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ASSESSMENT WITHIN THE EDUCATION SYSTEM IN LATVIA

1. Introduction

The Republic of Latvia regained its independence on May 4, 1990. This event made it necessary to make extensive changes to the structure and content of the national curriculum for schools. The new political atmosphere made such changes possible by moving from authoritarian, non-democratic and insular values, towards a more humanitarian approach aimed at providing all citizens with the opportunity to appreciate Latvian national culture and to develop basic humanitarian values. Coupled with this there was an increased understanding of the benefits of competition, in an international context, in promoting economic, societal and personal growth. 

From 1990 to 1994 efforts were directed towards the democratisation and decentralisation of the education system. This included ‘depoliticising’ the curriculum, introducing a variety of alternatives within education, and the decentralisation of educational management. A network of private educational institutions was established and management functions were devolved from the centre to local authorities and, ultimately to individual educational establishments (schools) and their heads.

In what was for Latvia a revolutionary development, there was a transition from centrally prescribed programs (curricula) and fixed training plans (programs of study) to a framework of educational standards XE "standards" \b  and sample lesson plans. Not only did this promote decentralisation but it also allowed a shift of emphasis towards the development of higher-level skills and more positive attitudes in the classroom. There were set goals and allocated resources, but each school and teacher was now entitled to select the most appropriate way for pupils to reach such goals. Prior to the reform, there was no unified document determining what knowledge and skills one should master by the end of the primary and secondary stages of education. As a result, there were no standardised final examinations.

2. Reform in the Educational System

Within this period, a decision was made to establish a National General Education Standards XE "Standards" \b  and Examination Centre. In accordance with this, the Centre for Curriculum Development and Examinations (CCDE) was established in November 1994. Simultaneously a new system of grading pupil achievement was introduced, along with a system of optional subjects in secondary schools. Work was started on elaborating a sufficiently simple yet precise method of grading pupils in schools. Teachers were introduced to this through a national training scheme.

After adoption of the General Education Law, standards XE "standards" \b  of primary education and general secondary education were elaborated. These were adopted under government regulations in December 1999. These National Standards XE "Standards" \b  include the main goals and objectives of general secondary education programs, the compulsory elements of  general education, and the basic principles of grading pupil achievement. 

Following the National Standards XE "Standards" \b , subject-specific standards XE "standards" \b  have been elaborated. These describe the target achievements for pupils in the subject, during each stage of their education. The recommended sequence for teaching/learning is reflected in the sample programmes of study which have also been elaborated in each subject area.

The standards XE "standards" \b  developed in Latvia do not, as in some other European countries, define ‘minimum’ standards. Instead they set out optimum levels of achievement. These describe the achievement associated with a result of 8 points on the 10-point assessment scale. (To receive 9 or 10 points on this scale, pupils have to demonstrate achievement beyond the requirements of the curriculum).

Reform of the educational assessment system has always been considered in the context of curriculum reform. However, changes have not always taken place at the same time and alterations in assessment have often preceded changes in the curriculum.

Formerly, assessment of pupil achievement was intended to focus on the school-based assessment of knowledge and skills demonstrated by pupils in each separate subject. This meant that subject teachers XE "teachers" \b  were simultaneously teaching and grading their pupils’ knowledge. Even though grading was on a uniform scale, there was great subjectivity in awarding grades. As a result, pupils gaining the same grades often demonstrated very different levels of achievement. In addition, the emphasis was on knowledge rather than skills. Many teachers, and especially parents XE "parents" \b , did not understand that the new role of the primary school is to teach pupils how to learn rather than to burden them with a ‘baggage’ of facts of dubious value.

The Centre for Curriculum Development and Examinations (CCDE) took the lead in developing the system into its present state. This has involved the introduction of assessment methods for measuring pupil achievement and diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  of the learning progress in the early years (Year 1 - 3 or 4). In Year 6 and 7, assessment has been designed to target learning in the language of instruction and Mathematics. At the key transition points (Year 9 and 12), CCDE has developed the necessary examinations and tests XE "tests" \b .

The Saeima (Latvian parliament) adopted the Law on General Education in 1998. In accordance with the Law, National Standards XE "Standards" \b  of Basic Education and National Standards of General Secondary Education were adopted in December 2000. The Standards describe the state assessment system thus:

Upon completion of Year 3: 

Pupils have to take tests XE "tests" \b : 

· with ‘combined learning content’ (subjects) in the pupil’s first language 

· in Latvian (pupils who are undertaking educational programmes in minority schools). 

Upon completion of Year 6:
Pupils have to take tests XE "tests" \b : 

· in the pupil’s first language, 

· in mathematics 

· in Latvian (pupils who are undertaking educational programmes in minority schools).

Upon completion of Year 9:
Pupils have to take:

· tests XE "tests" \b  in four different subjects every academic year (e.g. foreign language, sports, history, social science) 

· examinations in the following subjects:

· mathematics

· the pupil’s first language

· Latvian (pupils who are undertaking educational programmes in minority schools). 

Upon completion of Year 12: 

Pupils have to take:

Compulsory examinations in:

· Latvian Language and Literature for native speakers

· Latvian Language and Literature for non-native speakers

· Foreign language 

Examinations in three ‘elective’ subjects

· one chosen by the school

· two chosen by the student

In 1999 The Government of Latvia and the World Bank signed a loan agreement. In the same year the Education System Improvement Project, financed from loan resources, was launched. One of the Project objectives is to develop and pilot an assessment tool for Year 9 students in Latvian language in 2 versions – Latvian for native speakers and Latvian for non-native speakers.  Other activities under the Project’s Student Assessment sub-component include training of CCDE curriculum and exam specialists, item writers, Latvian language teachers XE "teachers" \b  and regional school board specialists. Methodological handbooks on item writing and test construction, and the interpretation of assessment-related statistics have also been developed with the aid of the Project’s TA Consultant. The total budget for the Project’s Student Assessment sub-component is around LVL 754,000 (1,257,000 EUR).

ASSESSMENT PRACTICE IN LATVIA

1. Initial outcome of the assessment reform

Reform has undoubtedly contributed to the development of the education system, although the outcomes cannot, as yet, be measured directly. Teachers have become more responsible for their work because they have realised that examination results reveal the quality XE "quality" \b  of their work. Teachers pay greater attention to the development of pupils’ skills e.g. developing speaking skills in foreign languages or integrating theory with practice in science subjects. Teachers can use centrally marked examination results to compare ‘their’ results with those of similar schools, and, hence, to judge their own effectiveness. Those teachers XE "teachers" \b  who take part in the development and marking of question papers have a better understanding of pupil assessment and its importance in the teaching/learning process. 

The assessment system reform in the long run has also affected the approach adopted by many teachers XE "teachers" \b  in the classroom. The content of the new assessment tools has made it obvious to teachers that pupils do not have to demonstrate how well they have memorised facts, but how well they can work with information and show creativity in solving problems. Tests and examinations have served as an example for teachers in the development of their own assessment tools for classroom needs, especially in Year 1 to 6.  

There is evidence that well-constructed and rigorous tests XE "tests" \b  and examinations motivate teachers XE "teachers" \b  to work with greater responsibility. Several regional school boards have centralised administration and the marking of tests at the Year 3 and Year 6 levels because they want to get reliable information on the quality XE "quality" \b  of their schools.

Examination and other national assessment instruments XE "national assessment instruments" \b  have an influence on a great part of society – especially pupils, parents XE "parents" \b  and teachers XE "teachers" \b . CCDE develop 34 national tests XE "tests" \b  and examinations which are taken by nearly 100,000 pupils. Examination related issues are always on society’s ‘agenda’. A real challenge for CCDE and the society is the use of malpractice (cheating) in exams. It becomes an issue when a teacher’s desire to help his/her pupils to pass exams clashes with the demands imposed by the examination regulations and instructions. Such cases clearly show the values of Latvia’s society. A significant part of society doesn’t yet think that cheating in exams is something worth punishment and they will always take the pupil’s side. Ensuring equal opportunities for students who take national examinations is one of the greatest challenges facing CCDE and The Ministry of Education and Science every spring. There have been cases when exam results were annulled or an exam postponed. These decisions are unpopular but necessary. Since 2000, CCDE has not had exam security related problems and society has gradually started to treat the national assessment system with greater respect.

The national assessment system has also influenced the integration process within our society. Since 2002, exam results of Year 12 Latvian language (for pupils in ethnic minority schools) have been used for naturalisation purposes. Since 2001, Year 9 and 12 Latvian language examination results (for pupils in ethnic minority schools) serve for state language certification for professional needs.

2. The Education System

	Age at which compulsory education starts:
	Compulsory education is from Year 1-9 (age 6-16)

(But see note below on pre-school.)



	Age at which compulsory education ends:
	16

(However, those who have not successfully completed basic education are required to continue in education to the age of 18.)



	Structure of general educational system: 
	Pre-school education: This is ‘compulsory’ for children aged 5-6. However, the pre-school education programme can be implemented by a wide range of ‘providers’ – including the family (with assistance from the municipal advisory centre for pre-school education.)

Primary education: Year 1-9 (6-16) 

Secondary education: Year 10-12 (16-18 years).

	Structure of secondary vocational education:
	Shall usually be acquired after completion of compulsory education.

Vocational education institutions (2-3 years)

Secondary vocational education institutions (4 years) 



	Examinations/transition points: 
	State verification works (tests XE "tests" \b /exams) shall be organised at the end of Year 3, 6, 9 and 12.

	Higher education:
	33 universities, 19 state higher schools, including 5 universities, as well as 14 private higher schools.

	Levels of education governance:
	Three: 

1. Ministry of Education and Science

2. School boards co-ordinating  education work at the district-level 

3. Schools and local self-governments as establishers of schools. There are also private schools established by private persons or legal entities.


3. Assessment Practice Matrix: 

	
	Compulsory

Age 6-15
	Secondary

Age 16-18
	Remarks

	Standards XE "Standards" \b 

	yes
	yes
	There are State Standards XE "Standards" \b  for primary education and secondary schools. These set the main goals and tasks for general education programs, the compulsory education curriculum and the basic principles of assessing/grading pupils. Each subject also has its own standards XE "standards" \b  which detail the optimum requirements at the end of Year 3, 6, 9 and 12. 

Simple pathways to achieving the Standards XE "Standards" \b  are set out in subject-specific programs of study. (CCDE is responsible for elaborating programs of study). The teacher is entitled to select or elaborate his/her own appropriate program for the subject.

	Legal Framework for assessment and evaluation
	yes
	yes
	Government has delegated through the Education Law and General Education Law responsibility to the Ministry of Education and Science for determining what knowledge, skills, and abilities one should master by the end of primary and secondary education. Ministry of Education and Science has delegated associated responsibilities, e.g. the conduct of ‘state verification tests XE "tests" \b  and examinations’ to the CCDE. 

	Institutional Framework for assessment and exams
	yes
	yes
	The CCDE, within the structure of the MES, is responsible for state tests XE "tests" \b  and examinations. CCDE also offers diagnostic tests for use in schools (optional). 

School boards organise the conduct of state examinations and tests XE "tests" \b  in schools. 

Schools conduct state tests XE "tests" \b  according to the Centre’s criteria (internal assessment). 

Grading of centralised examinations shall be effected by CCDE (external assessment).

	Professional Instruments:
	
	
	

	Examinations
	yes
	yes
	End of Year 3: tests XE "tests" \b  in combined subjects (set in the pupil’s first language) and in the Latvian Language (for pupils who are undertaking educational programmes in minority schools). 

End of Year 6: tests XE "tests" \b  in the pupil’s first language (Mother Tongue), in Mathematics, and in Latvian (for students in minority schools). 

End of Year 9: tests XE "tests" \b  are given every academic year in four different subjects (e.g. foreign language, sport, civics) and exams in mathematics, in the student’s first language, in Latvian (for students in minority schools). 

End of Year 12: tests XE "tests" \b  in Sports, Informatics and Mathematics; compulsory examinations in Latvian Language and Literature (native or state language), foreign language and one subject prescribed by the school; two examinations by choice. Part of examinations in Year 12 are centralised (English, German, French, Russian Languages, Mathematics, Latvian Language (students in minority schools), History, Physics, Chemistry, Geography, Biology, Cultural History, Basic of Business Economics.). 

State verification works are prepared and delivered to schools by CCDE. All the above mentioned examinations, except centralised examinations, are marked in the schools in accordance with CCDE prescribed criteria. Centralised examinations are not marked in schools - CCDE marks and grades these works.

	Student monitoring XE "monitoring" \b  system
	no
	no
	

	Reg/Nat Assess.
	no
	no
	

	Subject Olympiads
	yes
	yes
	Participation in Olympiads is not compulsory. However Centre does organise selection of participants for international Olympiads. 

At the district level, school boards organise selection of applicants.

 

	Internat. Comparisons
	yes
	yes
	International surveys e.g. IEA TIMSS, CES, PIRLS, and PISA XE "PISA" \b . 

	Test and question formats
	CCDE’s tests XE "tests" \b  and exams are offered in a written form. In language examinations (e.g., Latvian, English, etc.) there are also listening and speaking tests. 

	Grading scale
	Year 1-3: a non-graded system. Oral and written reports describing and commenting on work performed by the pupil, his/her work style, his/her communicative and co-operative skills, attitudes and dynamics during lessons, 

Year 4: a 10-point system (10 is the highest). Used in the assessment of pupils’ first language and mathematics skills. A non-graded system is used in all other subject areas.

Year 5-12: A 10-point system is used in all subject areas. A ‘complete’/‘incomplete’ designation is used in Social Studies (with the exception of introductory economics).

Centralised examinations are graded at six levels – A, B, C, D, E, F (lowest) based on normative (statistical) and criteria-related principles..

	Emphasis of assessment
	In basic education, schools offer one programme of education consisting of a prescribed range of subjects. 

Secondary schools offer either ‘science oriented programmes’ or ‘language oriented programmes’ or others. In ‘gymnasia’, at least two educational programmes are offered. 

	Funding of examinations
	Costs of state examinations are paid by The Ministry of Education and Science. This covers preparation, distribution, grading of exam works, etc. Local governments cover costs for transport of examination papers from schools to school boards and back. Some school boards organise centralised marking at the regional level (for non-centralised CCDE exams) and the cost of this is met by the school boards.


Each educational institution implements a licensed educational programme in which, according to an education stage, type, target group and state education standard, the following factors are provided:

· objectives, tasks and the planned results of an education programme;

· requirements for previously acquired education of pupils;

· a curriculum as a unified aggregate of subjects or course content;

· plan for the implementation of an education programme;

· assessment of the personnel, funds and material resources necessary for the implementation of an education programme.

4. Special types of general education 

(Special education programme, social and pedagogical correction education programme).

In order to achieve, that all children irrespective of the degree of a development disorder and health condition can acquire education in any educational institution, special education institutions are being reorganised. Special education classes have been opened in general education institutions, and pupils with medium serious and serious mental retardation or with several serious development disorders are integrated into special and general education institutions. A special basic education programme for pupils integrated into general basic education and general secondary education institutions is implemented for pupils with impaired vision, for hearing-impaired pupils, for pupils with mental development disorders (with slight mental retardation – A and B levels, dg. F 70), for pupils with scoliosis, somatic diseases (for neurotic pupils with bronchial asthma and other nonspecific lung diseases; for pupils with indigestion and type 1 sugar diabetes), for pupils with language disorders, psycho-neurotic diseases, mental development delay and difficulties to learn. The main objectives of the programme are to provide possibilities for the acquisition of special basic education according to pupils’ health condition and development level in order to ensure the maximum possible correction and compensation of a development disorder or disease.

4.1 Number of special education institutions and educates

	School year
	2003/04
	2002/03
	2001/02
	2000/01

 

	Number of education institutions
	63
	63
	63
	63

	Total number of pupils in Year 1 - 12
	9,822
	10,055
	10,169
	10,250

	Number of pupils with special needs % from the total number of pupils
	3.14
	3.09
	3.01
	2.97

	Total number of pupils with mental development disorders
	5,574
	5,670


	5,860


	5,860



	The number of pupils with physical and mental development disorders integrated in general education institutions 
	1,785
	1,663
	1,287


	1,223




Special education institutions have several advantages: concrete pedagogical experience in work with these children; adequate education programmes and plans; appropriate buildings; material and technical means; opportunities for the acquisition of work skills and vocational training; a link with enterprises regarding the provision of jobs; and opportunities for the co-operation of pedagogues and medical professionals.

For several years now, almost all special education institutions co-operate with general education institutions and offer methodological and practical assistance to pedagogues, parents XE "parents" \b  and children who are already integrated into general education institutions. In the future special education institutions, parallel to their functions as counseling centres, will design educational and professional training programmes, and participate in the further education of pedagogues. The change of functions of special education institutions is closely connected with the radical reorganisation of the work of comprehensive schools. 

However, concerning the assessment of integrated SEN children, there are several unclear issues. Firstly, children with a number of diagnoses are released from state examinations due to their health status; they are given a certificate of program acquirement and an opportunity to proceed with their education. Secondly, there are few cases, where examination materials are adapted to SEN children’s needs – mostly it is limited to font enlargement for visually impaired children or exemption from audial exercises in foreign language examinations. Regarding Individual learning plans (IEPs XE "IEPs" \b ), teachers XE "teachers" \b  are not ready to introduce them, besides which, according to the teachers there are no normative acts that approve the usage of them and assessment officially.
FEATURES OF INCLUSIVE ASSESSMENT POLICY AND PRACTICE

Best Practice

To assess a pupil with SEN and his/her learning, the assessment should include knowledge and skills, as well as a pupil’s attitude towards education and individual development dynamics.

It is not possible to assess achievements in any form, if there is no knowledge, activity or attitude to compare with. The essence of assessment is to compare achievements with past and present achievements, planned or optimal. Every pupil is an individual and everybody has his/her limits and possibilities for achievement. In individual learning pupils’ achievements can be assessed only by dynamics. This means the scales should be determined that ensure at least minimum achievements of a child.

In a primary classroom the most important thing is to develop and motivate positive learning, to acquire the necessary skills for enhancing mental activity, to observe the developmental dynamics of every child and not to assess the amount of acquired knowledge.

When assessing a pupil with SEN in a primary classroom, attention should be paid to development dynamics, attitude towards learning, acquired skills, ability to communicate and co-operate. A pupil is assessed according to the previously set criteria, taking the following principles into consideration:

· tasks for learning should be reasonable and reachable, they should correspond to the abilities and possibilities of every pupil

· cognitive activity of every pupil should be formed and the correction of drawbacks in his/her psychic processes should be ensured,
· Co-operation between a teacher and a pupil should be based on mutual understanding and trust.
If we look closer at these principles, we can conclude that

· assessment is based on the opinion that every child can make a progress and improve his/her achievements,

· assessment ensures a feedback that helps a child in his/her further learning,
· assessment is directed towards helping pupils to understand what he/she should try to achieve,
· pupils are informed about their learning tasks and are co-operating in their fulfilment,
· pupils are involved in self-assessment XE "self-assessment" \b  and mutual assessment,
· teachers XE "teachers" \b  and pupils can together discuss the assessment results.

The teacher can assess emotional, creative, social, cognitive development of a pupil, plan the next steps of learning process, perform both formative XE "formative" \b  and summative assessment XE "summative assessment" \b  as well as to assess his/her own work.

The pupil can make a self-assessment XE "self-assessment" \b ; learn to understand his/her achievements and failures, their reasons and how to deal with them.

The knowledge serves as a basis on which all other components can be assessed. Only a teacher, who works with a SEN child every day, can test and assess all the components. 

Good practice is a school with inclusive primary classrooms where teachers XE "teachers" \b  and pupils in their everyday work use self-assessment XE "self-assessment" \b  charts. After the lessons pupils draw a vertical chart and mark their achievement level for every lesson. Teachers also use this method in other assessments. 

Regarding tests XE "tests" \b  and other assessment tools, it should be noted that only one test per day should be planned for a SEN pupil, taking into view a differentiated approach to the special needs of a child (additional time, materials, sign language, translation, big print, written answers instead of oral answers and vice versa, etc.

Policy that supports best practice

Since 1991 the education policy in Latvia has tried to promote radical changes that could meet new economical and social demands. The reforms also included a new assessment system for primary school pupils, which is based on human principles as well as long-term experience in Europe and other countries.

The introduction of the assessment system without grades in primary schools in 1992 had two advantages:

1) it was based on principles of human pedagogy that promote motivation and create the educational environment that suits the versatile needs and abilities of every pupil.

2) it was expected to ensure a more successful and complex assessment of learning achievements, including the knowledge, skills and attitude, paying respect to individual learning styles, attitude and dynamics of individual development.

Not giving grades and therefore not having proof of a child’s achievements is seen as a progressive idea. There was a need for change in the state assessment system in the early learners’ stage. This stage determines the direction of personal development, motivation and needs of a child.

However, during the implementation of the new system it turned out that the system itself did not ensure success.. Different questions and discussions were started, until the main question “What to assess?” answered the new National standard for basic education. In this standard we can see that all the aspects of education and learning clearly show the necessity of personal development and formation in the first place. 
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