
Assessment in Primary School Science 

Assessment: principles and approaches 

WORKSHOP LEADER'S NOTES 

Aims 
This i s an introductor y modul e whic h aim s t o introduc e participant s t o th e whol e cours e 
and the n t o share preconception s abou t assessmen t a s a basis for developin g a  wide r 
understanding o f the natur e an d role s of assessment . 

Objectives 
1. Understanding o f the meanin g o f assessment i n various learning contexts . 
2. Knowledge o f the variou s purposes o f assessment . 
3. Awarenes s o f the rang e o f information an d way s of collecting i t tha t ar e usefu l fo r 

assessment i n variou s contexts . 
4. Understandin g o f the concept s o f reliability an d validity . 
5. Recognition o f various issues , such a s gender bias , in assessment . 

Introduction t o the course 
Give th e participant s a n overvie w o f the topic s tha t wil l be covere d i n th e module s 
selected fo r thei r course . Use th e note s o n pag e 2  for thi s purpose . 
Tell the m tha t th e wa y they wil l work i s through worksho p activities , which mean s tha t 
they will  be undertaking tasks , mostly i n groups , and discussing idea s about assessmen t 
through studyin g examples . There wil l be no lecturing ; the y wil l hav e acces s t o 
background informatio n a t various points whic h the y may  read betwee n sessions . 
As par t o f each worksho p tas k ther e i s some kind o f reporting t o others , and group s wil l 
be asked t o bring thei r idea s togethe r i n a  form tha t ca n b e shared wit h others . 

Note: The backgroun d informatio n i s for th e worksho p leade r t o rea d thoroughl y befor e 
the modul e an d t o us e i n th e discussion . D o not cop y i t for participants unti l the y hav e 
completed th e complet e module . Then i t may be usefu l fo r the m t o rea d section s o r th e 
whole t o consolidate th e point s tha t hav e bee n made . 

Introduction to Modul e A 
Indicate t o participant s th e aim s o f the module , emphasising tha t i t i s introductory an d 
that man y o f the aspect s of the subjec t introduce d ca n b e studied i n mor e depth i n othe r 
modules later . 
Active involvemen t o f the participant s i s important fro m th e start , s o keep th e 
introductory remark s brief . 

Task A1 

This tas k provide s an opportunit y fo r participant s t o discuss basic points abou t th e meanin g 
and method s o f assessment. I t i s important fo r ever y participan t t o conside r his/her ow n 
ideas and t o liste n t o others ' ideas . 

Organisation: Participant s i n groups o f about five . Whils t the y ar e working , walk roun d 
the group s and chec k fo r an y misunderstandin g o f the tas k (fo r exampl e 
if there i s a query abou t kind s o f information , giv e a n exampl e suc h a s 
about th e children' s observation , us e of measurements , co-operation , 
etc.). Mak e sur e tha t ther e i s discussion i n th e group s and tha t someon e 
is making a  record o f points t o report . 

Materials needed : Tas k A1 , Resource N o 1 . 

8 I  Modul e A  A 1 



Assessment in Primary School Science 

Time: Allo w a t leas t 3 0 minutes fo r th e tas k an d 3 0 minutes fo r plenar y 
feedback. 

Instructions: Tel l th e participant s to : 
Read th e resourc e an d th e task . 
Make a  lis t o f aspects o f the children' s scientifi c developmen t th e 
teacher coul d gai n informatio n abou t i n thi s sequenc e o f events . 
For each one , not e ho w th e informatio n woul d hav e bee n gaine d b y 
the teacher . 
Ask themselve s whethe r i n thei r vie w thes e aspect s were bein g 
assessed b y the teacher . 
What els e would th e teache r nee d t o do t o assess these aspects ? 

Task A1 

Read th e accoun t i n Resource 1  of how a n investigatio n abou t heartbea t rate s was 
planned an d undertake n b y pupils i n th e fift h yea r o f primary school . Then, workin g a s 
a group : 
(i) Lis t al l th e kinds o f information relevan t t o th e children' s scientifi c developmen t 

that th e teache r gained i n th e events described. (I t may help t o focus on one child , 
the on e called J.) 

(ii) Indicat e ho w you think thes e kind s o f information wer e gathered b y the teacher . 
(iii) Wha t aspect s o f development wer e assesse d i n thes e activities ? 
(iv) Wha t els e would th e teache r nee d t o do to assess the children' s achievements ? 

In eac h cas e note point s abou t whic h ther e i s disagreement a s well a s agreement withi n 
the groups . Prepare t o repor t o n you r answer s and discussio n t o other groups . 

Plenary discussio n 
Ask on e group' s spokesperson t o repor t o n sub-tas k (i) . Then as k othe r group s t o add o r t o 
challenge wha t thi s group has reported , bu t no t t o repor t i n full . 

Discuss th e lis t i n term s of the evidenc e fo r th e informatio n whic h i s claimed. I f you 
disagree wit h a n ite m ask , 'whic h particula r even t woul d giv e tha t kin d o f information? ' 

Then as k anothe r grou p to repor t thei r respons e t o sub-task (ii ) an d collec t additiona l o r 
differing response s from othe r groups . 

Repeat thi s procedur e fo r sub-tasks (iii ) an d (iv ) introducin g som e o f the followin g point s 
at appropriat e times . 

Points to emphasis e 
Opportunities t o underline thes e point s ar e likel y t o arise during th e feedbac k an d 
discussion, bu t i f not th e leade r should introduc e them . 

Assessment i s a broad ter m whic h i s used t o cover judgements abou t performanc e mad e 
both i n informa l classroo m context s an d i n more formal , tes t situations . (Se e backgroun d 
information fo r meaning s o f assessment) . 
Some participant s ma y only recognis e a s 'assessment' th e mor e formal settin g o f question s 
at th e en d o f the investigation . As k the m why . I s i t because thes e concer n th e knowledg e 
of th e childre n rathe r tha n thei r investigatio n skills ? Is it because askin g for writte n 
answers i s more forma l tha n observin g an d listenin g t o children? What othe r reasons ? 
Gathering information , o f itself , i s not enoug h fo r assessment . Assessmen t i s not jus t a 
description o f what childre n ca n d o but implie s some judgement o f it . Al l kind s of 
information ar e helpfu l fo r assessment , bu t assessmen t i s more tha n information . 
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Assessment mean s makin g a  judgement a s in : 'how wel l i s this child doin g i n thi s aspec t 
of development?' To make th e judgement , th e informatio n ha s t o be compared wit h 
something -  'ho w wel l .  . . . ' i n relatio n t o what? I t could be : 

- ho w wel l compare d wit h a  specified typ e o f performance (thi s i s called criterion -
referenced assessment ) o r 

- 'ho w well ' compare d wit h wha t tha t particula r pupi l coul d d o at a n earlie r tim e 
(this i s called pupil-reference d assessment ) o r 

- 'ho w well ' compare d wit h wha t i s normal fo r pupil s o f the sam e age or stage to b e 
able t o do (thi s i s called norm-reference d assessment) . 

To summarise: al l assessment s involv e som e basis for judgement , thus : 
Information +  basi s for judgement — > assessmen t 

Use example s from th e backgroun d informatio n t o underline th e importanc e o f using 
an appropriat e basi s for judgement . However , th e nex t tas k take s up thi s matter i n a 
specific context . 

Task A2 

This tas k provides a n opportunit y fo r furthe r reflectio n o n th e meanin g an d o f assessmen t 
and o n th e base s for judgemen t whic h migh t be used i n particular instances . The tas k i s 
open an d ther e i s no 'correct ' answe r sinc e much wil l depend o n th e contex t an d o n th e 
purpose fo r which th e teache r wa s carrying ou t th e assessment . 

Organisation: Participant s i n group s of about five . 

Materials needed : Task A2 ; Resource 2 . 

Time: Allo w a t leas t 20 minutes for the tas k and 2 0 minutes for plenary feedback . 

Instructions: Tel l th e participant s to : 
List th e informatio n a s quickly a s possible (thi s i s similar t o what wa s 
done i n Task A1  an d i s just a  necessary ste p for gettin g t o sub-task (ii) . 
Consider th e pro s and con s o r each basi s for judging th e informatio n 
that i s gathered. (Ensur e tha t th e meanin g fo r pupil-referenced , norm -
referenced an d criterion-reference d ar e understood. ) 

Task A2 

Resource 2  is an accoun t o f an activit y deliberately devise d t o provide opportunitie s fo r 
assessing pupils ' work i n science . Pu t yoursel f i n th e positio n o f the teache r and , wit h 
your group, answer thes e questions : 
(i) Wha t kind s o f information woul d th e teache r be able t o collec t abou t th e pupils ? 
(ii) Wha t basi s for assessin g thei r performanc e woul d b e th e mos t appropriate ? Conside r 

each o f these : 
Pupil-referenced -  comparin g th e informatio n wit h wha t tha t particula r pupi l coul d 
do a t an earlie r tim e 
Criterion-referenced -  comparin g th e informatio n wit h a  specified standar d o f 
performance 
Norm-referenced -  comparin g wit h wha t i s the nor m (o r average ) fo r pupil s of th e 
same age or stage . 

Plenary discussio n 

For sub-task (i ) collec t response s b y writing the m o n a  board o r larg e shee t o f paper, takin g 
one ite m fro m eac h grou p i n tur n an d askin g the m no t t o repea t wha t other s have said , 
until al l th e response s hav e bee n collected . 
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Sub-task (ii) , collect 'Votes' for eac h o f the thre e possibilitie s -  pupil-referenced , criterion -
reference, norm-referenced . As k thos e choosin g eac h on e t o justify thei r choice . 

Points t o emphasis e 

Clearly, th e teache r wh o devised th e tas k intende d t o asses s things whic h i t was not eas y 
to assess in othe r ways , as well a s to make th e whol e proces s fun fo r th e children . Thus i t 
is important t o includ e item s such a s questioning, curiosity, ability to communicate 
information orally, in th e list . 

There i s no 'right ' answe r t o (ii) , since th e basi s for judgement wil l depend o n wha t 
purpose the teache r ha d i n mind fo r th e assessment : 

- I f the teache r wa s looking fo r progres s made b y each pupil , the n pupil-referencin g 
would hav e bee n appropriate . 

- I f the teache r wante d t o see  what th e childre n coul d do , using a  standard whic h wa s 
the sam e for al l th e children , the n i t would b e preferable fo r thi s t o be based on th e 
criteria o f performance, i e th e assessmen t woul d b e criterion-referenced ; i t coul d 
hardly b e based o n a  norm . 

- Ther e i s no place fo r norm-reference d assessmen t i n teachers ' assessmen t o f th e 
kind describe d i n thi s example . Norm-referencing ca n onl y be use d wher e a  large 
number o f pupils have bee n give n th e same tas k s o that a n averag e performanc e 
has been identified . 

The discussio n o f using criteri a raise s the questio n o f 'which criteria? ' Modul e B  aims t o 
introduce an d giv e practice i n using some criteria , s o discussion o f thi s point shoul d b e 
delayed. Fo r the momen t ther e i s the importan t matte r o f the reliabilit y an d validit y t o 
consider. 

Task A 3 

This tas k i s a quick one t o do, but lead s t o discussion o f importan t matter s relatin g t o 
reliability, validit y an d gende r bias . 

Organisation: Participant s i n group s o f about five . 

Materials needed : Task A3 , Resource 3 . 

Time: Allo w 1 0 minutes fo r individua l work , 1 5 minutes fo r sharin g i n th e 
groups and 2 0 minutes fo r th e plenar y discussion . 

Instructions: Tel l th e participant s to : 
Answer th e question s (i ) t o (v ) individuall y an d quickly . 
Share answer s i n th e grou p and not e point s o f agreement an d 
disagreement, reasons . 
Be prepared t o report th e group' s answers . 
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Task A3 

Read th e thre e tasks , A, B , and C  i n Resource 3  which asses s i n differen t way s children' s 
ability t o investigate . 
Then answe r thes e questions an d giv e a reason fo r you r answer i n eac h case . 
Do thi s individually an d the n shar e you r views with th e group . 

(i) Whic h tas k (A , B  or C) d o you thin k i s the closes t t o assessing how wel l th e 
children ca n investigat e something ? 

(ii) Whic h on e gives  a  result tha t woul d b e mos t likel y t o be judged i n the same way by 
different teachers ? 

(iii) Whic h i s the mos t interestin g fro m th e poin t o f view of th e children ? 
(iv) Whic h i s the mos t convenien t fo r th e teacher ? 
(v) Whic h tas k woul d b e best fo r findin g ou t wha t th e childre n woul d do t o 

investigate, eve n i f the teache r can' t le t the m d o it ? 

Don't forge t t o give th e reaso n fo r you r choice ! 

Plenary discussion 
Ask on e group for it s response t o question (i) . Note an y disagreemen t fro m othe r groups . 
Ask anothe r grou p for it s response t o question (ii ) an d s o on. Introduc e th e followin g 
points during th e discussion . 

Points to emphasise 
In relation t o th e reason s give n i n answer t o (i) , introduce th e ide a of  validity.  This wor d 
is used t o describe th e exten t t o whic h wha t th e childre n wer e aske d t o do, really give s 
them th e opportunit y t o sho w th e skill s or idea , o r whatever wa s being assessed (se e 
background information) . So , Task A  ask s the childre n t o recognise and  select what woul d 
be the bes t tes t fo r bendiness , bu t the y do not produc e th e idea s themselves . Task B  asks 
them t o plan, bu t no t carr y ou t th e investigation , s o it assesses planning onl y rather tha n 
ability t o investigate . Task C  enable s th e childre n t o show how the y woul d investigat e 
and s o would b e th e mos t vali d assessmen t i n thi s case . 
Discussion o f the answer s t o question (ii ) provide s a n opportunit y t o introduc e th e wor d 
and concep t o f reliability. Reliabilit y relate s t o th e accurac y o f the assessmen t an d mean s 
how closel y th e resul t o f the assessmen t woul d b e th e sam e i f the assessmen t wer e 
repeated. I n th e cas e of the assessmen t task s in Resource N o 3  i t means th e exten t t o 
which differen t teacher s woul d mak e th e same judgement o f the pupils ' answers . Sinc e 
the 'correctness ' o f the answe r ca n b e unambiguously judge d i n Task A thi s has th e 
highest reliability . Task B  might b e next , sinc e al l th e informatio n i s written down . 
Assessment o f Task C  woul d depend o n observin g action s a s well a s reading wha t ha s 
been written . 
Note tha t reliabilit y an d validit y don't  go together . There usuall y has t o be a  trade-off o f 
one agains t th e other . Wha t thi s i s will depend o n th e purpos e o f the assessment . Fo r 
assessment whic h i s intended t o be diagnosti c and hel p teachin g an d learning , validit y i s 
paramount an d reliabilit y o f less importance . Bu t i f the assessmen t i s to be used fo r 
selection o r comparison o f children, the n reliabilit y i s important an d ha s to be increase d 
as far a s possible withou t infringin g validit y to o much . (Ther e i s more abou t thi s i n th e 
background informatio n fo r Modul e E) . 
In discussing answer s t o question (iii) , note tha t interes t i s not a  trivial matter . I f a task i s 
enjoyable t o th e childre n thi s means tha t thei r attentio n an d effor t ar e likel y t o be 
engaged an d s o this add s to validity . When th e attractivenes s i s different fo r groups of 
children, suc h a s boys and girls , the resul t ma y be biased i n favou r o f one group . Th e 
subject matte r o f th e tas k i s thus important , eve n i f direct knowledg e o f i t i s not required . 
For example, i f the activit y abou t camouflag e i n Resource 2  had bee n abou t camouflag e 
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of soldier s i n war rather tha n abou t animal s i t might b e les s interesting t o girl s tha n t o 
boys (se e backgroun d information) . 
In th e discussio n o f question (iv ) not e tha t goo d multiple-choic e question s ar e no t eas y 
to write , although the y ma y see m mos t convenien t t o use . Example A  i s not a  good 
question sinc e ther e i s more tha n on e righ t answer . (Th e pro s and con s of multipl e 
choice question s ar e take n u p i n backgroun d informatio n fo r Modul e F) . 
In discussing question (v ) not e tha t i t i s not alway s possible t o us e practica l items , eve n 
if this i s preferred an d though t t o be th e mos t valid . The importan t poin t i s not t o 
interpret th e resul t a s i f i t were th e resul t o f practical activit y whe n i t i s not. Point s fro m 
the sectio n o f background informatio n o n interpreting  results of assessment can b e brough t 
in here . 
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Background information 

Meanings of assessment 
It i s generally agree d tha t assessmen t i n th e contex t o f children's achievement s i n school i s 
a proces s o f making judgements abou t th e exten t o f these achievements . Th e judgement s 
are reache d o n th e basi s of information whic h ha s been gathere d abou t performanc e an d 
which i s compared wit h som e kind o f expectation. Th e variou s ways in which informatio n 
is collected an d th e variou s base s for judging it , creat e th e variet y o f different kind s of 
assessment. These include , a t on e extreme , standardise d tests , where informatio n i s 
gathered whils t childre n ar e tacklin g carefull y devise d test s unde r controlle d condition s 
and, i n contrast , ongoin g assessment , carrie d ou t almos t imperceptibl y durin g norma l 
interchange betwee n teache r an d pupils . 

The majo r distinctio n withi n assessmen t method s i s between test s (an d examinations ) an d 
other form s o f assessment. Indee d som e us e of the ter m 'assessment ' exclude s test s an d 
means onl y variou s forms o f informa l assessmen t usuall y devised by , and alway s conducte d 
by, the teacher . Test s are specially devised activitie s designe d t o assess knowledge and/o r 
skills by giving precisely th e sam e tas k t o pupils , who have t o respond t o i t under simila r 
conditions a s envisaged b y those wh o devised an d trialle d th e test . Howeve r th e distinctio n 
between test s and non-tes t assessmen t i s not alway s not ver y clear . Som e 'tests ' ca n b e 
absorbed int o classroom wor k an d loo k ver y much lik e normal classroo m wor k a s far a s th e 
children ar e concerned an d s o they canno t alway s be regarded a s formal. To be more useful , 
the distinctio n shoul d g o beyond method s t o includ e purposes . The mai n purpos e o f test s i s 
to check u p what childre n hav e achieved , althoug h i n some case s they als o serve a  purpos e 
of feedback t o help learning . 

Evaluation and assessment 
The term s 'evaluation ' an d 'assessment ' ar e used differently i n different countries . I n som e 
cases both ar e used interchangeabl y i n relatio n t o pupils ' achievements . However , i n othe r 
cases th e wor d 'assessment ' i s used i n th e contex t o f making judgements abou t pupils ' 
achievements, an d 'evaluation ' whe n makin g judgements abou t othe r things , such as the 
curriculum, teachin g material s and methods . I n thes e material s w e follow th e latte r 
convention an d tal k abou t assessmen t o f pupils, rather tha n evaluation . 

Purposes of assessment 
The rang e o f purposes o f assessment o f can b e organised unde r heading s suc h a s th e 
following: 

formative, o r ongoing, t o help teachin g an d learnin g 
summative o r summary, t o indicat e achievmen t a t a  certain poin t 
selection o r certificatio n 
school evaluatio n 
national monitorin g 

Assessment i n each o f these categorie s require s informatio n whic h fit s it s purpose. The ful l 
list i s given fo r completeness , althoug h ou r mai n concer n i s only with th e firs t two . 

Formative assessmen t i s aimed a t helpin g th e teachin g an d learnin g process ; informatio n 
gathered regularl y i s used for makin g decisions during ongoing work . I t assists teachers i n 
adjusting th e challenge s given t o children t o match thei r existin g idea s and skills , to hel p 
rather tha n t o grade children . I t i s usually informa l i n tha t th e chil d i s not awar e tha t i t i s 
taking place . 

The ter m diagnosti c assessmen t i s sometimes use d a s i f this were differen t fro m formativ e 
assessment. Diagnosti c assessmen t ha s a  more specifi c focus , bein g concerned wit h 
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examining i n depth a  particular are a o f performance. Bu t thi s i s only a  slight varian t o f 
formative assessmen t an d ca n b e considered par t o f it . 

Summative assessment , a s the nam e suggests , means a  summary judgement o r a  summin g 
up o f where a  child ha s reached a t a  certain time . Quite ofte n th e informatio n i s obtained 
by a  tes t (o r examination ) a t th e en d o f a term, year , or o f a certain sectio n o f work. Bu t i t 
is also possible t o give a  summative assessmen t a s a result o f reviewing records o f ongoin g 
assessment, a s teachers frequentl y d o i n reportin g t o parents , eithe r orall y o r i n writing, a t 
the en d o f a  year . 

Methods 
Ways o f collecting informatio n abou t children' s achievemen t o f ideas, skills and attitude s 
can b e categorise d i n term s of what th e childre n ar e doing whe n th e informatio n i s 
collected an d ho w th e informatio n i s collected . 

The childre n ma y be engage d in : 
normal wor k (includin g bot h writte n an d practica l work ) 
special practica l task s (includin g tests ) 
special written task s (includin g tests ) 
self-assessment 

and the teache r ma y be : 
observing, bu t no t interactin g with , th e childre n (includin g watchin g an d listening ) 
interacting wit h childre n (a s well as watching an d listening ) 
using a  check-lis t 
marking test s 
reading o r marking clas s work 
gathering genera l impressions . 

Common combination s o f items from  thes e list s describe identifiabl e 'methods ' o f 
assessment suc h a s tests, continuous assessmen t an d ratings , but ther e i s clearly a  range o f 
other possibilities . Some method s ar e mor e suite d tha n other s t o collectin g informatio n 
about achievemen t i n particular subjec t area s and s o here w e focus o n method s particularl y 
appropriate fo r performanc e i n science an d technology . 

Basis of judgement 
This refer s t o th e referenc e poin t use d i n judging information . I t may be illustrate d i n term s 
of an exampl e (fro m Harlen , 1996) : 

Suppose, a s a hypothetical exampl e tha t a  teacher want s t o assess a child's ability i n 
'knocking nail s int o wood' . 

The teache r may  have som e expectation o f the leve l o f performance (knockin g th e nai l 
in straight , usin g th e hamme r correctly , takin g necessary safet y precautions ) an d judg e 
the child' s performanc e i n relation t o these . The judgemen t i s made i n term s o f th e 
extent t o which th e child' s performance meet s th e criteria ; tha t is , it i s criterion-
referenced. 

Alternatively th e teache r ma y judge i n term s o f how th e child perform s a t knocking i n 
nails compared wit h othe r children o f the sam e age and stage . If this i s the cas e ther e 
will be a  norm o r average performanc e know n fo r th e age/stag e grou p and an y child ca n 
be described i n relatio n t o thi s a s average, above averag e o r below average , or mor e 
precisely identifie d i f some quantitative measur e ha s bee n obtained . (Th e resul t coul d 
be expressed a s a 'knocking nail s age ' or a  'hammer manipulation ' quotient! ) Th e 
judgement arrive d a t i n this way i s called a  norm-referenced assessment . 
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A thir d possibilit y i s that th e teache r compare s th e child' s presen t performanc e wit h 
what th e sam e child coul d d o on a  previous occasio n -  i n whic h cas e th e assessmen t i s 
pupil-referenced (or ipsative) . 

It i s important t o recognise thes e differen t base s for judgements i n assessmen t an d appl y 
them appropriately . The y eac h have thei r valu e i n th e righ t context , bu t eac h hav e 
drawbacks outsid e thes e contexts . Pupil-reference d assessmen t i s appropriate fo r formativ e 
assessment, fo r providin g encouragin g feedbac k t o pupils , particularly slowe r ones who, if 
compared wit h criteri a o r with others ' performance woul d alway s be seeming t o fail , bu t 
can recognis e progres s i n term s o f their ow n previou s performance . Bu t i t mus t b e realise d 
that i t lead s t o one chil d bein g praised fo r wor k which , fro m anothe r child , migh t b e 
received wit h les s approval. This i s no proble m a s long as no comparisons ar e mad e 
between children , bu t wher e comparison s ar e being made , or performance i n term s of 
external standard s ha s t o be reported , the n on e o f the othe r base s for judgements mus t 
be used . 

Interpreting results of assessment 
Results o f assessment hav e t o be interprete d i n th e knowledg e o f the kin d o f informatio n 
gathered an d th e basi s of the judgemen t made . There i s always some implie d generalisatio n 
of the result , fo r w e assess only a  sample o f behaviour an d ac t o n i t as if i t applied t o mor e 
than thi s sample . Indeed unles s we are assessing simple recal l o f facts, w e have th e 
expectation tha t th e resul t will  tel l u s more tha n jus t abou t th e particula r performanc e 
assessed. However , i t i s important no t t o generalise beyon d wha t i s justified b y th e 
information. Bu t ho w i s this limi t t o be identified ? Th e proble m ca n b e put i n thi s way: if a 
child ha s shown evidence , eithe r i n a  tes t situation o r i n regula r work , o f using patterns i n 
findings t o make predictions , t o what exten t doe s thi s mea n tha t (s)h e i s able t o do thi s o n 
all othe r occasion s wher e i t i s possible? 

It i s known fro m researc h evidenc e tha t contex t influence s performance , bu t t o a n 
unknown extent . Assessmen t result s must therefor e b e interprete d cautiously , a s guides t o 
what childre n ca n do , but no t a s indicating an y kind o f certainty abou t it . No assessmen t 
can b e used predictivel y wit h certainty ; i t i s best treate d a s a hypothesis, a  tentativ e 
finding, t o be modifie d b y further evidenc e o f the child' s performance . 

Cautious interpretatio n shoul d avoi d labellin g children , whic h result s from over -
generalisation o f assessment results . When a n assessmen t i s interpreted a s i f i t describes th e 
whole chil d an d no t jus t certai n performanc e thi s ca n affec t teachers' , parents ' and th e 
child's view o f what (s)h e i s able t o do , often needlessl y limitin g expectations . 

Bias relating to gender 
An importan t consequenc e o f the influenc e o n performance o f the contex t an d th e subjec t 
matter i s that i t can disadvantag e certai n group s of children. Som e childre n ma y be less 
motivated tha n other s b y the subjec t the y ar e asked t o think about . Som e ma y anticipat e 
failure i n certai n activitie s because of their self-imag e an d s o make failure mor e likely . Th e 
poor performanc e o f girls , in some activitie s involvin g idea s of physics, can b e explained t o 
an exten t b y th e contex t an d topic s relating mor e t o boys ' interests an d triggerin g th e 
reaction i n girl s ' I can' t d o this ' before the y eve n try . 

There i s also evidenc e that , i n test s and examinations , boy s perform bette r o n multiple -
choice question s tha n o n one s where a n ope n respons e mus t b e written an d tha t fo r girl s 
the revers e i s the case . Girls have als o been rate d a s less willing t o undertake investigation s 
and s o may achiev e les s well i n a  practical contex t tha n boys , particularly i f they have , i n 
class, been use d t o takin g a  passive rol e i n scienc e an d technolog y activities . 
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Reliability an d validit y 

There ar e tw o concepts i n assessmen t whic h describ e how dependabl e a n assessmen t is . 
These ar e it s reliability an d it s validity . 

Reliability i s the ter m use d t o expres s th e degre e of accuracy o f th e resul t o f assessment ie , if 
the assessmen t wer e t o be repeated , th e exten t t o which th e secon d resul t woul d agre e wit h 
the first . Th e reliabilit y o f assessment o f a  child's skil l i n writin g i s likely t o be less than th e 
reliability o f a tes t of addition an d subtractio n sums , mainly becaus e i t i s far easie r to mark 
the latte r consistently . 

Validity refers t o th e exten t t o which wha t i s assessed reall y reflect s th e behaviou r i t was 
intended t o assess . For example, a  multiple-choice tes t o f knowledge abou t material s tha t 
conduct electricit y woul d no t giv e a  valid assessmen t o f understanding o f a simple electri c 
circuit, althoug h i t would b e a n assessmen t o f quite high reliability . 

The highes t possibl e leve l o f reliability an d validit y i s always the aim , bu t since neithe r ca n 
be 100 % and sinc e th e requirement s o f one sometimes conflic t wit h thos e o f the other , a 
compromise ha s to be accepted . Th e requirement s i n term s o f relative emphasi s on detail , 
and o n reliabilit y an d validit y wil l vary with th e purpos e o f the assessment . Fo r example , 
for formative , ongoing , assessment , i t i s more importan t tha t th e resul t ha s a  high validity , 
indicating wha t th e chil d i s and i s not ye t abl e t o do. For th e purpose s o f selection, o r 
wherever childre n ar e compared on e wit h another , i t i s important tha t th e assessmen t i s 
reliable, whils t a t th e sam e tim e bein g valid i n terms of th e abilitie s bein g assessed . 
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