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SOH KAY CHENG AND POH SUI HOI 

Assessment: Uses and Training Needs 

A medical doctor who prescribes 
but does not diagnose is 

unimaginable, because diagnosis is 
the basis of prescription. Here, diag
nosis and prescription are con
sidered as two stages of the same 
process of improving the patient's 
physical and mental well-being. In 
teaching, much emphasis is placed on 
teaching per se rather than on a 
balance between teaching and assess
ment, and assessment is not infre
quently seen as a necessary evil that 
takes away the joy of the teacher's 
teaching and the student's learning. 
This is not the fault of anyone in
volved in teaching as the semantic of 
the word teaching strictly means im
parting knowledge, training skills, 
and moulding character in the 
learner; assessment is not part of the 
meaning. Conventionally, teacher 
education programmes do not pay 
sufficient attention to developing 
teacher-trainees' understanding and 
skills relevant to assessment; the tacit 
assumption is that if they have been 
trained to teach, the novice teachers 
will learn and assessment is only an 
adjunct to the training proceSs. How
ever, in recent years it has been recog
nized that assessment is and should 
be seen as part and parcel of teaching 
and hence training assessment skills 
should form an integral part of 
teacher education. The close 
relationship between teaching and 
assessment is succinctly portrayed by 
the following quotation from a recent 
article, High Quality Classroom As
sessment: What Does It Really Mean? 

The quality of instruction is a function of 
teachers' understanding of the strengths 
and weaknesses of their students. The 
depth of that understanding, in turn, 
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depends on the quality of teachers' assess
ment of student achievement. Thus, sound 
instruction ;~requires sound classroom-level 
assessment of student achievement. 
(Stiggins, 1992: 35. Emphasis added) 

Earlier, Schafer (1991) identified 
two reasons for deficiencies in meas
urement education for many teachers 
in the United States: (a) ineffective 
communication of the importance of 
assessment concepts and methods for 
effective teaching and (b) lack of 
clear expression on the part of the 
measurement commllliity about what 
should be included in that training. 
He went on to suggest the following 
eight content areas of essential as
sessment skills in the professional 
education of teachers: 

• Basic concepts and terminol
ogy of assessment 

• Uses of assessment 

• Assessment planning an·d 
development 

• Interpretation of assessment 

• Description of assessment 
results 

• Evaluation and improvement 
of assessment 

• Feedback and grading 

• Ethics of assessment 

The concern for assessment ·in the 
American scene in recent years is fur
ther reflected in a large scale study of 
uses and abuses of achievement test 
scores (Nolen, Haladyna & Haas, 

1992). The survey involved more than 
two thousand teachers and ad
ministrators at the primary and 
secondary levels. Secondary teachers 
perceived the school administrators 
as using test scores maiDiy for adver
tising the schools, evaluating school 
effectiveness, and in "highest score" 
competition; but teachers themselves 
used test scores mainly for identifying 
remedial students, measuring 
class/school effectiveness, identifying 

_gifted· students, placing students for 
instruction, communicating with 
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In Singapore, the 
results of 
assessment have 
long-range impacts 
on individual 
student's academic 
advancement as 
they are used for 
placement 
throughout the 
whole educational 
ladder. 

parents, and diagnosing learning 
problems. Obviously, the same infor
mation obtained through assessment 
have been used for different purposes 
by differef:lt school personnel with 
different interests. 

The critical role of assessment in 
our education system here in Sin
gapore cannot be over-emphasized 
for several reasons. As is well-known, 
results of assessment have long-range 
impacts on individual student's 
academic advancement as they are 
used for placement throughout the 
whole educational ladder. Secondly, 
the authorities and the public judge 
schools (though not solely), by their 
performance on national examina
tions, as evidenced by the recent 
release of the ST Schools 100. Third
ly, it is a common practice that assess
ment is used as a mechanism to 
motivate students to learn. Last but 

Table 1 
Administrator Use of Test Scores and Exam ResuHs 

Uses % 

Identify curriculum strengths/weaknesses 
Evaluate school effectiveness 

79.0* 
72.8 

Evaluate teacher effectiveness 
Advertise the school 

·' Evaluate teaching methods 

52.5 
52.5 
50.6 

Identify teacher strengths/weaknesses 
Evaluate materials (e.g., textbooks) 

43.8 
22.5 

* Routinely and Often 

not least, much of the teachers' time 
is used for professional activities re
lated to assessment - setting test 
papers, marking students' answers, · 
collating marks, and reporting 
results. It is therefore useful to fmd 
out in what ways test results have 
been utilized for various educational 
purposes by both the school ad
ministrators (i.e., principals, vice
principals, and HODs) and the class
room teachers and, in relation to this, 
what training needs are required by 
teachers for a more efficient dis
charge of this part of their respon
sibility. 

An opportunity for such a study was 
afforded by the participation of about 
100 experienced teachers from more 
than seventy secondary schools in the 
Further Professional Diploma in 
Education Programme (FPDE-S) at 
the National Institute of Education. 
The programme prepares the par
ticipants for the . .role of a Head of 
Department (HOD) in several sub
ject areas. As HODs are expected to 
provide leadership in assessment, the 
module Classroom-Based Evaluation 
was specially designed to meet this 
need by training the prospective 
HODs in principles and skills 
relevant to assessment of student 
learning. The content areas of this 
module are as follows: 

• Purposes of evaluation in the 
classroom context 

• Instructional objectives and 
evaluation procedures 

• Evaluating cognitive learning: 
selection-type items 

• Evaluating cognitive learning: 
supply-type questions 

• Evaluating affective learning: 
attitudinal scales 

• Evaluating psychomotor learn
ing: rating and observation 

• Improving tests through item
analysis 

• Describing test performance 

• Ensuring test quality 

• . Reporting test performance 

Based on the content covered in the 
Classroom-fJased Assessment, a ques
tionnaire was designed with refer
ence to the professional training 
needs in assessment identified by 
Schafer, 1991; Stiggins, 1992 and the 
survey by Nolen, Haladyna & Haas 
(1992). The questionnaire was ad
ministered at the end of the course to 
the prospective HODs, numbering 
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Table 2 
Teacher Use of Test Scores and Exam ResuHs 

Uses 

Identify remedial students 
Guide instruction 
Place students for instruction 
Diagnose learning problems 
Communicate with parents 
Predict student performance 
Measure class effectiveness 

Evaluating teaching methods 
Stimulating curriculum review 

Identify students for special services 
Identify gifted students 

• Routinely and Often 

Table 3 

97.5* 
82.7 
79.0 
75.3 
75.3 
74.1 
70.0 

54.3 
51.9 

34.6 
31.6 

Teachers' Training Needs in Assessment 

Areas of training 

Planning assessment 
Interpreting assessment results 
Evaluating test quality 
Developing essay-type questions 
Developing objective tests 

Uses and limitations of assessment 
Concepts and termlliology of assessment 
Communicating assessment results 

Grading essay-type answers 
Using item-analysis techniques 
Understanding effects of testing 
Developing rating scales 

• First three ranks. 

Importance Urgency 

53.1* 
34.6 
33.3 
32.1 
29.6 

27.2 
23.5 
23.5 

19.8 
17.3 
17.3 
6.2 

42.0* 
38.3 
48.1 
29.6 
32.1 

18.5 
19.8 
14.8 

18.5 
··, 19.8 

19.8 
9.9 

near one hundred and coming from 
more than seventy secondary schools. 
Eighty-one usable responses were 
used for this analysis. The prospec
tive HODs come from several dis
ciplines covering a wide range of sub
ject specializations: Language & 
Literature (22.5% ), Science 
(20.0%), Mathematics (18.8%), So
cial Studies (5.05), Technical (8.8% ), 
ECA (12.5% ), Chinese Language 
(6.3%), and Media (6.3%). 

Table 1 shows a large majority of 
respondents reporting that school 
administrators routinely or often use 
test scores and exam results for iden
tifying curriculum strengths and weak
nesses and evaluating school effective
ness. About half reported that school 
administrators use test and exam in
formation for evaluating teacher effec
tiveness, evaluating teaching methods, 
and adveftising the school. A slightly 
lower proportion reported using the 
i_nformation for identifying teacher 
strengths and weaknesses. A much 
smaller proportion reported its use 
for evaluating materials. It appears 
that the school administrators have 
been using information from assess
ment for the broader issues of cur
riculum suitability and school effec
tiveness more than for evaluating in
dividual teachers and specific in
structional materials such as 
textbooks. 

As classroom teachers have a dif
ferent perspective from that of the 
school administrator~, the same as
sessment information obtained 
through tests and examinations 
would have different functions. As 
shown in Table 2, the majority of the 
prospective HODs reported that 
teachers have been using assessment 
results for identifying remedial stu
dents, guiding instruction, placing stu
dents for instruction, diagnosing learn
ing problems, communicating with 
parents, predicting student perfor
mance, and measuring class effective
ness. About half of the HODs 
reported teachers using assessment 
information for evaluating teaching 
methods and stimulating curriculum 
review. A smaller proportion of 
HODs reported teachers' use of as-



sessment for identifying students for 
special services and identifying gifted 
students. As gathered from the 
responses, it is obvio\Is that teachers' 
use of assessment has its focus mainly 
on the students and their learning 
difficulties. It plays a less prominent 
role in review of teaching methods 
and curriculum and much less in 
identifying students for special 
educational needs. 

Of the twelve areas of training needs 
(Table 3), planning assessment heads 
the list in importance, followed close-
1 y by interpreting assessment results, 
evaluating test quality, developing 
essay-type questions, and developing 
objective tests. It is to be noted that 
four of these five areas identified also 
appear as 'high' in training urgency. 
Training in the more conceptual 
aspects of assessment were con
sidered less important and less ur
gent. Similarly, technical training in 
grading essay-type answers and item
analysis of objective items were con
sidered 'low' in importance and ur
gency. It seems that the prospective 
HODs perceive that the classroom 
teachers' more immediate training 
needs lie with planning, constructing, 
and using assessment. This suggests 
that in the minds of the prospective 
HODS, conceptual understanding 
and technical skills can wait. 

Over the past few years, campus
based in-service courses on testing 
and measurement have been con
ducted for teachers who wish to im
prove their theoretical knowledge of 
and practical skills in assessment. It 
was one of the more popular in-ser
vice courses, although its impact has 
yet to be evaluated. As training needs 
may be met through various arrange
ments and probably with different 
impact, a question was asked about 
the most effective arrangement for 
assessment training for teachers. 
Table 4 shows that the prospective 
HODs perceived school-based 
workshops as the most effective train
ing ·arrangement, conducted either 
by NIE staff or by the joint effort of 
NIE staff and HOD in the school. 
Campus-based in-service courses fol
low next, with about a third of the 

Table 4 
NIE Lecturers Meeting the Teachers' Training Needs 

Training arrangements % 

Conduct school-based workshops 65.8* 
Joint effort with HOD in school-based workshops 48.1 
Conduct campus-based inservice courses 32.9 
Serve as resource persons for consultation 21.5 
Assist in school-based research on assessment 17.7 
Research on assessment and share the fmdings 13.9 
with the schools 

• First two ranks. 

HODs attesting to this method. The 
responses also show that research-re
lated activities were seen as least ef
fective in meeting teachers' assess
ment training needs. 

The present study has not un
covered anything unusual; it merely · 
presents what seems to be common 
knowledge in a concrete form. The 
fact that the same assessment infor
mation is used for different purposes 
by incumbents of different positions 
in the schools is not surprising and is 
similar to that found in the United 
States. It helps to prioritize the needs 
of teachers in assessment training 
and the modes of training seen as 
likely to be more effective. Too often, 
the training programmes planned 
mismatched the needs of teachers 
(Schafer, 1991; Nolen et al., 1992). 
This certainly would result in a lot of 
wastage in terms of time, money and 
effort. As suggested by the fmdings, 
teachers' assessment capabilities can 
be developed through school-based 
workshops conducted by NIE staff, 
either by themselyes or jointly with 
HODs. Campus-based in-service 
courses could also be looked into. 
The content areas in the training 
programmes should cover frrst, the 
more practical and technical aspects 
of classroom assessment, leaving the 
more conceptual and theoretical 
aspects to later occasions. 

Research suggests that assessment
related activities take up as much as 
one-third to one-half of the available 

School 
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exam results for 
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professional time of American 
teachers (Stiggins, 1992). The situa
tion here is not that different - our 
teachers could very well be doing 
more than their counterparts else
where. In view of the critical role as
sessment plays in our education sys
tem and the substantial amount of 
time consumed for assessment-re
lated activities, there ·is obviously a 
need to enhance the teachers' 
capabilities in assessment and to fmd 
time-sa~ devices for more produc
tive use of teachers' available profes
sional time. There are, however, 
other aspects closely related to as
sessment that schools may explore. 
Here are some possibilities worthy of 
consideration within the school con
text. 
It is well-known that setting and 

marking test papers are labour inten
sive, time-consuming, and repetitive. 
Perhaps, all three are closely related. 
Therefore, re-cycling items by item 
pooling either within a school or 
across a few schools in a certain zone, 
is not only time-saving but has other 
benefits as well. This idea has been 
around for quite some time and some 
schools are actually doing it. What 
can be added is the use of personal 
computers (PCs) for (1) marking ob
jective questions, (2) doing item
analysis, (3) storing and retrieving 
analyzed items. The value added to 
computerized marking and item
analysis is obvious. The value added 
to the re-cycling of items is that it 
enables comparisons to be made, 
where desired and desirable, between 
years within-school and between
schools within a year for curriculum 
revision or other instructional pur
poses. This could very well be the 
beginning of the broader 'item bank' 
where all the schools are branches. 
Teachers, under the guidance of 
HODs, could make meaningful and 
secured 'deposits' of their analyzed 
items. Whenever and wherever 
needed, these deposits could be 
drawn for specific uses - then 
replaced and replenished, whenever 
and wherever necessary. As PCs be
come linked to one another, quick 
'electronic transfers' could also be 

made. 
In conclusion, we would like to 

reiterate that assessment is very much 
part of teaching. This is even more so 
in a system in which assessment 
results are used for important 
decisions made on the students and 
the schools. More time and thoughts 
could be beneficially invested to 
develop teachers' assessment skills 
and relevant understanding, to 
enable teachers to discharge this 
aspect of their responsibility with 
greater productivity and efficiency, 
and to explore hitherto untried ways 
of dealing with assessment matters. 
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