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ASSESSMENT WITHIN THE EDUCATION SYSTEM IN ICELAND

1. Assessment of pupils with special needs - Legal environment and policy formation

1.1 Introduction

Icelandic primary/lower secondary schools are governed by similar compulsory education legislation to that in other Nordic countries. The first school level is the pre-school, which is not compulsory but is attended by over 90% of children. This is followed by primary/lower secondary school, which is a ten-year compulsory school from the ages of 6 to 16. According to the objectives stated in the Compulsory Schools Act, on which the schools’ work is based: Compulsory schools shall make an effort to carry out their activities to correspond as fully as possible with the nature and needs of their pupils and encourage the overall development, well-being and education of each individual. 

In Icelandic primary/lower secondary schools, great emphasis is placed upon special needs teaching for handicapped pupils and those with learning difficulties. In the international PISA XE "PISA" \b  study, Iceland shared first place with Finland regarding equality between pupils and between schools. Only 0.5% of pupils in compulsory education attend special schools. Parents of handicapped pupils have increasingly called for handicapped children to study with their contemporaries in their local school, receiving special needs teaching and support in accordance with their needs. Pupils move up through the grades in accordance with their age, but in special cases a pupil may progress more quickly, or more slowly, through the grades. In 2004 about 1% of pupils in Year 10 were ahead of or behind their Year group. 

1.2. School for All - Inclusion

In 1994 Iceland ratified the Salamanca Declaration on special needs education, and its ideology is clearly reflected in the general section of the National Curriculum Guide for Compulsory Schools of 1999. It says: The compulsory school shall endeavour to have its work accord as well as possible with the nature and needs of pupils, supporting the all-round development of each of them. Compulsory schools are to welcome all children, no matter what their physical or mental capabilities, their social and emotional situation or linguistic development. This applies to both handicapped and non-handicapped children, children of exceptional intelligence or mentally handicapped intelligence and everything in between… 

The legal environment, regulations based on the legislation and the National Curriculum Guide support the concept of inclusion (School for All), and of all pupils receiving as equal opportunities as possible for study. The Act states: The objectives of study and instruction, and the working practices of compulsory schools, shall be such as to prevent discrimination on the basis of origin, gender, residence, class, religion or handicap. All school activities shall take into account the varied personality, maturity, talent, ability and interests of pupils. 

1.3 Study assessment - Legal environment 

The Compulsory Schools Act contains a special section on study assessment, which is discussed in six articles. These state that: 

The principal objective in the assessment of pupils is to encourage the pupils and assist their study. . . Assessment should be a permanent aspect of school activities, inseparable from study and instruction. The Act states that assessment aims to produce the most dependable evidence possible on the success of school activities, and the success of individual pupils or groups in achieving the objectives set for them. The National Curriculum Guide of 1999 contains a more detailed definition of assessment:
Assessment should be objective, honest and fair to the pupils. This means that all aspects of study, progress, knowledge, comprehension and skills must be assessed, weighted in accordance with the study emphases. Assessment of study and progress is thus part of the school’s activities. Assessment attempts to discover whether a pupil has achieved the objectives aimed at, or how far he/she has proceeded toward them... it is clear that a variety of assessment methods must be used. They must suit the objectives to be measured and reflect the emphases of the instruction… Assessment results must thus be based both on teachers XE "teachers" \b ’ informal assessment and on formal methods, such as examinations and tests XE "tests" \b . 

The objectives of the National Curriculum Guide are almost exclusively concerned with individual subjects taught, but take little account of other factors, such as social skills and working methods. The objectives focus on the pupils, and are stated in three categories: 

· Final objectives

· Intermediate Objectives

· Enabling objectives.
Intermediate objectives are the principal criteria in all school work. They are divided into three levels, for Years 1 to 4, Years 5 to 7 and Years 8 to 10. The intermediate objectives in the National Curriculum Guide are worded in such a way that it is relatively easy to measure whether, or how far, they have been achieved. The objectives also form the basis for mandated national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  in Icelandic and mathematics in Years 4, 7 and 10. The Compulsory Schools Act states that national examinations in core subjects shall be taken simultaneously in all classes in Years 4 and 7 of primary school, and that at the end of compulsory schooling national examinations shall be held in at least four subjects, to be determined by the Ministry of Education. 

1.4 Assessment in primary/lower secondary school 

Assessment of pupils’ status in primary/lower secondary schools may in principle be divided into five factors: 

* Standardised medical/psychological assessment.

* Standardised educational assessment for children with learning difficulties, e.g. in            reading and mathematics (tools such as Læsi, Talnalykill) 

* Informal educational assessment, carried out by teachers XE "teachers" \b  individually or in collaboration, e.g. continuous assessment or performance tests XE "tests" \b  in individual study topic, 

checklists of various kinds used in class work, assessment of diligence and communication skills. 

* Formal in-school assessment two or three times a year, linked to the intermediate objectives of the National Curriculum Guide. 

* National examinations in Years 4, 7 and 10: standardised XE "standardised" \b  examinations are taken in order to assess whether pupils have achieved the intermediate objectives stated for them in the National Curriculum Guide for their age group.  National examinations are intended to provide pupils, parents XE "parents" \b , school staff and educational authorities with information and criteria on a nationwide basis. 

1.5 General study assessment

In the past, tests XE "tests" \b  of knowledge and right/wrong tests were predominant in primary/lower secondary schools. In more recent times, a broader range of assessment of pupils has developed. Schools have increasing access to diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  tests and other testing tools. 

Standardised reading tests XE "tests" \b , tests of motor development, reading-screening and standardised XE "standardised" \b  questionnaires are now used more than before. Individual-oriented study and inclusion have strengthened a broader range of assessment of pupils’ status. This applies especially at the primary level, in Years 1 to 3 and 4 to 7. 

New communications technology and software are increasingly being applied in teaching and assessment. This new technology is in its infancy in assessment work in primary/lower secondary schools. Many schools have started to give their pupils the opportunity to participate in the formation of study assessment, to take responsibility and assess themselves on the basis of their work. Pupils thus learn to consider their work in an effective way, and assess what has been done well, and what could be improved. Some schools have started using portfolios, which are in some cases computerised; each pupil keeps his/her work in the portfolio XE "portfolio" \b , and assesses his/her performance, together with the teacher.

2. Assessment of special needs XE "Assessment of special needs" \b  

The Regulations on special needs teaching, 1996, state that special needs teaching entails major changes to the study objectives, study material, conditions of study and/or teaching methods vis-à-vis what other pupils of the same age are offered. 

Special needs teaching involves inter alia: 

a. The preparation of a study plan, based on reasoned argument, for a group of pupils or an individual, based upon information on the pupil’s overall situation, and investigation and assessment of his/her status in study and development. Long-term and short-term objectives of teaching shall be stated.

b. Teaching in accordance with the study plan. 

c. Systematic recording and regular review of the study plan and teaching.  

According to the regulations on special needs teaching, school staff must assess the needs of pupils with special needs, and prepare an individual curriculum for the pupil in accordance with his/her needs. All investigation and assessment of the status of individual pupils shall be made in consultation with the parents XE "parents" \b , and with their consent. Assessment of the status of pupils with special needs in primary/lower secondary school has until recently focussed primarily on their learning difficulties, mainly in reading, spelling and mathematics. 

Assessment of disabilities and specific mental disorders has hitherto been handled by physicians, psychologists and other specialists at diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  facilities. A survey carried out last spring by Reykjavík education authorities revealed that assessment in special needs teaching is of various kinds: Formal diagnostic tools are used in most schools, home-made tests XE "tests" \b  of progress are used, reports are written to assess the overall status of the pupils, and checklists are used. 

2.1 Initial assessment XE "Initial assessment" \b  

In pre-school the ideology of early intervention, or service for children under the age of 6, is applied. The Early Intervention Services Assessment Scale has been translated and adapted, and it is used in pre-schools to assess the quality XE "quality" \b  of early intervention for children with developmental deviations and their families. Physicians, psychologists and other specialists at diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  facilities run by the State are involved in initial assessment of the status of handicapped children and those with extensive special needs. The ICD-10 diagnostic standard is used. A range of medical and psychological diagnostic tools are used in initial assessment at diagnostic facilities. 

Children are regularly assessed by pre-school teachers XE "teachers" \b  and specialised consultants. Factors such as linguistic development, social and communication skills, motor development and skills of daily life are assessed. 

When children enter primary school at the age of 6, a report and assessment is produced by the pre-school on handicapped pupils and those who require special support in school. With regard to handicapped children, those with severe speech disorders and those with mental and behavioural disorders, assessment is generally carried out by psychologists, physicians and specialists at diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  facilities run by the State. They use medical and psychological diagnostic tools on the basis of the ICD-10 diagnostic standard. They use e.g. WPPSI-R, WISC-3, and the ADHD Rating Scale. 

Information on the child’s status is passed from the pre-school to the primary school in consultation with the parents XE "parents" \b . During the first term of primary school, special needs teachers XE "teachers" \b  and psychologists jointly carry out a diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  assessment of the development and skills of all 6-year-old children (Information from Reykjavík and surrounding communities, where 70% of pupils in compulsory education study).

Diagnostic assessment tools are used, such as Boehm and Tove Krogh. Special letter tests XE "tests" \b  are also widely used. Those children whose deviation from the norm is considerable are referred for further and more extensive diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  by the school psychologist or other specialists. When this initial assessment has been completed, the class teacher should be better aware of the status of individual pupils, and should be better able to adapt the teaching to the needs of each. 

2.2 Continuous assessment XE "Continuous assessment" \b  in primary/lower secondary school 

Continuous assessment XE "Continuous assessment" \b  in primary/lower secondary school is closely linked to study and teaching. Assessment of study is thus a part of everyday school work. Assessment methods are intended to be diverse, and to measure as many aspects of the studies as possible. Special needs teachers XE "teachers" \b , other teachers and developmental therapists regularly assess their pupils on the basis of their teaching and the objectives stated. A variety of assessment tools are used, formal and informal, home-made or ready-made. Teachers have extensive scope to create their assessment tools, whether in collaboration with teachers of the Year class, or on their own. Tests are used, for instance, to assess performance in individual study topics, and the pupil’s success in achieving the objectives stated by the school and the National Curriculum Guide. Checklists are used to assess social skills, communication and behaviour, and portfolios are used by pupils, teachers and parents XE "parents" \b  to assess the pupil’s progress in his/her studies. 

2.3 Curriculum-related assessment XE "Curriculum-related assessment" \b   

As stated above, the intermediate objectives of the National Curriculum Guide form the basis of mandated national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  in Icelandic and mathematics in Years 4 and 7. They are intended to assess pupils’ success in achieving the intermediate objectives stated in the National Curriculum Guide. National examinations in Year 10 are not compulsory, but those who take them gain more rights to enter study programmes in upper secondary school than those who do not take the examinations. 

National examinations are now held in six subjects in Year 10. In practice, nearly 95% of pupils in Year 10 take the examination in Icelandic, mathematics and English. A small number of pupils, 2.3%, take no examinations, and 7.6 % take one to three subjects. Of the pupils who take national examinations XE "national examinations" \b , just over 23% do not achieve the required result for entry to some study programme of upper secondary school. 

In recent years, applications have been made for waivers of normal examination procedure for 8-12% of pupils in Year 10; the proportion varies between subjects. Applications for waivers are generally grounded upon difficulties in reading (dyslexia) or mathematics (dyscalculation). The waivers involve such arrangements as extended examination time, and oral examinations. 

Curriculum related in-school assessment (tests XE "tests" \b  of general knowledge) takes place formally twice a year in most schools. Examinations are taken at the end of the autumn term and spring term. They are intended to measure how pupils are achieving the objectives stated by the school and the National Curriculum Guide for the relevant age group. These curriculum related examinations are usually prepared in-school by the teachers XE "teachers" \b . 

2.4 Regulations on arrangements and implementation of national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  in Years 4, 7 and 10 of compulsory school 

The arrangements and implementation of national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  are subject to three sets of Regulations. 

a) Regulations on arrangements and implementation of national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  in Years 4 and 7 of compulsory school, 2000. 

b) Regulations on arrangements and implementation of national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  in Year 10 of compulsory school, 2000

c) Regulations on study assessment of pupils whose development deviates so far from the norm that national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  are not suitable for them, 1996. 

The purposes of national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  in Years 4, 7 and 10 are principally to ascertain whether the study objectives of the National Curriculum Guide for the relevant subject of aspect of study are achieved, to provide guidance on emphases in teaching for individual pupils, to provide pupils, guardians/parents XE "parents" \b  and schools with information on pupils’ study performance and status, to provide information on how schools stand in the subjects in which examinations are held vis-à-vis other schools, and to provide criteria for pupils in Year 10 regarding admission to the various study programmes of upper secondary school. 

While national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  are compulsory in Years 4 and 7, and 95% of pupils take national examinations in Icelandic, English and mathematics in Year 10, the legislation provides for waivers in the procedure for taking the examinations, in the case of physical handicap, long-term illness or other difficulties of biological origin, such as dyslexia, provided that this condition of the pupil is confirmed by specialists in the relevant field. Deaf pupils and those with a native language other than Icelandic are also entitled to exemption from the national examinations and possible waivers of normal examination procedure. 

3. Implementation of assessment policy 

Assessment in pre-school is largely carried out by specialists of consultation services, who are usually qualified psychologists and pre-school teachers XE "teachers" \b  with postgraduate qualifications XE "qualifications" \b . As stated above (see Initial assessment XE "Initial assessment" \b ), the policy of early intervention is applied. 

If a major disorder is suspected, these specialists refer the child for further diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  by diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  facilities run by the State, such as the State Diagnostic and Counselling Centre, the Visual Aid Centre for the Sight Impaired, the Hearing and Speech Therapy Centre, the National University Hospital Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Department, and the Centre for Child Health Services. 

Funding is allocated for special needs teaching and special support for pre-school pupils with special needs, based upon their diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b . On the basis of the diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  findings, the pre-school’s consultants make an individual plan for the child, in consultation with the pre-school teachers XE "teachers" \b . 

When children enter primary school at the age of 6, a report and assessment are produced by the pre-school on handicapped pupils and those who require special support in school. With regard to handicapped children, those with severe speech disorders and those with mental and behavioural disorders, assessment is generally carried out by psychologists, physicians and specialists at diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  facilities run by the State. They use medical and psychological diagnostic tools on the basis of the ICD-10 diagnostic standard. A medical diagnostic model is thus predominant with regard to handicapped pupils, and those with disorders. At the State Diagnostic and Counselling Centre, which carries out diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  of handicapped children other than those with sensory handicaps (visual or hearing impairments), cross-disciplinary teams of physicians, physiotherapists, developmental and occupational therapists, sociologists and speech therapists carry out the assessment.

A detailed report accompanies the child into primary school.  In the pre-school a report is also prepared assessing the status of the pupil and explaining his/her overall development and social development. In all larger communities, the assessment documents of the relevant pupil are examined by a cross-disciplinary team of the relevant local education authority. 

A diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  assessment tool in reading has been developed, in order to assess the skill of individual pupils and general criteria of performance. In Years 1 and 2 diagnostic reading tests XE "tests" \b , Læsi, are taken in almost all primary schools, either by decision of the local government or on the initiative of the individual school. In Reykjavík the findings show that about 33% of pupils do not achieve 65% in the reading comprehension section of the test, which is the criterion XE "criterion" \b  set. These pupils require special support of special needs teaching in reading. Such support is provided by teachers XE "teachers" \b  or qualified special needs teachers. 

In most schools, in-school examinations are taken, generally at the end of the autumn term in December, or at the end of the spring term in May. They are intended to assess pupils’ skills vis-à-vis the objectives stated in the National Curriculum Guide for the age group. Class teachers XE "teachers" \b  also assess pupils’ performance in various topics/stages of study. Teachers use checklists of various kinds to assess working methods, diligence and communication skills. Schools can also administer, in consultation with psychologists, teaching consultants and special needs teachers, various social-relationship tests XE "tests" \b  and class tests, which assess the pupils’ social skills. This is also done on the initiative and responsibility of each school.

In Year 3 many schools use a diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  test in mathematics (Talnalykill) to assess pupils’ mathematical knowledge. Special linguistic comprehension tests XE "tests" \b  are also used. In many cases these tests are administered by teachers XE "teachers" \b  and special needs teachers. In Years 4 and 7, the national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  have some effect upon other study assessment.  Formal in-school assessments related to the intermediate objectives of the National Curriculum Guide are widely used. In class work, the teacher uses continuous assessment, carried out by the teacher alone or in collaboration with other teachers of the Year group. These assessment tools are intended to measure whether pupils achieve the objectives or specific aspects which have been taught. Checklists are also used to identify the pupils who achieve the objectives stated. Teachers also use interviews, formal and informal, for exploration of working methods, diligence and communications. Assessment takes place in school work, every day, in all classes, at all school levels, as teachers assess and provide guidance on pupils’ conduct and correct varied mistakes in study and communications. 

Assessment by special needs teachers XE "teachers" \b  is in many cases similar to assessment of pupils in class work, but special needs teachers generally make use of standardised XE "standardised" \b  formal assessment tools. 

At the lower-secondary level (Years 8 to 10), assessment of pupils' status is more conventional. Tests of knowledge are used extensively to assess pupils' performance in individual study topics. Pupils also write essays on aspect of the study material. The teacher assesses the presentation and writing skill, understanding of the subject matter and original thought. Formal tests XE "tests" \b  of knowledge at the end of each term are predominant. 

At the lower secondary level, national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  have great influence on teaching methods and examination arrangements. The objective is that as many pupils as possible pass the examinations and thereby gain the right to enter study programmes of upper secondary schools. Those who do not reach the required standard can enter a general studies programme in secondary school (with the possibility of entering one of the upper-secondary programmes at a later stage).

4. Special schools

Of pupils in compulsory schooling, 0.5% study at special schools. According to information from these schools, study assessment is diverse, and based upon the development and ability of the individual. The study assessment section of the National Curriculum Guide applies also to the special schools, where conduct and social skills are assessed, as well as interests and study skills. When a child is admitted to a special school, documents are submitted by specialists of diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  facilities, physicians and psychologists. 

In special schools, an individual curriculum is drawn up for every pupil. The individual curriculum is based upon the findings of checklists. In assessment of the pupil’s study performance, all criteria for skill must be based upon the pupil him/herself and the study material assigned to him/her. The study material is divided into manageable stages or steps (enabling objectives) for the pupil in question. It is a key aspect of the work of special schools that study assessment reflect what the pupil is expected to learn according to the objectives of the individual curriculum. 

Continuous assessment XE "Continuous assessment" \b  is carried out on study and diligence. Tailor-made checklists are used, based upon the objectives of the individual curriculum. In a school for children with social and emotional disorders, the pupils assess themselves, and this is one aspect of building up their self-image. The class teacher discusses progress with each pupil once a week, and draws up a study plan for the following week. A special status assessment, based upon the individual curriculum, is carried out regularly. 

5. Local government policy and implementation of law and National Curriculum Guide. 

Policies of local government with regard to implementation of the legislation are variable. In Reykjavík, where over one third of pupils in compulsory schooling live, the city authorities have created a policy of individual oriented study in an inclusive school (School for All). In order to pursue the policy in the work of the schools, various measures have been applied. Several items are mentioned here, but the list is not exhaustive. 

a) Funding has been increased for special needs teaching, especially for handicapped children studying in mainstream schools. 

b) New professions have been brought into primary/lower secondary schools, e.g. developmental therapists, who bring new assessment tools and approaches. 

c) Teachers are offered more opportunities for continuing education in flexible teaching methods and diverse assessment of pupils’ status.

d) School administrators are offered far more opportunities for continuing education on individual oriented study, flexible teaching methods and diverse assessment tools. 

e) Schools are required to established problem solving teams within each school, to work with teachers XE "teachers" \b  if problems arise. 

In this manner, it is believed that teaching methods and assessment in school work can evolve towards inclusion (School for All), and assessment which is adapted to the ability and needs of the pupil. 

6. Teachers’ skills 

Teacher training institutions have been training special needs teachers XE "teachers" \b  for 35 years. In their training, special needs teachers have learned to use diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  assessment tools with regard to pupils’ learning difficulties, especially in reading and spelling. These diagnostic tests XE "tests" \b  are administered by special needs teachers, or a teacher and special needs teacher. Those pupils whose results deviate significantly from the norm receive additional help in accord with their needs. 

Teachers’ skills in the utilisation of computers and software in assessment and diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  work are not yet well developed. In collaboration with teacher training bodies, an effort in continuing education must be made in this field. The ability of teachers XE "teachers" \b  to assess pupils and use diverse assessment tools has increased in recent years. In teacher training more emphasis has been placed upon flexible teaching methods and the use of diverse assessment tools to assess the status of pupils in individual-oriented studies. 

Non-specialised teachers XE "teachers" \b  are not yet generally qualified to administer standardised XE "standardised" \b  diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  tests XE "tests" \b , both on studies and social skills. Many local governments have in recent years increased continuing education in this field, holding courses for teachers in the use of diagnostic assessment tools in reading, spelling and mathematics. There has also been increasing emphasis on diagnostic assessment in conduct and social skills. For instance, educational authorities in Reykjavík have held courses on behavioural diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  for teachers in most of the city’s primary/lower secondary schools. 

7. Attitudes to assessment 

Public debate on examinations and assessment tools in primary/lower secondary schools has in recent years focussed on the national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  and conventional in-school examinations which assess pupils’ knowledge. Every year the results of the national examinations lead to debate in the media and among the general public on the performance of individual schools and regions of the country. The media have linked the results to the quality XE "quality" \b  of the school’s work. Schools with “good” results have been praised, while others have been branded as “poor.” 

In 2004, changes were therefore made in the scale of grades in the examinations, and an index of progress was introduced, which indicates changes in the position of the school and individuals between Years 4 and 7, and Years 7 and 10.  

According to the staff of the Educational Testing XE "Testing" \b  Institute, which supervises the administering and processing of national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  for the Ministry of Education, the main cause of these changes is that in debate and media coverage the results of the national examinations in individual schools are invariably linked to the internal work of the school. 

Debate on inclusive study assessment is limited as yet within primary/lower secondary schools and in society in general. A few progressive schools have developed the use of portfolios, which pupils use for self-assessment XE "self-assessment" \b , together with their teacher and parents XE "parents" \b . The policy of the City of Reykjavík on individual-oriented study in an inclusive school (School for All) has, however, stimulated debate among educators on flexible teaching methods and inclusive study assessment. Various other local governments have also taken steps in this direction. Pupils, parents and the media have so far played little part in this debate. 

8. Challenges and Tendencies

The legal framework for study assessment policy is clear. The principal objective of official study assessment is to ascertain as far as possible whether the objectives of the National Curriculum Guide in the relevant subject are achieved. National examinations are also intended to provide information on where schools stand in the subjects examined, vis-à-vis other schools in the country. The national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  are dominant in the public debate on the status of pupils in primary/lower secondary school. The combination of national examinations and intermediate objectives of the National Curriculum Guide is one of the State’s most effective tools to evaluate how well local governments are meeting the objectives set by the State for school work. The tendency is for the State to wish to continue with the examinations, and even to increase the number of examinations. This enables the state to have a real influence on the internal work of the schools. In local government there has been little debate on the role of national examinations, and this probably indicates that they are largely in favour of them. 

Through flexible study assessment, linked to the teaching methods of each school, and continuous assessment by class teachers XE "teachers" \b  linked to their teaching and study, the working methods, diligence and co-operative skill of individual pupils can be assessed better, as the assessment is broader based than that of the national examinations XE "national examinations" \b . Flexible assessment within primary/lower secondary school appears to reflect whether the school’s work is guided by flexible teaching methods and individual oriented study. Policy formation in individual communities is important here. At the first local government conference on compulsory schools in 2004, it transpired that relatively few local governments have formed a clear educational policy, and an informal survey indicated that few had formed a clear policy on assessment. 

In initial assessment XE "initial assessment" \b , formal evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  of development by physicians and psychologists is important, but it is important to bridge more effectively the existing gap between the assessment findings and practice in teaching and other school work. Follow-up and counselling to teachers XE "teachers" \b  and other school staff, based on the diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  findings, is vital. A handover meeting between specialists/diagnostic parties and the school, who together review the findings on which individual curricula are based, is vital for teacher and pupil. If there is little or no follow-up on the medical/psychological diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b , it will be of limited value in the school’s work. The cost of diagnostic work is high, and if the diagnosis is not used in ongoing work with the pupils, e.g. in the creation of individual curricula, that work is not being utilised in the school’s work. Diagnosticians cannot refuse to provide consultation in the making of individual curricula for handicapped pupils. 

8.1 Assessment results: national and regional 

In the debate on national examinations XE "national examinations" \b , it has been considered whether the social environment affects the results of national examinations. Annual reports on the national examinations reveal that grades in national examinations have for many years been highest in Reykjavík and the surrounding communities, and lower in the regions. Various factors have been cited in the debate, for instance that attitudes to education vary in different regions, that in the more sparsely populated regions educators do not set such high standards XE "standards" \b , that there are more experienced teachers XE "teachers" \b  in the capital area, or that more parents XE "parents" \b  in the capital area are university educated. 

Some local governments have made use of the results to initiate changes in their educational work, providing more funding, and seeking to bring in more qualified teachers XE "teachers" \b . 

A study carried out at the University of Iceland in 1999 revealed that the social status of residents in Reykjavík school districts appears to be a more important factor than the work of the schools.  The higher the proportion of the population who are university graduates, the higher the average grades in national examinations XE "national examinations" \b . In Reykjavík the results were generally highest in the west and central districts, and declined in the more easterly parts of the city, where fewer people are university educated. 

9. Costs of assessment 

Today more parties than in the past are involved in diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  and assessment of handicapped pupils and those which considerable special needs. Cross disciplinary teams of professionals carry out detailed diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  work, from more points of view than in the past. The diagnostic findings are more sophisticated, but at the same time the cost of diagnosis has increased greatly. The cost of specialist services is rising, and it should be pointed out that, assuming that one psychological assessment by one psychologist, with processing and reporting XE "reporting" \b , takes ten hours, a cross disciplinary assessment by many parties costs up to four times as much. It is thus important, both from a professional and a financial viewpoint, that the diagnostic findings be utilised in ongoing work with the pupil. 

According to information from the Educational Testing XE "Testing" \b  Institute, the annual direct cost of the national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  in grades 4, 7 and 10 of primary/lower secondary school is about ISK 72 million. When local government took over responsibility for primary/lower secondary education in 1996, an agreement was made to establish a Local Government Equalisation Fund, whose role was inter alia to allocate funding to local governments for pupils with special needs. Allocations are made on the basis of the pupil’s diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  and assessment documents. A physician appointed by the Equalisation Fund evaluates allocations to local governments for pupils with special needs, on the basis of the diagnostic findings. Funding is generally used for additional staff to assist the child in question. A handicapped child may be allocated up to a six-fold contribution if the diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  confirms that he/she has great special needs. The number of such diagnoses has increased greatly, and today there are long waiting-lists, of up to two years, at some diagnostic facilities, for primary/lower secondary school pupils. The medical model is thus predominant with regard to diagnosis, criteria and allocation of funding for handicapped children and those with considerable special needs, within primary/lower secondary school. 

10. Innovations and development

Innovations and developments are taking place in the assessment factors being introduced by individual schools and local governments. It is difficult to gain an overview of development. By law, each local government has considerable freedom to build up its own educational policy, though within the bounds of law and the National Curriculum Guide. There is great variation in whether and how local governments form educational policy, and what it involves.

In pre-schools the ideology of early intervention has been applied widely in recent years. Specialists of pre-schools use the Early Intervention Services Assessment Scale in the pre-school, to evaluate the quality XE "quality" \b  of early intervention. This has strengthened the professional work of the pre-schools. 

Due to policy formation by individual local governments, such as Reykjavík, on individual oriented study in an inclusive school (School for All) more children with considerable special needs are studying in mainstream schools. In sparsely-populated regions this has been the case for many years, due to the absence of special schools. Education authorities in Reykjavík have now (2005) issued an assessment tool for individual oriented study, which the schools can use to assess where they stand on the way towards individual oriented study. Debate within Reykjavík schools on the use of diverse assessment tools has become steadily greater, and more focussed. 

Effective use of portfolios in school work has promoted participation by the pupil and parents XE "parents" \b  in assessment of the pupil’s status. Use of checklists to assess pupils’ communication and social skills has increased, as has teachers XE "teachers" \b ’ ability to apply behavioural diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  in school work. 

New tests XE "tests" \b  in reading and mathematics in Years 1 and 3 have strengthened schools in making effective use of assessment tools to identify pupils who require special support or special needs teaching. Closer collaboration between specialists at schools and diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  facilities has strengthened diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  and follow-up, although yet more could be achieved. 

Changes have taken place in the national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  in recent years. In Year 10, national examinations are taken in more subjects. A normal distribution scale of grades has been introduced for school averages. A progress index has been introduced, which indicates changes in the school’s status between Years 4 and 7, and 7 and 10. More flexibility has been introduced with regard to applications for waivers of procedure for national examinations in Year 10. 

Considerable debate is taking place on amendments to the Compulsory Schools Act and changes to the National Curriculum Guide. Few changes are foreseen regarding assessment, such as national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  and their links to the study objectives states in the National Curriculum Guide. The debate focuses primarily on founding of privately run schools, and the effect that the planned reduction of the duration of studies in academic streams of upper secondary schools, from four years to three, will have on teaching and the amount of study material to be covered in lower secondary school. 

11. Conclusion

Within primary/lower secondary schools, great emphasis is placed upon conventional examinations, both formal in-school examinations at the end of each term, and national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  in Years 4, 7 and 10. Diagnosis of handicapped pupils and those with other developmental disorders is carried out by physicians and psychologists, generally at diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  facilities run by the State. The diagnostic findings are then used in order to apply for extra funding. Allocations from the Local Government Equalisation Fund are made on the basis of medical diagnostic findings, and not on the basis of the pupil’s needs or the educational need of schools for additional support. 

Individual curricula are drawn up by special needs teachers XE "teachers" \b , developmental therapists and teachers, based on diverse diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  by specialists. Pupils with learning difficulties are generally diagnosed by special needs teachers and psychologists in consultation with the teacher. Standardised diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  assessment tools are used. Individual oriented study, continuous assessment by teachers, checklists and portfolios are the growth areas at this time. The debate on inclusive assessment, based upon the development and ability of each individual, is still limited in Icelandic primary/lower secondary schools. Inclusive study assessment is used mainly at the primary level, in Years 1 to 7. 

Individual oriented study in an inclusive school (School for All) has not progressed as far at the lower secondary level (Years 8 to 10) as it has at the primary level (Years 1 to 7), and inclusive assessment is in its early stages. In the lower-secondary departments of some schools, however, study assessment work has begun, relating to diverse teaching methods, use of portfolios, and self-assessment XE "self-assessment" \b  by pupils with their parents XE "parents" \b . Within primary/lower secondary school computerised assessment is not yet much used. Most schools are well equipped with computers, but they do not necessarily have the correct software. Teachers lack the necessary knowledge and training to use the existing software, or to use computers in assessment. 

With regard to inclusion (School for All) and inclusive assessment, many issues must be considered. Effective development work must be carried out with teachers XE "teachers" \b  in the coming years with regard to changing teaching methods and use of assessment tools. It must be considered, for instance, how the gap may be bridged between the diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  assessment of physicians and psychologists on the one hand, and changed teaching methods based on the assessment on the other, and how assessment findings may be put to better use in school work by means of more follow-up for the teacher, and collaboration between the school and the health-care system. 

It must be considered, whether study assessment is used as effectively as is intended by legislation and regulations, with regard to assistance for pupils in their studies. Development of flexible teaching methods in an inclusive school must be effectively linked to inclusive study assessment. Changes and diverse teaching methods are the key to diverse inclusive assessment. 

Some issues regarding inclusive study assessment in primary/lower secondary school in Iceland have been mentioned here. There are naturally many other issues in Iceland which require consideration and development, in this complex interplay of teaching methods and assessment. The policies of individual local governments on individual-oriented study in an inclusive school (School for All), and the increasing numbers of handicapped children in mainstream schools, are conducive to flexible teaching methods and more diverse assessment.

It is important to see inclusive assessment as part of the overall process of development of the inclusive school. 

ASSESSMENT PRACTICE IN ICELAND

1. Introduction 

In this report the findings and conclusions on assessment in the ETAI
 project (Enhancing Teachers’ Abilities in Inclusion), a case study of exemplary practices of inclusive education in schools in four European countries 1998-2000, will be discussed. Trends in assessment in schools in Iceland recent years will be mentioned, and their implications for pupils with special needs. Finally, cases of good practice are reported. The main theme is an interview with a mother with positive experience of inclusive settings. 

1.1 Findings in the ETAI study – case study of exemplary practices of inclusive education

The outcomes and conclusions of the ETAI study comprised nine themes:

1. Preparation for schooling
2. Curriculum planning and individual education plans XE "individual education plans" \b 
3. Classroom practice
4. Collaboration and co-ordination
5. Pupils’ social interaction
6. Home/school collaboration
7. Evaluation, assessment and reflection
8. Support services
9. Staff development

Two are of special importance when reflecting on assessment:

· curriculum planning and individual education plans XE "individual education plans" \b  

· evaluation XE "evaluation" \b , assessment and reflection

1.1.1 Curriculum and individual education plans XE "individual education plans" \b 
The curricula of inclusive schools are characterised by their ability to incorporate contents that promote the development of social skills in addition to academic content. It seems that the dynamics of an inclusive school require the constant fostering of these skills. 

The curriculum represents a framework for teachers XE "teachers" \b , support services and families, who are jointly responsible for planning the educational process of pupils. This framework seems to be most effective in facilitating the inclusion of all pupils. The class teachers assume full responsibility for curriculum planning and implementation for all their pupils. 

In order to respond to the different needs of pupils, the curriculum and classroom activities must be directed at all the pupils in the ordinary classroom. On this issue there needs to be unanimous agreement. From this point of view, curriculum adaptations XE "adaptations" \b  that are made through individual plans will need to strive to guarantee the highest degree of classroom participation possible. 

The school is responsible for curricular planning and decisions, in close collaboration with the families. Specialists, who in the past were ultimately responsible for creating individual plans, now primarily take on the role of assessors and consultants with regard to certain aspects. 

As for individual plans, it is necessary to distinguish writing these from implementing them. When putting theory into practice, what inclusive schools seem to question is the individual attention given to the pupil, and taken away from the rest of the class, and not the creation of an individual plan in itself. Teachers need to beware of individual or personal plans becoming instruments of segregation. 

1.1.2 Evaluation, assessment and reflection

Frequent and collaborative reflection and evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  seem to enhance practice and give staff assurance and confidence when taking up new practices. 

Schools need to form policy on evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  and assessment, stating the purpose, nature, form, participants and timeline in each case. 

Internal evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  needs to be a part of school development. It also serves the purpose of constant reflection on classroom practice. 

A mixture of formal and informal approaches seems to be helpful. Formal approaches seem to be more appropriate when a school desires answers to certain pre-determined areas. The greater number of people involved in the evaluation XE "evaluation" \b , the more formal the situation becomes. 


Various ways of enquiry are recommended, such as video recording, diary writing, verbal reflection, interviews, questionnaires, study of documents. 

It is worth considering involving pupils formally in the reflection process, in order to improve school and classroom practices. 

2. Overview and trends in assessment in schools in Iceland – where are we heading?

2. 1 Overview

Examinations and other forms of assessment, usually written, are carried out by individual teachers XE "teachers" \b  and schools. Assessment is therefore not standardised XE "standardised" \b  between different schools and teachers. The way in which the reports on pupils’ progress are compiled varies greatly: the assessment may be in the form of a numerical or letter grade, or an oral or written commentary. Reports are given at regular intervals throughout the school year and at the end of each year. 

National examinations at the end of compulsory education are optional, i.e. the pupils can choose whether to take the national examinations XE "national examinations" \b , and how many. Pupils are able to choose between examinations in six subjects, i.e. Icelandic, Danish, English, mathematics, natural sciences and social sciences. 

These examinations are written, marked and organised by the Educational Testing XE "Testing" \b  Institute. The purpose of these examinations is primarily to indicate the pupil’s standing at the completion of his/her compulsory education, and to assist him/her in choosing a course of upper secondary study. In grades 4 and 7, pupils take two national examinations XE "national examinations" \b . The subjects examined are Icelandic and mathematics. (Ministry of Education 2002)

2.2 Trends

Only a handful of Iceland’s local governments, which number about 100, have a formal written educational policy. The largest community, Reykjavík, where about one third of the entire population or 113,000 people live, has a formal and active educational policy. The four next largest communities, with populations numbering 10,000 to 25,000, also have policies. The policies of these local governments, especially Reykjavík, naturally influence educational work elsewhere. The City of Reykjavík has in recent years emphasised individual oriented study in inclusive schools, and has sought to strengthen educational work which is conducive to those objectives. 

The Ministry of Education, Science and Culture allocates grants each year from the Compulsory Schools Development Fund to schools who are involved in development work. The objective of the Fund is to promote innovation and experiment in the organisation of studies, teaching methods, teaching materials and assessment in primary/lower secondary school. In the last two allocations, the emphasis was upon grants to development work in the field of diverse study assessment. By examining what schools are doing in this development work, it is possible to see where they are heading. It should be mentioned that, not only in Reykjavík but elsewhere, schools are beginning debate on individual oriented study, and they aim to emphasise individual orientation and seek to meet the needs of all pupils. The focus is not specifically upon pupils with special needs; however, they are almost all in mainstream primary/lower secondary schools, and should be included in the discussion of all pupils. 

Examination of applications for grants for development work in study assessment reveals an emphasis on formative assessment XE "formative assessment" \b  in greater participation by the pupils themselves in assessment, using portfolio XE "portfolio" \b  assessment and various kinds of pupil led conferences. There is also a trend towards more standard based assessment and use of rubrics. In these applications the goal is often mentioned of seeking to assess the pupil’s abilities as a whole, and all pupils’ abilities. Variety and diversification is often mentioned in assessment and assessment tools. 

These trends are also apparent in the curriculum of the University of Education. There students face issues such as: achievement assessment versus performance based assessment, diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  and formative assessment XE "formative assessment" \b , inclusive or exclusive, process or product etc. 

These trends, both in forward looking schools, where teachers XE "teachers" \b  are participating in formal professional development, and in teacher education, are still only on the threshold of the classroom or in their infancy in the work of the teachers in the classroom. There are therefore not many cases yet to consider, but we have come across some which are of interest for this report. 

It is of importance to mention that almost all pupils in Iceland, or 99.5%, study in inclusive settings, and the trend in assessment towards a more individualised performance based assessment, with the participation of the pupil, should apply to pupils with special needs, as to any other pupil. 

There is neither an increasing pressure from parents XE "parents" \b  in relation to assessment information nor calls for more comparative information as we see it. Comparative assessment planned and partly implemented in upper secondary schools has not been much talked about. As mentioned there are few specials schools in Iceland, and only 0,5% of pupils in compulsory education attend these special schools. They are one of a kind and no comparison is made between those special schools.

3. Cases of good practice

In this section aspects from the agenda will be considered. This will be done via an interview with and thoughts of a mother (referred to as M), whose experience is of successful inclusion in compulsory school for her son (referred to as N) who has special needs. N is severely handicapped. The mother is a special educational needs adviser by profession, and is now a lecturer in teacher education. Reference to another case of good practice will be included where appropriate. In this case the pupil is referred to as D. D is also severely handicapped. Both these pupils study in inclusive settings where there are often two teachers XE "teachers" \b  in the classroom. There is often a small room connected to the classroom, to which pupils have access for group work or individual work. 

3.1 Assessment in Inclusive Classrooms

How is good or best practice assessment in inclusive classrooms organised?

“It focuses on the certain needs of the pupil, such as for instance individual orientation in studies. By that I mean that a pupil who can’t write much gets a multiple choice examination and extended time, or an oral exam. It must be constant, analytical, diverse, it must be connected to the teaching, and be of benefit to the pupil. By that I mean that the pupil learns through the assessment. He or she sees what he/she is doing well, and also the factors that must be improved, and perhaps the way that he/she can go about doing so. Study assessment must help the pupil to take responsibility for their own studies, and to motivate them. In addition bonds with the parents XE "parents" \b  must be established, so that they can monitor, and promote the child’s better performance and well-being, by creating the right conditions for study at home.” M.

In relation to what the role of the mainstream class teacher is in initial SEN assessments and diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b , the mainstream class teacher is usually the person who calls for a internal or external (as related to the school) specialist such as a special educational teacher, speech therapist or psychologist to formally assess or diagnose, regarding special needs. The role of the mainstream teacher is to participate with all relevant information concerning the student, to keep a record of all work/assessment done and implement changes, if any, that the teacher, parents XE "parents" \b  or the specialist recommend following the formal diagnosis.

3.2 Procedures and flexibility. 

“N was given individual oriented studies, and the results were assessed as he went along, using diverse methods. Conventional final assessment and ordinary examinations on paper were only partially used. “When I look back, I feel that the school normally chose the methods, but the school was very receptive to suggestions from parents XE "parents" \b . I don’t remember suggesting anything without it leading to the test being adapted to N’s needs. Adapted so that he could answer with his eyes, so the tests XE "tests" \b  had to be yes and no questions, or a choice between statements. One thing comes to mind, the setting of objectives in the pupil’s studies, collaboratively by the teacher, parents and child.  I felt it was most effective when that went together. I never had any other feeling than that there was a lot of flexibility, and all options would be tried, in order to meet the need. N didn’t take the national examinations XE "national examinations" \b , which made the process rather easier.” M

In D’s case, continuous assessment is used, whereby the teacher assesses whether objectives have been achieved. Ordinary examinations are also adapted so that D can answer using a laser pointer or other methods which he can manage. The examinations are read aloud to him. 

“In the individual curriculum, objectives were set by some of the teachers XE "teachers" \b  (often determined jointly with parents XE "parents" \b  and N), and when things went well the assessment was linked to them. I especially remember reading being taught by one teacher, who put the reading (the words N read, and the speed) into a bar chart. N observed it daily, and every week the assessment (bar chart) was put up on the wall, and then it went into a file which was brought home regularly. This was encouraging and got him interested in reading. It also worked, so that the study material was neither too difficult nor too easy – but just right.” M

The assessment discussed in D’s case has the objective primarily of examining his study status. In his school report in spring, his status in study subjects is stated, as well as his status and achievement in special needs such as Bliss training and use of computer switches. D’s individual educational plan is reviewed in view of the assessment. 

3.3 People Involved in Assessment

“The teacher is the professional, and is in charge up to a point. The teacher is the contact with the school and the decision making process which takes place there (how and when to assess etc.) The pupil is the main point of the studies. What is achieved is mainly up to the pupil. So really its incredible how little anyone talks to the pupil, and how little his/her activity and participation is in the process. The pupil is the key person, while the teacher and parents XE "parents" \b  can be supportive of the studies. The teacher is inside the school, and has the possibilities in teaching and all that. Parental activity consists of motivating the pupil at home, increasing the child’s commitment to the studies, to encourage interests and to build up circumstances which are supportive of study and school work. Diversity in assessment and using peers is a good thing, and should be done more often.” M. 

D’s teacher, who is a developmental therapist and works with the class teacher, is primarily responsible for the assessment. The class teacher writes the tests XE "tests" \b , which are adapted for D. In this case the pupil is involved in evaluating his own studies, like other pupils with portfolio XE "portfolio" \b  assessment. 

D’s school uses portfolio XE "portfolio" \b  assessment, among other assessment processes. Once a year, in the spring, parents XE "parents" \b  attend a pupil led conference where the pupil shows his or her chosen items of the showcase portfolio. The same applies to D and his portfolio. 

“I feel that parents XE "parents" \b  come in as people who know other aspects of the child than the school, and involvement in assessment is one of the school’s ways for the parents to learn about the school’s work. In addition, they learn more about the status of the child’s studies, and they can have an influence which is supportive of study and well-being.” M. 

“Co-operation between pupils, parents XE "parents" \b  and teachers XE "teachers" \b  is assured by the school contacting the parents regularly, and that is a fixed procedure which all teachers work by. So parents, pupils and the teacher work together, to set objectives and assess the pupil’s studies. This worked best when the process was linked to interviews with the teachers. Before the interview, the parents knew how the studies had been progressing, and we sometimes received notes about factors we needed to consider. Sometimes there were points to consider before the interview. That worked well. The school needs to have the attitude… realise that this collaboration yields benefits, and can have a very good effect upon the child’s schooling. In N’s case, I felt the school realised this, as his handicap meant that he required a lot of help in the process of learning.” M. 

“Team approaches to the assessment that was used varied very much. It depended upon the subject and the teaching. Teachers, school administrators and parents XE "parents" \b  met regularly, usually once a month, and more often if necessary. Whenever the parents were involved, it was encouraging. I was worthy to be included, and that made me more interested, and then I was better aware of what I should do to be supportive of the studies. When I was included I felt respect and trust and I found that marvellous.” M. 

4. Learning and Teaching

In relation to how assessment information is used to inform teaching and learning activities in classrooms. “I felt that there was a good connection between the study assessment and the work. Perhaps that was because in N’s case it was based on the individual. His class also had two teachers XE "teachers" \b , and their teaching was partly arranged with him in mind.” M. 

Many schools and education districts work with the results of national examinations XE "national examinations" \b , so that individuals whose results are substantially above or below the average are given an individual curriculum, and efforts are made to adapt the studies and teaching to their needs. 

How Iceland links assessment information to the planning of learning and teaching at school, regional or even national levels: 

At the national level: When the performance of Icelandic pupils in international comparative studies such as Timms and PISA XE "PISA" \b  is unsatisfactory in the view of the authorities, debate often takes place on measures, which may lead to action. An example of this is the findings of Timms in 1996: they led to debate on study and teaching in natural sciences and mathematics, which led to an effort in teacher training in these fields. The same is true of the findings of PISA in 2003, after which diploma studies in mathematics teaching have been introduced. These surveys also have an influence on pilot projects supported by the State. International studies and trends also have an influence upon the content of the National Curriculum Guide. 

At the regional level: Regional variations in the results of national examinations XE "national examinations" \b  can lead to measures within certain regions. Screening carried out by educational districts, for instance in reading, has led to pilot projects within the district. Education districts have for instance introduced pilot projects to improve reading comprehension, after screening of an entire Year group. 

At the school level: Most schools have internal monitoring XE "monitoring" \b  and assessment. Schools thus often have a screening process to detect e.g. indications of dyslexia in pupils, from pre-school to upper secondary school. The findings are used to meet the study needs of pupils e.g. by study material on audio CDs, and waivers of conventional examination procedure. 

5. Teacher Training

At the Icelandic University of Education, a 30-credit postgraduate programme is available in special needs teaching, following on from a 90-credit B.Ed. programme. The programme is based upon the following principles and values: 

• that all children learn, and that all children can be taught things which give their lives more purpose and fulfilment, 

• that the quality XE "quality" \b  of studies is contingent upon the quality of teaching, parenting and training, 

• that children learn in different ways and at different speeds, 

• that different individuals strengthen every school, and society as a whole,

• that the school shall seek to meet diverse needs inclusively, and that in order to do so teachers XE "teachers" \b  and developmental therapists must master knowledge, principles and skills, inter alia knowledge of handicaps and special needs, tolerance vis-à-vis the children’s diverse qualities and needs, and disciplined working methods, 

• that in assessment of special needs XE "assessment of special needs" \b  it is important to have a holistic view of the child, 

• that school work is the collective task of the school, the child, the family, the authorities and society, 

• that children’s special needs are the responsibility of all these parties, and demand active collaboration. 

The University of Akureyri also offers a postgraduate programme in special needs teaching. The aim is for students to gain knowledge of the sociology of handicap, and of the attitudes of handicapped people and those with special needs to themselves and their situation, to learn about the history of the handicapped, international conventions on the handicapped, and Icelandic laws and regulations on the handicapped, to gain knowledge of trends and policies in special needs teaching, and of the essential concepts of holistic educational policy, and to learn theories on how teachers XE "teachers" \b ’ reflection can influence the participation and studies of all pupils.  

There is no special discussion of how assessment materials and tests XE "tests" \b  are handled in teacher training. Special courses are held on the use of screening and diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  tools intended for use by teachers XE "teachers" \b , for instance in the fields of mathematics, linguistic development and reading. The courses are generally aimed at special needs teachers, and are normally held by the originators of the tools. 

6. Innovative Assessment Tools and Methods

Debate on evaluation XE "evaluation" \b , study assessment and methods has been limited in Iceland, with the exception of discussion of the results of national examinations XE "national examinations" \b . This emerges clearly in a new report which is in preparation on research in the field of schooling and education in Iceland; this does not indicate that study assessment has been a subject of research by Icelandic academics.
 It appears that it is mainly the Educational Testing XE "Testing" \b  Institute which has researched and published the results of national examinations, and the findings of international studies in which Iceland has been a participant. Some change is taking place, as some schools are working on pilot projects relating to study assessment. The major field relates to portfolio XE "portfolio" \b  assessment, and assessment which encourages participation by the pupil, such as self-assessment XE "self-assessment" \b  by pupils, setting of objectives by them, and participation in pupil, teacher, and parent meetings. This work is in its infancy, and it is difficult to predict how it will affect the schooling and participation of pupils with special needs in general. 

7. Conclusions

In this final section, we use another quote from M. to identify what the emerging issues and concepts are that can help everyone understand inclusive assessment more clearly. 

“I feel that this approach which is now called individual orientation (it was called the Open School or School for All) is the route that all schools are taking. Sometimes it’s a good idea to give things a new name, so that the professionals make an effort and change their methods. It’s necessary to promote especially pupils, and their parents XE "parents" \b , taking more responsibility for the studies, and at the same time study assessment, along with the teachers XE "teachers" \b . For that to happen, teachers must come out, and change their attitudes and methods. Start working more openly, in the open. I must state that teachers should teach, and parents should be supportive, but not teach. I feel that I’m noticing a more holistic view in the debate. There is a certain theme to this interest in individual orientation. Take the portfolio XE "portfolio" \b  as an example. They help the pupils to assess their work and performance, and have more input regarding their studies.” M. 

“I don’t know of any other hindrances than the professionals themselves. Some are the main obstacle, as well as the organisation of school work, which is inflexible. Some professionals have to change. Nobody will do it for them – they must do that job themselves.” M. 

Development is mainly supported by setting out a policy, because without policy there can be no development. The State, local government and schools all need to form policies on assessment. And when the policy has been formed, implementation must be ensured by counselling and support for the schools. Such counselling must be ongoing, throughout the process of schools implementation of the changes. 

THE FEATURES OF ASSESSMENT BEST PRACTICE AND POLICY THAT SUPPORTS BEST ASSESSMENT PRACTICE

Best practice

Features of best practise in assessment in inclusive primary classroom as we see it in Iceland are when: 

· The assess policy is written and has a connection to all pupils learning and teaching of all pupils

· Practises where social skills are of importance and therefore also included in the curriculum and the assessment processes.

· The school has the attitude, realises that collaboration with pupils and parents XE "parents" \b  yields benefits and can have a very good effect upon the child’s schooling.

· Pupils and parents XE "parents" \b  are formally involved in the reflection and assessment process.

· Teacher and other professionals working in the classroom, like classroom assistant, developmental therapist or speech therapist work jointly and have joint responsibility for the assessment where appropriate. 

· Peers take part in the assessment also.

· Objectives in the pupil’s studies are set collaboratively by the teacher, parents XE "parents" \b  and child.

· The pupil learns through the assessment, sees where he/she is doing well and where he/she must improve, and the way to go about it.

· Assessment helps the pupil to take responsibility for his/her studies, and motivates him/her.

· Bonds with the parents XE "parents" \b  are established, so that they can monitor, and promote the child’s better performance and well-being, by creating the right conditions for study at home.

· The assessment is constant, analytical, multidimensional and is connected to the teaching.

· Assessment is formative with participation by the pupils themselves in assessment, using portfolio XE "portfolio" \b  assessment and various kinds of pupil led conferences.

· Various ways are in assessment and inquiry, such as video recording, diary writing, verbal reflection, interviews, questionnaires, study of documents.

· Teachers, pupils and parents XE "parents" \b  have access to some kind of rubrics and attainment marks where goals or objectives of pupil’s work in school are clear to all participants.

Other aspects we find useful are on location and methods. In inclusive settings there are often two teachers XE "teachers" \b  in the classroom. There is often a small room connected to the classroom, to which pupils and teachers or therapists have access for group work or individual work.  Methods of assessment found useful in inclusive settings are various types of portfolio XE "portfolio" \b  assessment and pupil, teacher and parent conferences.

Policy that supports best practice
Assessment of pupils with special needs – the legal environment and policy formation 

Icelandic primary/lower secondary schools are governed by similar compulsory education legislation to that in other Nordic countries. According to the objectives stated in the Compulsory Schools Act, on which the schools’ work is based: Compulsory schools shall make an effort to carry out their activities to correspond as fully as possible with the nature and needs of their pupils and encourage the overall development, well-being and education of each individual.  In 1994 Iceland ratified the Salamanca Declaration on special needs education, and its ideology is clearly reflected in the general section of the National Curriculum Guide for Compulsory Schools of 1999. Only 0.5% of pupils in compulsory education attend special schools.

The Compulsory Schools Act contains a special section on study assessment, which is discussed in six articles. These state that:  The principal objective of assessment of pupils is to encourage the pupils and assist their study. Assessment should be a permanent aspect of school activities, inseparable from study and instruction. The Act states that assessment aims to produce the most dependable evidence possible on the success of school activities, and the success of individual pupils or groups in achieving the objectives set for them. 

The Regulations on special needs teaching, 1996, state that special needs teaching entails major changes to the study objectives, study material, conditions of study and/or teaching methods vis-à-vis what other pupils of the same age are offered.  According to the regulations on special needs teaching, school staff must assess the needs of pupils with special needs, and prepare an individual curriculum for the pupil in accord with his/her needs. 

The legal framework for study assessment policy is clear. The principal objective of official study assessment is to ascertain as far as possible whether the objectives of the National Curriculum Guide in the relevant subject are achieved. National examinations are also intended to provide information on where schools stand in the subjects examined, vis-à-vis other schools in the country. The tendency is for the State to wish to continue with the examinations, and even to increase the number of examinations. Through flexible study assessment, linked to the teaching methods of each school, and continuous assessment by class teachers XE "teachers" \b  linked to their teaching and study, the working methods, diligence and co-operative skill of individual pupils can be assessed better, as the assessment is broader based than that of the national examinations XE "national examinations" \b . Flexible assessment within primary/lower secondary school appears to reflect whether the school’s work is guided by flexible teaching methods and individual oriented study. Policy formation in individual communities is important here. 

Within primary/lower secondary schools, great emphasis is placed upon conventional examinations.  Diagnosis of handicapped pupils and those with other developmental disorders is carried out by physicians and psychologists, generally at diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  facilities run by the State. The diagnostic findings are then used in order to apply for extra funding. Pupils with learning difficulties are generally diagnosed by special needs teachers XE "teachers" \b  and psychologists in consultation with the teacher. Standardised diagnostic assessment tools are used. Individual oriented study, continuous assessment by teachers, checklists and portfolios are the growth areas at this time. With regard to inclusion (School for All) and inclusive assessment, many issues must be considered. Effective development work must be carried out with teachers in the coming years with regard to changing teaching methods and use of assessment tools. It must be considered, for instance, how the gap may be bridged between the diagnostic assessment of physicians and psychologists on the one hand, and changed teaching methods based on the assessment on the other, and how assessment findings may be put to better use in school work by means of more follow-up for the teacher, and collaboration between the school and the healthcare system.  

It must be considered, whether study assessment is used as effectively as is intended by legislation and regulations, with regard to assistance for pupils in their studies. 

Features of assessment policy (general and SEN specific) that support best practice in inclusive primary classrooms as we see it in Iceland are focussed upon the development of flexible teaching methods in an inclusive school and must be effectively linked to inclusive study assessment. Changes and diverse teaching methods are the key to diverse inclusive assessment. The policies of individual local governments on individual oriented study in an inclusive school (School for All), and the increasing numbers of handicapped children in mainstream schools, are conducive to flexible teaching methods and more diverse assessment. It is important to see inclusive assessment as part of the overall process in the development of the inclusive school.
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