that feedback should lead to
improved student learning and most rejected the idea that
grades were a legitimate form of feedback. However,
teachers in the current study generally stated that feedback
about behaviour and effort was important and led indirectly
to student improvement, whereas Brown et al.’s sample
showed a much lower level of endorsement of this kind of
feedback. The viewpoint found in the current study that
feedback about behaviour and effort leads to student
improvement is at odds with Hattie and Timperley’s (2007)
review which identified that feedback self was °...rarely
converted into more engagement, commitment to the
learning goals, enhanced self-efficacy, or understanding of
the task’ (p. 96). At present, it is unclear why teachers in
this study described this kind of feedback as effective
despite a large body of research suggesting otherwise.

The presence of tension between improvement and
accountability purposes, even within a relatively low-
stakes assessment system, gives pause for advocates of AfL.
and indicates that more work must be done to find ways to
resolve the conflict between accountability and improve-
ment purposes of assessment. Some teachers in this study
did seem to view formative and summative assessment as
dichotomous and mutually exclusive, something authors
like Hargreaves (2005) note is unproductive.

These data indicate that more work may be necessary to
help teachers understand how ‘summative’ practices can be
used in ‘formative’ ways to improve student learning
instead of viewing them as purely methods for reporting
and achieving compliance. To avoid assessments becoming
irrelevant, teachers need to be encouraged to learn from
them and use them as a basis for modifying and improving
their instruction.

Conclusion

New Zealand has been at the forefront within the Asia-
Pacific community in relation to its widespread adoption of
the AfL agenda and its lack of external high-stakes testing
during the first 10 years of schooling. While the results
from this study are based on a small sample and therefore
care must be taken in generalising the findings, they nev-
ertheless contain some interesting and worthwhile findings.
On the whole, data from this study provide some positive
news for those promoting AfL. Unanimously, these
teachers described formative assessment in positive ways
and related it primarily to improved student learning.
However, their descriptions of formative practices did
differ. There was a division over whether tests and grades
or marks could be used formatively. Hence, while teachers
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appear to agree with AfL in principle, these data would
suggest large variability in the ways formative assessments
were viewed and conducted. These differing conceptions
may help to explain the diverse and at times ineffective
implementations of AfL that Harris (2009) and Hume and
Coll (2009) have discussed in studies of New Zealand
practice, reinforcing Argyris and Schon’s (1974) distinc-
tion between theories of action and theories in action.

Additionally, even in this relatively low-stakes system,
these New Zealand teachers note tension between
improvement and accountability purposes for assessment.
As Bryant and Carless (2010) have found, assessment
practices are deeply bound in the local culture, and these
teachers were constrained by the reality of their here-and-
now. Even though assessment in Years 9 and 10 was low
stakes, the Years 11-13 high-stakes assessments clearly
influenced how assessment was practised in these year
levels (e.g. grading using Not Achieved, Achieved, Merit
and Excellence). How to maintain student and teacher
focus on formative assessment practices despite the
washback effect from such exams remains unclear. This
tension between improvement and accountability purposes
is likely to occur in other countries trying to make the shift
from a rigid examination-based system to greater use of
formative assessment practices. These findings suggest that
countries that are making or contemplating making those
changes need to be cognisant of the work required to come
up with practical ways of overcoming these tensions that
are culturally appropriate for their contexts.
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