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MEETING THE CHALLENGE OF ASSESSING IN A STANDARDS BASED
EDUCATION SYSTEM

This report has been produced by Professor Jim Tognolini, formerly of the Australian
Council for Educational Research (ACER) and currently Director of Research and
Assessment at Pearson Research and Assessment. It was presented to the Curriculum
Council at its 6 December meeting.

The Curriculum Council has endorsed recommendations 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7 and 8 and has
referred recommendation 6 to an expert assessment measurement advisory group to be
convened in 2007 to provide advice to Council.

1. THE PURPOSE OF THIS REPORT

The purpose of this report is to address a number of issues about assessment that have
emerged as a consequence of the changes that have taken place since the inception of
new Western Australian Certificate of Education (WACE) courses in Years 11 and 12
and to provide advice on how these issues might be resolved in the light of the
recommendations of the Andrich report.

2. THE STRUCTURE OF THIS REPORT

This report outlines the background to senior secondary schooling reform in Western
Australia, summarises the key issues identified by Professor Andrich, and explores ways
in which the Council can meet the technical challenges identified without compromise to
the spirit of the Curriculum Framework and the vision embodied in the Our Youth, Our
Future report (2002).

Appendix 1 provides a summary of the Andrich report.

Appendix 2 reviews assessment, moderation and tertiary selection practices in other
jurisdictions.

3. BACKGROUND TO THE SENIOR SECONDARY SCHOOL REFORM

In 2002, the Our Youth, Our Future, report a vision for the reform of senior secondary
schooling in Western Australia, was published. It was the culmination of an extensive
review of senior secondary schooling which found a strong consensus across the
community that the time for significant reform was well and truly due.

The review and its report focused directly on meeting the needs of young people bound
for a diversity of post-school destinations. It articulated a reform agenda that would see
the introduction of a new WACE for students graduating from school between 2005 and
2009. Our Youth, Our Future describes a system that is tailor-made for Western
Australian students and will bring Western Australia into line with other states and
territories which have already overhauled their senior schooling courses.
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Senior secondary schooling, as described in Our Youth, Our Future, presents all
students with genuine options linked to their interests and abilities, regardless of socio-
economic background or geographical location. The commitment to equity that
permeates Our Youth, Our Future is both a philosophical and a research-based position
that counters beliefs which emphasise the fixed nature of intellectual abilities. Its
fundamental premise is based on research that supports the idea that cognitive abilities
are not dependent solely upon innate ability but that they are developed through socially
supported interactions. (How People Learn: Brain, Mind, Experience, and School
Committee on Developments in the Science of Learning. Bransford, Brown, and,
Cocking, (Eds.) http://www.nap.edu/openbook/0309065577/html/index.html.)

Acknowledging that one size does not fit all, the Our Youth, Our Future report delineates
the imperative to meet the needs of all students as the fundamental driver of reform in
senior schooling. It argues that schools must provide for students who are bound for
work, trades and other vocations by ‘selecting’ the right students for such a pathway and
providing them with appropriate educational and training foundation (in both school and
workplace/community settings) to commence vocational learning. Similarly, schools
must also provide for students who are university-bound and not only select the ‘right’
students, but provide them with appropriate academic foundations for university. In
summary, the reform called for courses that would be relevant to the futures of all young
people and which would give them opportunities to achieve improved education
outcomes.

Defined by its legislative obligations, and guided by national agreements, contemporary
research and advice received through the consultative processes, the Curriculum
Council endorsed the following principles to underpin the new system.

e Prepare young people to move into adult life, including work, higher education
and vocational education.

e Learning outcomes for students should be maximised through a seamless focus
on outcomes from kindergarten to Year 12, as expressed in the Curriculum
Framework.

e Curriculum should be designed around learning outcomes that reflect general
and vocational learning which can be achieved by all students to some extent.

e There should be flexibility to cater for the overall development of individuals; for
different learning communities; and for recognition and valuing of diverse
backgrounds and rates of learning.

e Opportunities for breadth and depth of learning should be embedded in a range
of contexts and include the Curriculum Framework overarching learning
outcomes.

e Standards should be made explicit to students, teachers, parents and post-
school destinations through scales of achievement for each outcome that provide
an effective basis for assessment, evaluation and reporting.

o Assessment should be valid, reliable, fair, educative, explicit and comprehensive,
as described in the Curriculum Framework.

e The award of a Western Australian Certificate of Education (WACE) should
reflect broad and significant achievement in senior secondary education.

e Structures should be designed to adapt to change.
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In relation to these principles, it should be noted that the Curriculum Council does not
have a role in the way teaching and learning programs based on the courses of study
are delivered in schools. (Our Youth, Our Future p.13, 14)

In other words, schools and school sectors are intended to have significant autonomy in
deciding how they teach and how they assess student achievement in these courses.

3.1 The role of the Curriculum Council
Section 12 of the Curriculum Council Act 1997 specifies the functions of the Curriculum
Council in relation to assessment. The Act specifies the Council's responsibility for
establishing and implementing procedures for:
e accreditation of courses
e assessment of achievement of students undertaking senior secondary education,
and the proper conduct of that assessment, including school and external
assessment for the purposes of certification
e ensuring the comparability of assessments of student achievement.

This means the Curriculum Council is responsible for placing certain broad requirements
on schools in relation to the processes associated with monitoring comparability,
collection and submission of school-based assessment. It prescribes the framework,
frequency and format for reporting but not the detail of assessment practice.

Schools are required to offer accredited courses and use their course standards;
however, within the broad specifications of each course, schools have responsibility for
more local decisions such as those associated with internal moderation, unit score
calculation and the development of a school assessment policy.

4. STANDARDS-REFERENCED ASSESSMENT IN AN OUTCOMES AND
STANDARDS EDUCATION SYSTEM

41 Introduction

Western Australia has a state-wide, mandated standards-referenced system, as defined
by the Curriculum Framework and its progress maps. This system is characterised by a
curriculum structured into eight learning areas, which in turn are described in terms of
outcomes (composed of aspects) which are divided into eight levels that represent the
‘path of learning’ for that learning area. Courses are derived from the learning areas and
are made up of semester units that have sequentially different degrees of cognitive
demand. In most courses there are 6 units inclusive of standards from levels 4-8.
However, in recognition of students with special needs, there are courses that have
additional units targeting entry between foundation level to level 4. Units in each course
have a syllabus that describes learning outcomes and content. The learning outcomes
are the focus for teaching and learning. Student achievement is assessed against the
outcomes using the course standards which are also referred to as scales of
achievement.

One of the main advantages of a standards-referenced assessment system is that the
results can indicate what it is students have achieved during the course. At the same
time the scores that arise from the assessments can be used to locate the position of the
students relative to the overall performance of the cohort. In other words, it is possible
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to assess performance for certification and credentialing, and, at the same time, use the
same scores for university entrance purposes (as is currently the case).

A standards-referenced system is not unique to Western Australia or to primary and
secondary education. All states and territories in Australia have organised their
curriculum around a standards-referenced system. Similarly, the International
Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma is standards referenced, as is the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA). Locally and nationally, tertiary education
providers are implementing a standards approach. Educational outcomes clearly and
unambiguously specified, have significant power and appeal in more globalised contexts
as they contribute to a mechanism for tracking and comparing outcomes over time and
across jurisdictions both nationally and internationally.

Standards-referenced assessment systems, like the one currently being adopted as part
of the new senior secondary school curriculum reform in Western Australia, have the
capacity to provide all students with a meaningful record of their achievements in all
subjects throughout the senior secondary years. At the end of their schooling students
are provided with a description of the types of skills that they have acquired in a subject.
If used judiciously, this information facilitates smoother entry through different pathways
into higher education and the workforce. In addition it enables schools, teachers and
parents to see clearly their child’'s progress on a learning continuum defined by the
outcomes and levels of achievement expressed in the Curriculum Framework.

While standards-referenced assessment systems offer valuable potential benefits, they
also impose a number of requirements to ensure the integrity of the resulting measures.

4.2 Requirements of standards-referenced systems

If standards specify what students should be taught and what and how well they should
be learning, and if assessment systems, be they external or school-based, measure
what students know and can do, then the standards and assessments need to be closely
synchronised. In the absence of strong synchronicity, assessments cannot provide
accurate inferences about students’ attainment of, and progress toward, standards.

One of these requirements therefore is that assessment tasks, whether constructed by
the teacher or examiners, must link directly to the learning outcomes. These tasks
provide the students with the opportunity to demonstrate what it is they know and can
do. These expectations are captured by the course standards. There must be primacy
of the learning outcomes in a standards-referenced assessment system.

The course standards are explicit statements of student performance that describe the
levels of achievement for a course. These standards are derived from the outcomes in
the Curriculum Framework and show development in relation to the construct being
assessed. The performance of students as reflected through the assessment tasks is
then assessed either directly or indirectly using these course standards.

A second requirement is that teachers must collect evidence to support their decisions
regarding the performance of their students.

Another requirement is that a standards-referenced assessment system must have a
reporting structure that is in harmony with the basic requirements of outcomes and
standards education.
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Still another requirement is imposed by the system when the information obtained from
assessment tasks is to be used for different purposes eg. secondary certification (exit)
and tertiary entrance (selection). For example, where students require a tertiary entrance
score (TES), teachers should produce a school assessment score that reflects the
relative differences in performance between the students at a fine enough level of
precision to be useful for statistical moderation.

Recommendation 1
(Primacy of the Curriculum Framework and standards)

It is recommended that:

The Curriculum Council re-affirms the outcomes and standards
base that under-pins the current senior secondary education
reform and acknowledges that this approach is consistent with
other Australian and international jurisdictions.

4.3 The Andrich Report

In July 2005 Professor David Andrich was commissioned to investigate issues around
the comparability of standards for the new courses. The terms of reference specified
that the report should investigate:

° the academic rigour of the course assessment processes
the capacity of the assessment processes to provide sufficiently fine-grained
information for university entrance

. whether the assessment processes provide reliable measurement that is
susceptible to scaling and moderation.

The final report was released in September 2006 and is available from the Curriculum
Council website: http://newwace.curriculum.wa.edu.au/pages/publications report.asp .

Appendix 1 provides a summary of its argument and recommendations.

The requirement for fine grained assessment information has created tensions about
coarseness of scale and use of marking rubrics and raised issues regarding the
precision of measurement. These in turn created the need for the Andrich report that
focused upon the role of measurement within the new system.
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4.4 Challenges in a standards-referenced system

While the assessment process is quite straight forward, there are numerous points in the
process that require judgement and interpretation and these present significant
challenges to teachers, examiners and administrators. Learning outcomes are intended
to describe what it means to progress through an area of learning. This path is not
deterministic and hence there is scope for this developmental sequence to be
challenged by data. Setting examination questions and assessment tasks that
accurately assess the learning outcomes that are consistent with the requirements of the
standards and are technically correct (particularly when there is no opportunity to pre-
test the questions) is difficult. Setting marking keys that are fair, accurate and
appropriate for the purpose for which the results are to be used and ensuring they are
consistently applied is challenging. Accurately establishing the standards and presenting
them to teachers, examiners and students in a manner in which they will all interpret
them consistently is also a challenge, as is operationally defining the boundaries of the
standards in the context of external and internal assessments.

4.5 Standards-referencing in Western Australia

Essentially, there has been a three-tiered system of subjects operating in Western
Australian senior secondary schooling: Tertiary entrance examination (TEE) subjects
and wholly school assessed (WSA) subjects and vocational education and training
(VET) programs. All have operationalised standards-referenced assessment in some
measure. TEE subjects have done so through grade related descriptors, and WSA
subjects through performance criteria; however, they do not share a common standards
framework. While each tier provides for particular groups of students, there has been no
single achievement scale to monitor student performance irrespective of the tier. The
new WACE provides standards against which student achievement can be measured. It
provides a mechanism for articulating current subjects from across the three tiers.

Following feedback from teachers about implementation matters, particularly in relation
to assessment, the Council resolved to conduct a course refinement process. In May
2006, the Curriculum Council announced two significant changes to the assessment
process. The first of these gave the teachers more flexibility in their assessments by
enabling them to use marks as part of the assessment process.

The second change dealt directly with the tertiary entrance issue. The decision was
made to continue to use the external examination to statistically moderate the school
assessment scores for tertiary entrance purposes. It also made the point that during the
transition period there would be a scaling process to ensure that standards for new
courses and existing TEE subjects were comparable. Universities have endorsed this
approach.*

These changes have had an impact on the requirements associated with the new senior
secondary school system. The situation has changed from one where there was going
to be minimal use of statistical moderation to one where the school assessments that
are to contribute to the tertiary entrance score (TES) will be statistically moderated
before being combined with the examination score.

This means that the requirements for teachers have also changed. Teachers, for
example, must now ensure that school assessments reflect the relative differences in

! Letter from the Curriculum Council to school principals, 10 May 2006.
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performance between the students at a fine enough level of precision to be useful for
statistical moderation. That is, the ranked order of the students is important and the
relative difference in the marks is also important.

The Andrich report, with its focus on the need for high quality measurement, was largely
instrumental in these changes being proposed and implemented. The report makes
clear the need for reliable and valid assessments in all courses. It reinforces the need for
the Curriculum Council to make clear to teachers that marks have meaning and that this
meaning can vary according to the way in which the marks are to be used.

5 KEY RECOMMENDATION OF THE ANDRICH REPORT

The key recommendation from the Andrich report is

“ ...that for both school based and external assessments, analytical
marking of the traditional kind using marking keys that arise directly out
of the assessment tasks, be used for student assessment for each unit
of a course, and for each course as a whole at the end of Year 12.

A related recommendation is that, simultaneously, a rating of student
performance into one of eight generic levels of achievement that arises
out of the outcome statements be used as part of the assessment. The
former provides marks for the assessment and measurement of
students at a relatively micro level suitable for feedback to students and
for use in tertiary selection according to the policies of the Curriculum
Council.

The latter provides ratings for classification at a relatively macro level
suitable for monitoring the general progress of students and the
operation of a course and is commensurate with the generic nature of
the level and outcome statements. The two assessment processes,
distinguished by their level of precision and relevance, are compatible
and can be combined and integrated. By taking advantage of this
complementarity, the Curriculum Council can genuinely advance the
communication of educational achievement in Western Australia”

(Andrich, 2006, p. 2)

I have no hesitation in supporting this recommendation and the other recommendations

in the report.

They are focused upon improving assessment in the new system and

providing direction about the professional development needs of teachers engaged in
assessing students within such a system.
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6. SPECIFIC ISSUES IN ASSESSMENT IN THE NEW WACE SYSTEM
6.1 The issue of prescription in the new system

Traditionally, the Curriculum Council and its predecessor the Secondary Education
Authority (SEA) have not been prescriptive in dictating the types of marking keys that
teachers have had to use and they have not been prescriptive in dictating the
coarseness of the unit of measurement.

Historically, broad parameters and subsequent requirements for assessment have been
prescribed. Teachers have been made aware of their responsibilities within these
parameters to ensure the integrity of the outcomes. There has been professional
development to support teachers in their role and there have been established
procedures to verify and endorse the results.

When the new WACE system was first introduced, Western Australia was aiming to
achieve a number of unique outcomes. One of these was to have school assessment
contribute to the tertiary entrance score (TES) in the way that it had done in the past,
without first statistically moderating it to ensure comparability across the state. While the
intention had merit for a number of reasons, the requirement to produce a single rank
order of merit for the purpose of tertiary entrance by combining it with an examination
score, meant that the solutions nominated by the Curriculum Council were dubious from
a statistical and measurement point of view. This necessitated the reintroduction of
statistical moderation.

In the original scenario, teachers would be required to report the sum of the students’
standard for each course outcome which would contribute directly to a TES without
statistical moderation. There was undoubtedly a need to provide teachers with specific
instructions as to how to make a judgement about the standard a student had achieved
and the subsequent school assessment measure for inclusion in the TES. This led to
the Curriculum Council being very prescriptive and providing specific instructions as to
how teachers must assess and arrive at their final score for students. The prescription
led to the requirement that all courses be treated the same. This led to some of the
tensions about assessment within the system since its inception.

These tensions resulted in changes to the new system. The fine-grained comparability
that is needed for the generation of the TES is now achieved by the familiar statistical
moderation process that has been used since the introduction of school assessment into
the tertiary entrance scoring process. Thus, the need for prescription has diminished.

The current situation means that the requirements for generating the school assessment
component will be much the same as in the past. The most critical difference is that all
of the assessments (school and external) will be derived from an assessment of the
course outcomes and the marks will relate directly or indirectly to the course standards.

Teachers in current TEE and WSA subjects in Western Australia are experienced in
assessing students at school within the assessment frameworks (tables) provided by the
Curriculum Council. The requirement in the new system is similar in the sense that
assessment frameworks, focussing on course outcomes will guide the assessment
activities of teachers and examiners. In the traditional TEE system, teachers of tertiary
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