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ASSESSMENT IN INCLUSIVE SETTINGS

Working definitions and parameters for the project
It may seem a little strange to suggest that we need some sort of working definition for the actual title of the project, but all of the contributions to the project work from the Agency Representative Board members, National Co-ordinators and Project Advisory Group members has shown that there is a real risk that contributors to the Agency project may not be talking about the same thing - words, concepts, or procedures - when we use the term “assessment”.

On one level, assessment can be considered to be a very simple concept - everyone in education (and outside of education!!) knows what it is and does it to some degree or another. It is a fundamental task for educators. However, on another level, we can see that assessment is an extremely complex concept: exactly what is it educators do when they assess learning?

As a starting point for the project, a framework of parameters that make up a “working definition” has been agreed upon. The elements below provide the framework for all of the project work.

What are the main reasons for needing a working definition for the start of the project?

The first important reason is that the English words/terms we are using in the project mean different things in different languages. In some languages the terms "evaluation" and "assessment" are almost synonymous - there really is not a difference and often the word evaluation is used where for people speaking other languages assessment and evaluation would be used to mean quite specific - and different - things.

A second reason is that each country has different formal and informal procedures that they may call assessment or something else. These procedures are usually the result of different forms of policy and legislation for general education as well as special needs education. For example, in some countries there may be two very distinct sets of laws on assessment of all pupils: firstly, general educational assessment linked to National curriculum and programmes of study and secondly, identification of SEN. In other examples, there maybe only one legal system that governs all forms of assessment.

Linked to procedures is the fact that in different countries different professionals or teams might be involved in different “types” of assessment procedures and they may have very specific roles and responsibilities in assessing different aspects of pupils’ learning needs. Classroom teachers may only be involved in assessment of learning liked to curriculum programmes. Identification of special educational needs could be the responsibility of teams of professionals with particular specialisms (specialist teachers, psychologists, therapists etc). In some situations the classroom teacher may be central in all aspects of initial and on-going assessment of learning needs.

Finally, we need to recognise the fact that assessment of pupils’ learning not only has different forms - methods or processes - but also very different purposes. The information different assessment methods may provide can be used for very different reasons. Assessment is not only something a teacher does in the classroom in order to make decisions about next steps in the pupils’ learning programme; different forms of assessment can determine pupil placement, provision and support allocations. Assessment therefore can have almost “political” purposes that need to be acknowledged. The different forms and purposes of assessment need to be identified and considered within our work.

Terminology

In order to avoid the possible problems of project terms and concepts becoming confused and possibly used inter-changeably, we propose using these initial definitions:

Assessment - the ways teachers or other professionals systematically collect information about a pupils’ level of achievement in different areas (academic, social etc). 

Evaluation is where a teacher or other professional reflects upon the whole teaching and learning process (including any assessment of pupils’ learning) in order to make decisions about next steps in their work. 

Testing is one possible method of assessing a pupil’s learning. It is quite specific and is a method used in very particular circumstances and for specific reasons.

Diagnosis is one particular use or purpose of assessment information where the information is used to identify particular strengths and weaknesses a pupil may have in one or more areas of their functioning.

Processes and Procedures

In order to develop a complete picture of how assessment can support inclusive practice in schools, it is necessary that the project considers both general and SEN specific assessment policy and practice in countries and how these inter-relate and influence each other.

Any consideration of assessment in inclusive settings needs to be wide ranging and be able to accommodate all of the possible differences in countries’ policy and practice situations.

Comprehensive descriptions of country situations relating to policy and practice are necessary so that differences in procedures can be better understood.

Professionals Involved

There are clear differences between countries with respect to the involvement of teams of professionals in assessment. The country reports provide an opportunity for clearly describing the involvement and roles and responsibilities of different professionals in country assessment procedures.

Purposes of Assessment

The project focus is essentially upon assessment that supports inclusion. This means that all forms of assessment that a pupil with special needs might encounter in a mainstream setting must be considered. This includes:

On-going assessment that is assessment procedures carried out in classrooms, mainly by class teachers and the professionals that work with class teachers that inform decision-making about teaching and learning approaches, methods and steps. The terms formative and progress assessment all relate to the idea of on-going assessment. 

Summative and baseline assessment that are used to get a snapshot of a pupil’s level of functioning in one or more areas for a very specific purpose. These terms all relate to the idea of one-off assessments that maybe used for decision-making related to, for example, placement and provision. 

Other considerations

There are two aspects of the project that need to be part of the working definition and framework of understanding we use for this project.

The project takes an educational and not a medical approach to assessing pupils’ strengths and needs. It is the clear intention of the project to examine and identify the factors of policy as well as best practice in assessment that make a move away from a medical to an educational approach. 

We are interested in identifying and examining best practice in countries (not just usual practice). When referring to best practice, it is possible that a range of factors could be covered, but it is hoped that the best practice descriptions could consider pupils’ participation in their own assessment; parents’ role and participation; the relationship between a pupil’s IEP (Individual Education Plan) and initial and on-going assessment; assessment of non-academic subjects (i.e. social interaction skills).

In conclusion …

It is the argument of all the experts involved in this project that all of the aspects described above need to be considered if assessment polices and practice that support the inclusion of pupils with special needs in mainstream schools are to be successfully examined.
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