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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this study was to take the first steps in a long-term approach to helping South 
African teachers understand and respond to government demands that they change their 
assessment practices. Specifically, it attempted to identify the beliefs, perceptions and attitudes 
about assessment that student teachers bring with them to courses that are designed to equip 
them to teach in ways that are consistent with current curriculum trends in South Africa. The 
study attempted to answer the following research questions: are student teachers’ beliefs about 
assessment consistent with the approaches to assessment advocated in the South African Revised 
National Curriculum Statement? Are student teachers’ beliefs about assessment consistent with 
the basic principles of outcomes-based education? The results indicated broad general agreement 
between student teachers’ beliefs about assessment and the principles of assessment espoused 
in the Revised National Curriculum Statement. However, there was evidence that the beliefs of 
some of the subjects were inconsistent with these principles. 
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Introduction and background to study 
 
When outcomes-based education was introduced into the South African education system, 
teachers were encouraged to make a paradigm shift – to question their assumptions and 
to adopt new ways of thinking about teaching and learning (Fleisch 2002; Kraak and 
Young 2001). The ultimate success of the proposed changes relies, quite specifically, on 
the way teachers respond to these calls for change because as Delandshere (1999, 214) 
points out, only teachers’ ‘understanding and transformation of reform proposals into 
teaching action can change educational practice’. These calls for change are causing concern 
for many teachers; in some cases because they do not understand what they 
were being asked to do and in other cases because the suggested changes challenged 
their beliefs. These challenges are particularly evident in relation to assessment. For 
example, the National Assessment Policy in the General Education and Training Band 
Grade R to 9 and Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) encourages teachers to 
use continuous assessment rather than just end-of-year examinations (a well-established 
tradition in school education in South Africa). 
 
The broad educational reforms that have been mandated in South Africa over the past 
ten years are an attempt to redress the inequalities of the past and, broadly speaking, are 
based on the principles of outcomes-based education (OBE). Official statements such 



as ‘assessment in Grades 10–12 (schools) adheres to the principles of outcomes-based 
assessment’ (Department of Education 2002a, 27) and ‘the Revised National Curriculum 
Statement . . . affirms the commitment to outcomes-based education’ (Department of 
Education 2002b, 6) clearly indicate that teachers are being encouraged to adopt new 
assessment practices that are perceived by the South African government and by the 
Department of Education as being consistent with the principles of OBE. 
 
Although the broad thrust of these reforms has been criticised by many commentators 
(see, for example, Jansen 1999) there are widely held views that the recommended 
changes to assessment practices in schools are appropriate and should be supported 
(see, for example, Fraser and Maree 2004). Quite clearly, the success of these proposed 
reforms rests heavily on teachers’ understanding of OBE. 
 
Prior to the introduction of Curriculum 2005 (the official title of the revised school 
curriculum introduced in 1998), assessment in most South African schools was a 
rather straightforward process of testing students’ ability to reproduce information 
that was presented to them through a content-based curriculum. In the early years of 
the change to an outcomes-based curriculum, teachers were required to use forms of 
criterion-referenced assessment that would enable them to ‘tick off’ the outcomes that 
students had achieved. Before most teachers have begun to feel comfortable with this 
change, they are being asked to change again – to a standards-referenced approach that 
will require them to distinguish between different levels of achievement by making 
qualitative decisions using frames of reference that are alien to many South African 
teachers (Department of Education 2002b; Killen 2000). 
 
The new directions for assessment in South African schools are described in detail in 
the Draft National Curriculum Statement for Grades 10–12 (Department of Education 
2002a) and the Revised National Curriculum Statement for Grades R–9 (Department of 
Education 2002b). The latter document emphasises a shift from the criterion-referenced 
assessment that was recommended in Curriculum 2005 to a form of standards-referenced 
assessment based on a set of outcomes that define what learners are expected to achieve 
in each Learning Area in each phase of schooling. For each grade (year) of schooling 
within each phase, there is a set of assessment standards that defines the levels of 
knowledge, skills and attitudes that learners will be required to demonstrate as evidence 
that they have achieved each phase outcome to an appropriate depth and breadth. These 
grade-specific standards describe how learners’ conceptual understanding and skills 
are meant to progress in each Learning Area. This concept of focusing assessment on 
pre-defined standards is a significant departure from the content-focused approach to 
assessment that was common in the past in South African schools. 
 
As Vandeyar and Killen (2003, 131) point out, the introduction of standards 
referencing has important implications for teaching and assessment. For the first time in 
South Africa, teachers are being encouraged to think of attainment of each outcome as a 
continuum of possibilities, rather than as a dichotomy. They are no longer being asked 



to put learners into categories of ‘achieved/not achieved’ for each outcome. Instead they 
have to think about how well each learner has achieved each outcome. This is a rather 
dramatic change from the way teachers approached assessment just a few years ago. 
 
These suggested changes could be viewed in two ways. On the one hand, they can 
be seen as a reaction to some of the inappropriate and inequitable practices of South 
Africa’s previous education system. On the other hand, they can be seen as a proactive 
reflection of more than a decade of international trends towards alternative forms of 
assessment (Resnick and Resnick 1992; Herman, Aschbacher and Winters 1992). These 
international trends have seen a shift in emphasis from testing the mastery of isolated 
and often decontextualised facts, to testing integrated meaning-making in authentic 
contexts. This so-called authentic assessment requires students to answer important 
questions, solve real or realistic problems, and engage in non-routine and multistage tasks 
that require high-quality performance (Wiggins 1993; Montgomery 2001). Authentic 
assessment practices, such as those suggested by Wiggins, often include investigations 
conducted collaboratively, hands-on solving of real problems, performances completed 
over extended periods of time and the presentation of evidence of learning through 
portfolios or non-written products. Authentic assessment is designed to make assessment 
an integral part of learning. 
 
This shift in the focus of assessment reflects shifts in views about learning. When 
learning is viewed as the mastery of discrete decontextualised knowledge and skills, 
it is logical to measure achievement of that learning through formal, teacher-directed 
standardised tests that enable deficits in learning to be identified and learners to be 
ranked. This norm referencing allows underachievement (relative to the norm) to be 
identified and attributed to individual learners. Alternatively, when learning is viewed 
as the personal construction of meaning it becomes necessary to take a more holistic 
and integrated view of assessment. Assessment becomes ‘more of an informal, longterm 
monitoring process that provides an indication of student competence on various 
types of authentic activities and is used to guide instruction’ (Rueda and Garcia 1994, 
4). Assessment tasks become developmental tools rather than just measurement tools. 
Whether or not these different approaches to assessment are couched in terms of OBE 
(as they are in South Africa) they are not simply changes in instructional practices, they 
represent (and require) changes in teachers’ underlying beliefs, which, in turn, depend 
upon changes in teachers’ theoretical knowledge base. 
 
Herein lies a major challenge in curriculum reform. There is considerable evidence to suggest 
that teachers’ instructional practices, including their approaches to assessment, 
are guided by their beliefs about learners and learning (Clark and Peterson 1986; 
Delandshere 1999; Jansen 2001; Jita 2002; Meier and Lemmer 2001). These beliefs 
regarding the nature and function of learning and the role of instructional practices such 
as assessment ‘can be seen as integrated systems of concepts, scripts, and scenes which 
function to lend meaning to the action systems of classrooms’ (Rueda and Garcia 1994, 
1). In general, teachers’ ‘implicit theories and beliefs about assessment inform their 



thinking and planning and, consequently, shape their classroom assessment practices’ 
(Bliem and Davinroy 1997, 3). However, teachers’ beliefs about specific instructional 
practices, such as assessment, are not decontextualised; they are situation-specific. This 
is one of the reasons why teachers’ beliefs are so difficult to change: their beliefs lend 
meaning to their actions by influencing perceptions and judgements so teachers’ natural 
tendency is to act in ways that reinforce those beliefs. It seems unlikely that the beliefs 
about assessment held by South African teachers will be any less resistant to change 
than the beliefs of teachers in the studies referred to above. In fact, the general resistance 
to the introduction of OBE in South Africa (Jansen 1999; Department of Education 
2000) is probably an indication that the resistance to changing assessment practices will 
be quite strong. 
 
Of course, teachers should not be expected to accept the new assessment policies 
uncritically. Nor should teacher educators merely indoctrinate students with the rhetoric 
of current policy discourse. Teachers, and student teachers, should be encouraged to 
examine these new policies from an informed position. It is the view of the authors 
that such an examination will reveal two important factors: first, that the proposed 
changes are broadly aligned with contemporary views on effective assessment; second, 
that it will be difficult for teachers to understand the proposed changes (and rationally 
accept or reject them) unless they have a sound understanding of the principles of OBE. 
This latter point is particularly important because the changes are proposed within a 
framework of OBE and, as Killen (2002) argues, it is illogical to accept or reject any 
aspect of OBE without first attempting to understand it. 
 
It must be acknowledged that some South African teachers are already using 
assessment practices that provide reliable evidence from which valid inferences can 
be drawn about their students’ learning. However, there is strong evidence to suggest 
that this is the exception rather than the rule (Fraser and Maree 2004), particularly 
in ‘formerly disadvantaged’ schools (Vandeyar and Killen 2003). If the assessment 
practices in South African schools are to change in any consistent way (not simply the 
way being currently suggested), a two-pronged approach will be needed. Experienced 
teachers will have to be convinced that they can and should change their practices and 
new teachers will have to be educated in the new approaches. It is not easy to change 
the assessment practices of experienced teachers (Hunsaker and Johnston 1992; Bliem 
and Davinroy 1997; Johnston et al. 1995; Jansen 1999; Potenza and Monyokolo 1999). 
Nor is it easy to encourage student teachers to use practices that are different from those 
that they experienced as learners (Brookhart and Freeman 1992; Richards and Killen 1996). 
However, in the case of South Africa it is essential to lay the foundations for 
these changes in teacher education programmes because of the relative ineffectiveness 
of many recent attempts at in-service teacher education (Mkhabela 1999; GICD 2000; 
Malcolm 2000). 
 
 



Purpose and research questions 
 
The purpose of this study was to identify the beliefs, perceptions and attitudes about 
assessment that a small sample of student teachers brought with them to courses that are 
designed to equip them to teach in ways that are consistent with current curriculum trends 
in South Africa. The study attempted to answer the following research questions: are 
student teachers’ beliefs about assessment consistent with the approaches to assessment 
advocated in the Revised National Curriculum Statement? Are student teachers’ beliefs 
about assessment consistent with the basic principles of OBE? No attempt was made 
to resolve the contentious issue of whether or not the mandated reforms (including the 
general OBE framework) are appropriate. The authors acknowledge that OBE and the 
proposed assessment reforms have limitations and that they should not be accepted 
uncritically. However, this study was based on the premise that if student teachers’ beliefs 
about OBE and assessment can be made explicit, then the potential validity of those 
beliefs can be tested and the beliefs can be used as a basis for critiquing both current and 
future policy reforms. The current study is simply a first step in the long-term process of 
empowering teachers to critique the policies they are expected to implement. 
 
Subjects 
 
The subjects of this study were 48 student teachers who had enrolled in a one-year 
Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) programme at a large South African 
university in 2004. This programme is designed for prospective secondary school 
teachers. These student teachers were predominantly white and Afrikaans-speaking. Of 
these student teachers, 44 were females and four were males. Of these student teachers 
37 had completed an undergraduate degree in one or more fields of specialisation, and 
43 of these student teachers had no undergraduate courses in education. They came from 
a variety of academic and professional backgrounds, having completed undergraduate 
degrees in areas as diverse as Arts, Science, Commerce, Journalism and Psychology. 
The gender, race and academic background of these student teachers was typical of 
student teachers who enrol in the PGCE programme at the university where the study 
was conducted. There is no claim that this sample is representative of the population of 
student teachers in South Africa at the time of the study. 
 
All student teachers in the study completed their schooling prior to the recent 
change to an OBE system. Their undergraduate degrees were also completed prior to 
the introduction of OBE at universities. Since their knowledge of assessment practices 
was generally limited to the assessment practices to which they have been exposed as 
students (at school and university) it was reasonable to assume that the information they 
provided to the researchers would be based on their underlying beliefs rather than 
on any conception of what they thought they should be saying about outcomes-based 
assessment. This was the prime reason for gathering the data before these student teachers 
had received any instruction on assessment in their teacher education programme. 



 
Methodology 
 
To answer the research questions, it was necessary to identify the features of assessment 
that are advocated in the Revised National Curriculum Statement and to identify the 
extent to which these approaches to assessment are consistent with the principles of 
OBE (using sources such as Spady 1994 and Killen 2000). Theoretically, the assessment 
principles embedded in the Revised National Curriculum Statement should be consistent 
with the principles of OBE, but this could not be assumed to be the case. Analysis of 
the Revised National Curriculum Statement and documents describing outcomes-based 
assessment yielded a list of statements such as ‘the real definition of student achievement 
is how well students can do things after they have had extended opportunity to practice 
and improve’ (Spady 1994, 53), ‘assessment must be closely linked to the outcomes you 
want learners to achieve’ (Killen 2000, 24) and ‘assessment must be an on-going, integral 
part of the learning process’ (Department of Education 2002a, 27). These statements 
were used to construct a questionnaire consisting of 32 items to measure beliefs about 
assessment. Respondents used a five-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 
5 = strongly agree) to indicate to what extent they agreed with each statement. 
 
The items on the questionnaire related to the following key principles of outcomesbased 
assessment (Spady, 1994): clarity of focus (items 8, 14, 18, 22, 24 and 32), high 
expectations for learner success (items 7, 15, 17 and 27), providing expanded learning 
opportunities (items 1, 5, 6, 9, 13, 16, 20, 25, 28, 29 and 30), designing down (items 
11 and 12) and aligning outcomes, teaching and assessment (items 2, 3, 4, 10, 19, 21, 
23, 26 and 31). In addition, there were six free-response questions: three relating to the 
fundamental principles of assessment, one related to portfolio assessment, one related 
to outcomes-based education and one related to differences between OBE assessment 
and traditional assessment. The questionnaire was administered on the first day that 
the student teachers attended the PGCE module on assessment, prior to receiving any 
instruction on assessment. 
 
Ideally, any exploration of teachers’ beliefs should not rely exclusively on paperand- 
pencil tasks, but should also examine how their (possibly unrecognised) beliefs 
influence their behaviours in authentic situations. In the present study this was not 
possible because the subjects were not engaged in teaching. 
 
Results and Discussion 
 
The results from the quantitative section of the questionnaire are summarised in Table 
1 (at end of the article), with the items rearranged into the five groups described above. 
 
The first group of questions focused broadly on the OBE principle of ‘clarity of focus’ 
(Spady 1994, 11), that is, the idea of having a clear picture of the learning that students 



are required to demonstrate and focusing directly on this learning in assessment tasks. 
By implication, it is the level of achievement of these clearly defined outcomes that 
should be reported. There was strong agreement with the propositions posed in three of 
these items – that outcomes should be assessed in real-world contexts, that assessment 
should enhance learning, and that reporting should emphasise individual progress and 
growth. These are all factors emphasised in the authentic assessment literature (Wiggins 
1993) and in the Revised National Curriculum Statement. 
 
The other three propositions in the first group of questions received weaker (but still 
positive) support. The fact that not all student teachers supported the idea that ‘assessment 
should measure what is valued in student learning’ is of some concern because it implies 
that some respondents consider it legitimate for assessment to measure things that are 
not valued. The reason for the average support for the idea that ‘assessment results 
should be reported in ways that best serve the audience’ is not obvious. The question 
may have confused some respondents. 
 
The average response of 3.32 (out of 5) on the item ‘marks and letter grades are 
meaningful ways to report learner achievement’ is interesting. Because so many 
educational institutions in South Africa continue to use these forms of reporting, it is obvious 
that there is widespread general agreement with this proposition. However, 
there are arguments from writers such as Spady (1994), Rusin (1999) and Killen (2003) 
to suggest that there are more meaningful ways to report student achievement than 
marks or grades. In recent years there have been some quite significant moves away from 
marks and grades, usually as part of the introduction of standards-referenced assessment 
(Board of Studies NSW 2002). On this issue, the Revised National Curriculum Statement 
attempts ‘to provide for a gradual transition between current assessment practice and 
the new OBE assessment’ through ‘a combination of mark allocation and criterionreferenced 
descriptors’ (Department of Education 2002b, 25). It appears that at least 
some of the respondents in the current study may be receptive to new ways of reporting 
student achievement. 
 
The second group of questions focused on Spady’s (1994, 16) principle of ‘high 
expectations’. This is also a prominent feature of authentic pedagogy (Newmann 
and Associates 1996), productive pedagogy (Luke et al. 1998) and quality teaching 
(Department of Education and Training 2003). Having high expectations for all students 
encourages teachers to emphasise intellectual quality (higher-order thinking rather than 
memorisation) in assessment tasks. The respondents agree with the propositions that 
assessment tasks should be challenging and that this would not necessarily lead to 
high failure rates. They also agreed that teachers should reveal their marking criteria in 
advance. 
 
The third group of questions focused on Spady’s (1994, 12) principle of ‘expanded 
opportunity and support for success’. The main implications for assessment embedded 
in this principle are that learners must be given more than one chance to demonstrate 



their learning and that these opportunities must take account of the characteristics of 
the learners. The questionnaire item that expressed this principle most directly was 
‘assessment should provide learners with multiple opportunities to improve the quality 
of their work’ and this item received the lowest rating in this group (3.88). It seems 
that some respondents held strong beliefs that assessment should be a one-off event. 
However, there was a high level of agreement on all but one of the other items in this 
group, suggesting that respondents’ views on assessment were generally aligned with 
the principle of providing expanded opportunities for students to learn, even if they 
were not explicitly aware of the principle. 
 
There was one item in this group that received low ratings (mean of 2.71) and that 
was ‘assessment tasks should be designed so that most learners in a class do well on 
most tasks’. This item reflects very directly Spady’s (1994:9) premise that ‘successful 
learning promotes even more successful learning’. It also reflects the philosophy that 
achievement of outcomes should be viewed as a continuum, not a dichotomy (Killen 
2004). It is possible that the respondents were taking the view that if most learners do 
well then the task must be assessing low levels of learning (which could very well have 
been the case in their past experiences). 
 
The fourth group of questions focused on Spady’s (1994:18) principle of ‘designing down’ 
from the ‘culminating outcomes’ that learners are to achieve when their formal 
learning experiences are complete to the ‘enabling outcomes’ that they will achieve 
lesson by lesson. The main implication for assessment embedded in this principle is that 
learners’ achievement of the enabling outcomes must be assessed continuously so that, 
when necessary, further opportunities for learning can be provided. There was sufficient, 
although not complete, agreement from respondents with regard to both statements in 
this group. Respondents may have been confused by the inclusion of the words ‘the 
primary purpose of assessment’ in one of the items. 
 
The fifth group of questions focused on the concept of aligning outcomes, teaching 
and assessment. This idea is referred to by Spady (1994, 11) as part of his ‘clarity of 
focus’ principle but has been separated from it here to emphasise the importance of this 
alignment. As Anderson and Krathwohl (2001) and Killen (2004) argue, if outcomes, 
teaching and assessment are not closely aligned the information teachers obtain from 
assessing learners is unlikely to be of much value. The draft National Curriculum 
Statement for Grades 10–12 emphasises the importance of alignment by stating that ‘the 
methods and techniques used must be appropriate to the knowledge, skills, or attitudes 
to be assessed’ (Department of Education 2002a, 27). Respondents in the current study 
seemed to be aware of the need for alignment, with average responses above 4 on seven 
of the ten items in this group. There was a reasonable level of agreement (mean 3.83) 
with the idea that ‘all aspects of the assessment process should be open to review and 
scrutiny’ which is a factor in high quality assessment practices that is emphasised very 
strongly by Tognolini (2000) in his writing about standards-referenced assessment. 
Many respondents seemed to agree with the idea that one method of assessment could 



give ‘information about the full range of learning outcomes in a course’, possibly 
because they were accustomed to examinations as the prime method of assessment 
in their earlier studies. However, there was a low level of agreement (mean 2.44) on 
the proposition that ‘written tests and examinations are usually the best way to check 
learners’ understanding’. 
 
Overall, the results summarised above suggest that the majority of respondents was 
likely to be receptive to many of the principles of outcomes-based assessment and, 
therefore, to the general directions of the current departmental assessment policies, 
because their current beliefs were broadly consistent with these principles. 
The responses to the open-ended questions are summarised below. 
 
How would you define ‘outcomes-based education’? 
 
Student teachers who understood the concept of OBE were expected to give an 
answer similar to: ‘Outcomes-based education means clearly focusing and organising 
everything in an education system around what is essential for all students to be able to 
do successfully at the end of their learning experiences’ (Spady 1994, 1). 
 
A small number of respondents (8%) had obviously learnt about OBE prior to 
answering this question and gave responses such as ‘OBE aims to prepare learners for life and 
focuses on developing thinking skills, rather than accumulating facts. It is 
criterion referenced, rather than norm-referenced. It places emphasis on outcomes and 
its principles include, clarity of focus, designing down, high expectations and expanded 
opportunity’ (L15). 
 
A further 8 per cent of respondents answered the question in terms of outcomesbased 
assessment, giving responses such as ‘as assessor you must stipulate the outcomes 
clearly and assess according to those outcomes. It is no longer done according to the old 
paradigm, where there were tests and exams written. You must continuously assess the 
learners’ tasks and assignments according to the outcomes’ (L6). 
 
Approximately 75 per cent of the respondents identified elements of OBE in their 
responses, with varying degrees of emphasis. About half of these responses suggested 
that OBE involved the achieving of outcomes and coupled this response with comments 
about ‘tapping the potential of the learner’ (L27) or solving of real-life problems or 
applying knowledge in real-life situation. 
 
The idea that OBE is ‘learner-centred’ was emphasised in 27 per cent of the responses. 
For example, ‘A learner-centred approach that focuses on the outcome of the learning 
instead of learning content’ (L36). A further 6 per cent emphasised its flexibility, for 
example, ‘It is a system which is more flexible then the old system’. A small number of 
respondents (5%) had the narrow view that ‘outcomes-based education facilitates group 
work’ (L28). 



 
Approximately 8 per cent of the respondents expressed serious misconceptions about 
OBE, for example, ‘Everyone thrown together to do the same tasks, everyone getting 
the same results thus the stronger learners get pulled down to a mediocre level, and the 
unsatisfactory learners get pulled along’ (L48). 
 
What differences would you expect to see between ‘outcomes-based assessment’ 
and the types of assessment you experienced at school? 
 
Student teachers who understood the concept of outcomes-based assessment were 
expected to mention differences related to the purpose of assessment, the forms of 
assessment, the timing of assessment and the way in which results were reported. 
 
Approximately 67 per cent of the respondents provided answers that suggested they 
had some awareness of these differences. However, responses tended to focus on single 
issues such as continuous assessment, fairness, life-skills or real-life applications, or 
a move away from norm-referencing assessment. For example, ‘No longer question 
papers and exams, where all the points are calculated in order for the learner to progress 
to the next grade, but continuous assessment on the grounds of products and how the 
learner came to this end product. There is much more emphasis on real-life situations 
and on life-skills’ (L41). The remaining 33 per cent of respondents revealed a poor or 
very limited understanding of outcomes-based assessment, or simply mentioned the 
deficiencies of the old system and did not contrast these with any features of the new 
outcomes-based assessment system. For example, ‘that the final mark that appears in your 
report, now is reflected as 1 out of 4/5, no longer with your true symbol (A, B, 
C + D etc). All your tests are stored in a file that the teacher keeps and not just the 
marks written down in the mark book and the children no longer keep their tests’ (L11). 
‘The learners need to know more about each specialist subject, because during my time 
we wrote tests to be assessed’ (L18). 
 
What do you think is meant by the term ‘reliable assessment’? 
 
Student teachers who understood the concept of reliability in assessment were expected 
to give an answer similar to: ‘A test’s reliability refers to the consistency with which it 
measures whatever it happens to be measuring’ (Popham 1990, 54). Approximately 18 
per cent of the students gave answers that indicated a basic understanding of this concept, 
albeit with an emphasis on stability rather than internal consistency (the two components 
of reliability emphasised by Popham, 1990). They gave answers such as: ‘When used 
repeatedly it will give the same results’ (L42) and ‘The assessment will measure the 
same thing over and over again’ (L23) and ‘If you test a learner a second time the results 
won’t differ from the first time’ (L26). In addition, two students mentioned measurement 
errors (the third component of reliability). For example, ‘Reliable assessment is free of 
measurement errors’ (L14). 
 



A further 22 per cent of these student teachers indicated a partial understanding of 
the concept by referring to reliable assessment as giving a true reflection of learners’ 
achievements. They gave answers such as: ‘Assessment results must be a true reflection 
of the learner’s potential’ (L22) and ‘Assessment is designed in such a way that the 
result is a true reflection of the learner’s progress’ (L36). 
 
Approximately 12 per cent of these student teachers confused reliability with validity 
and gave answers such as: ‘The assessment assessed what it was meant to assess’ (L1) 
and ‘It measures what it is supposed to measure’ (L16). About 18 per cent of these student 
teachers just restated the question in terms such as: ‘Assessment must be reliable’ (L4) 
and ‘Assessment must be done in such a manner so that it can be reliable’ (L20). 
 
The remaining student teachers mentioned a variety of factors that are important in 
assessment but which are related to reliability less directly. For example, ‘That all the 
learners are assessed according to each one’s culture and background, without giving 
advantage to certain learners’ (L31) and ‘The learner is not placed under pressure. If he 
did everything right he will be assessed in the proper manner’ (L11). 
 
What do you think is meant by the term ‘valid assessment’? 
 
Student teachers who understood the concept of validity in assessment were expected 
to give an answer similar to: ‘Validity is the extent to which an assessment task actually 
measures what it was designed to measure’ (Brady and Kennedy 2001, 3) but it is 
also important to consider the ‘validity of the inferences we make based on the test’s 
results’ (Popham 1990, 55). Approximately 29 per cent of respondents indicated a basic 
understanding of this concept by giving answers such as: ‘The extent to which the assessment 
is assessing the factors that have to be assessed’ (L31); ‘You must assess 
what you have taught’ (L38); and, ‘Assesses what it sets out to assess’ (L42 and L46). 
 
A further 13 per cent of respondents related validity to assessment criteria or to 
assessment of outcomes, with statements such as: ‘To assess in a valid way is to list all 
the applicable criteria of a task and then assess accordingly’ (L21) and ‘It is assessed 
according to the outcomes’ (L2). 
 
About 13 per cent of the respondents linked validity to fairness. They gave responses 
such as: ‘The assessment must be valid so that it is fair’ (L9); ‘Did the learners understand 
what was expected of them and was the assessment fair; was it after the task?’ (L15) and 
‘No injustices are involved here’ (L48). 
 
About 21 per cent of respondents saw validity as synonymous with relevance, giving 
answers such as ‘The learner is not assessed on irrelevant things but on things that matter’ 
(L11); ‘This is assessing the content etc. that needs to be assessed. Assessing of relevant 
content’ (L28); ‘If the results are compared and judged with a similar assessment of the 
same task it will yield the same results’ (L16); and ‘The assessment results must be the 



same even when different people assess’ (L22). 
 
What do you think is meant by the term ‘fair assessment’? 
 
Student teachers who understood the concept of fairness in assessment were expected 
to give an answer similar to: Assessment is fair when it is not biased for or against any 
particular group of students. Approximately 70 per cent of respondents appeared to 
understand this general concept and gave answers such as: ‘Assessment is fair to all 
learners if it gives them all a chance to achieve according to their different abilities, it 
is neither biased to very clever students nor to weaker students, it must consider a wide 
array of learners’ (L2); ‘A fair assessment would be one in which all learners have equal 
opportunity to do well, without cultural or language bias. Also the instructions should 
be clear and learners must know what the outcomes should be, what is expected of them 
and why they are being assessed’ (L15); ‘To assess in a fair way is for example, to take 
a learner’s culture and language into account and then assess accordingly. A learner that 
can scarcely speak English cannot be expected to be assessed in English’ (L21); and 
‘Everybody is assessed according to the same standards, techniques, nobody has an 
unfair advantage’ (L31). The remaining respondents either gave very vague answers or 
simply restated the question. 
 
What do you understand by the concept ‘portfolio assessment’? 
 
Student teachers who understood the concept of portfolio assessment were expected to 
describe the idea that learners would collect samples of work in a portfolio to demonstrate 
how well they had achieved the course outcomes. 
 
Approximately 54 per cent of respondents gave ‘correct’ responses that demonstrated 
varying degrees of understanding of at least some of the elements of portfolio assessment and 
mentioned ‘growth’ of learners. For example, ‘It is a collection compiled by the learner of his 
work throughout the year. Its assessment will aim to find out how much the 
learner has progressed and grown educationally. It gives learners multiple opportunities 
and various ways to demonstrate their understanding’ (L15). 
 
A further 42 per cent of respondents described a portfolio as a collection or compilation 
of work. For example, ‘Everything you do is put together and then assessed’ (L38) and 
‘This is assessment based on the collection of your entire work throughout the year. The 
work is looked through and the best works picked out and put into a portfolio’ (L2). 
 
Conclusions 
 
The findings reported above suggest a wide variation in the knowledge and beliefs of 
student teachers in this study. These beliefs and understandings need to be built on, 
not ignored, since student teachers’ ‘implicit theories and beliefs about assessment 
inform their thinking and planning and, consequently, shape their classroom assessment 



practices’ (Bliem and Davinroy 1997, 3). The limited knowledge about assessment is 
not a particular problem because these student teachers were just commencing their 
study of assessment. However, the process of attempting to change this knowledge may 
be hampered by the beliefs that some of these student teachers hold. As Nespor (1987) 
points out, teachers’ beliefs constitute structural aspects that are distinctly separate from 
knowledge systems. Therefore, any attempt to impart knowledge will not fulfil its mission 
unless specific measures are taken to examine and address this belief base. During this 
process, student teachers’ beliefs should not simply be rejected; the legitimacy of their 
beliefs must be examined and, where appropriate, acknowledged. 
 
There is strong evidence that teachers’ beliefs influence the decisions they make 
when planning, teaching and assessing (Clark and Peterson 1986; Bennett 1997; Putnam 
and Borko 2000). In the case of South African teachers, their beliefs about assessment 
will inevitably provide filters through which they will selectively interpret guidelines 
such as those in the Revised National Curriculum Statement. To the extent that such 
guidelines are consistent with teachers’ beliefs, they are unlikely to be questioned. 
However, teachers are unlikely to change their beliefs just because they are told to do 
things that are incompatible with those beliefs. Rather, it will only be when they have 
been convinced that they should examine the adequacy of their beliefs that they will be 
able to critically evaluate the changes they are being asked to make. 
 
Encouraging student teachers to make explicit the beliefs that they bring with them 
when they enter teacher education programmes is an important step in helping them to 
question and rethink those beliefs. This is particularly important when, as in this study, 
their beliefs have been shaped by an education system that is quite different from the 
one they will enter as teachers. When student teachers hold beliefs that are incompatible 
with the philosophy of the new practices they are required to use, it is essential to help 
them confront and debate these differences. Through such debate they can challenge 
their own beliefs and the legitimacy of the practices they are being asked to implement. 
This study has suggested that reconciling beliefs with required practice might be easy for 
some new teachers but difficult for others. Likewise this reconciliation might be 
easier in respect of some practices than others. For example, the responses indicated 
that many of the student teachers were aware of the limitations of examinations as an 
assessment method (item 21), norm-referencing (item 17) and marks/grades (item 14). 
At least in relation to these things they may be receptive to the types of reform that 
are being suggested for the implementation of outcomes-based assessment in South 
Africa. 
 
It will be a considerable challenge for teacher educators to identify the preconceptions 
about assessment that learners bring to their teacher education programme. However, 
it will be important to do so if learners are to differentiate their initial ideas about 
assessment from the ideas they are being asked to accept, to challenge them and to 
integrate aspects of these new ideas into a new set of beliefs. The present study illustrates 
the importance of being aware of the preconceptions of student teachers – their minds 



are not blank slates, they have some ideas that are compatible with outcomes-based 
assessment and some that are not. Their prior beliefs and understandings need to be built 
on, not ignored. 
 
Teacher practices reflect teachers’ beliefs which, in turn, reflect their prior experiences 
and backgrounds. Beliefs change gradually. Teachers need time to accommodate new 
information, accept and reject ideas, modify existing belief systems and adopt new 
beliefs (Pajares 1993). It is evident that in order for student teachers in this study to 
grow professionally, they must modify many of their prior beliefs about assessment so 
that they can develop their self-image as ‘assessors’. 
 
Student teachers must be expected to mediate their understanding of assessment 
through the filter of their past experiences. Their interpretations of the new ideas that 
they encounter in their teacher education programme will be influenced by the fact that 
assessment, as it occurs in schools, ‘is far from a merely technical problem, rather it is 
deeply social and personal’ (Johnston et al 1995:359). If new teachers are to commence 
their careers with beliefs about assessment that are closely aligned with the principles 
of OBE and with the ideas under-pinning the Revised National Curriculum Statement, 
these issues must be addressed explicitly. 
 
The backgrounds of the student teachers in this study are not necessarily typical 
of student teachers in South Africa, but there was no evidence to suggest that their 
backgrounds made them any more or less knowledgeable about assessment than other 
South African student teachers. Regardless of their backgrounds, the acquisition of 
knowledge by itself is unlikely to change beliefs; beliefs change as a result of experience 
(Pajares 1992). So, while this study has highlighted the need to acknowledge and build 
on the existing belief systems of student teachers, the bigger challenge of how best to 
achieve this goal is yet to be addressed. 
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