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Training Needs in Assessment 
Revisited 

Soh Kay Cheng and Poh Sui Hoi 

·'t, 
.. : 

In recent years, three American professional organizations [Association of Supervisors and 

Curriculum Development (ASCD); American Association of School Administrators (AASA); 

National Association of Elementary School Principal (NAESP~] came up with several important 

competencies in assessment deemed necessary for educational leaders (Matthews, 1991 ). 

lmpara, Plake & Fager (1993) found school administrators typically have more training in testing 

and measurement and are more knowledgeable than teachers on assessment topics. 

Subsequently, lmpara, Plake & Merwin (1994) identified specific stude'!t assessment tasks 

performed by school administrators and the knowledge, skills, and abilities needed to perform 

these tasks. The 24 specific assessment tasks identified by them included such activities as 

using test scores to select students to special educational programmes, evaluate student 

performance, placing/grouping students in class, evaluate teachers/administrators, conference 

with parents/others about student assessment, evaluate instructional materials & methods, and 

even training of teachers to develop/use tests and helping teachers develop alternative 

assessments. It is obvious that these are demanding, if not formidable tasks, in view of the 

other responsibilities that school administrators have to fulfill. Further, lmpara & Plake (1996) 

have identified 13 areas; like assessment knowledge, skills, and abilities needed by the 

administrators to effectively perform the many and varied assessment tasks. 

Notwithstanding the active role in assessment played by administrators in American schools as 

suggested by the above studies, the organic relation between assessment and instruction at the 

classroom level cannot be overemphasised. This is aptly explicated by Stiggins (1992) thus, 

The quality of instruction is a function of teacher's understanding of 

the strengths and weaknesses of their students. The depth of that 

understanding, in turn, depends on the quality of teachers' 

assessment of student achievement. Thus, sound instruction requires 

sound classroom-level assessment of student achievement. (p.35, 

emphasis added) 
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In the Singapore context, where examinations play a decisively crucial role, assessment is more 

a professional responsibility of the classroom teachers rather than administrative responsibility 

of the school principals. Here, the heads of departments, however, perform an important 

intermediary function between the school administration and the classrooms. In a sense, much 

of the assessment responsibilities typically performed by the American school administrators, 

shown in the studies cited above, would be delegated to the heads of department in Singapore 

schools. 

The need for knowledge, skills, and abilities to effectively perform assessment tasks has thus 

given rise to the need for training cour~es designed to equip teachers and heads of department 

for this part of their respective profes~,ional responsibilities. Over the years, in-service courses 

on assessment have been mounted for teachers who have not been sufficiently trained in 

assessment in their initial teacher education programmes! As for new pre-service teachers, a 

20-hour module in assessment basics is made a compulsory component of their training 

programme. Moreover, to ensure leadership in assessment be available in the schools, the 

Further Professional Diploma in Education Programme which prepares experienced and 

capable teachers to assume the role of heads of department include a 30-hour module of 

Classroom-Based Assessment and Evaluation. 

The Classroom-Based Assessment and Evaluation module,consolidates the participants' 

competence in the essentials of assessment such as test planning, item/question writing, item

analysis, scaling and reporting. These are quite routine in nature in the school context. Beyond 

these, participants are made aware of assessmentissues of local and foreign origin and of the 

assessment profession in general. They are introduced to selected journal articles dealing with 

the issues and form groups to study in-depth with the view to share the outcomes with the class. 

This provides an opportunity for the participants to be aware of the current issues and relate 

these to their professional practice. 

Moreover, the participants are guided to complete projects on selected aspects of assessment 

relevant to their individual needs and interests. Some participants feel the need to start 

developing an item-pool for their respective subjects and apply their training in the_ use of 

computer software for this purpose. Some others carry out examination analysis to investigate 

problems arising from exam results that have been bothering to the schools. Yet, some others 

are more conceptually oriented and conduct studies in comparisons of marking methods, of 

essay-questions and objective tests on he same subject matter, and of the use of raw marks 

and scaled scores. 

As indicated above, such efforts to enhance the assessment capabilities in the schools have 

been made over the years. One relevant question to ask is whether the ways schools use 

assessment information and the training needs have changed and, if so, in which aspects. To 

56 



answer this question, a survey of 54 secondary school teachers participating in the heads of 

department training programme in 1997 was conducted. The questionnaire was the one used in 

a previous study (Soh & Poh, 1992) which also provides information for comparisons to be 

made. The questionnaire was designed with reference to professional training needs in 

assessment as identified by Schafer (1991 ), Stiggins (1992), and Holen, Haladyna & Haas 

(1992). A new question on the current assessment practices in schools was added for an insight 

into the congruence between the theoretical aspect (ie what the assessment profession would 

recommend) and the reality of the school (ie what actually happens). 

Respondents 

As shown in Table 1, the 54 respondents cover the whole spectrum of subject specialization in 

the school curriculum, with some one-quarter each in Language/Literature and Science, about 

one fifth each in Mathematics and Social Studies. Other areas covered include Design & 

Technology, Media Resources, and Physical Education. As they are prospective heads of 

department in secondary schools, almost all are degree holders. There is a 1 :3 ratio between 

males and females, and on the average they have about 13 years of teaching experience. 

Table 1. The Respondents 

1997 
(N=54) 

% 

Specialisations 

Language/Literature 23.6 

Science 23.6 
Mathematics 18.2 
Social Studies 16.4 
Design & Technology 7.3 
Media Resources 7.3 

Physical Education 3.6 

Qualification 

Degree 96.5 

Non-degree 3.5 

Gender 
Male 27.5 

Female 72.5 

Years of service Mean 12.7 
so 5.2 
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Administrator Uses 

The three most frequent uses by school administrators of assessment information are for the 

identification of curricular strengths and weaknesses, evaluation of school effectiveness, and 

evaluation of teacher effectiveness (Table 2). This does not seem to have changed over the 

past 5 years between the two studies. However, the 1997 group reported greater frequency for 

using assessment to evaluate teacher effectiveness and lower frequency for advertising the 

school. These shifts of emphasis might have come about as a consequence of the school 

ranking scheme, introduced in late 1992, by which secondary schools were ranked and 

classified based on the Singapore-Caru,bridge General Certificate Examination Ordinary (GCE 

'0') Level examination results. The effects of school ranking is yet to be formally evaluated, but 

the shifts observed in this study could be an indication of the motivating effect that the scheme 

is meant to have exerted on the schools. 

Table 2. Administrator Uses of Assessment Information 

1992 1997 

(N=81) (N=54) 
% Rank: % Rank 

1 Identify curricular strengths/weaknesses 79.0 1 71.9 2 

2 Evaluate school effectiveness 72.8 2 66.7 3 

3 Evaluate teacher effectiveness 52.5 3 73.7* 1 

4 Advertise the school 52.5 3 21 ~ 1 * 6 

5 Evaluate teaching methods 50.6 5 49.1 4 

6 Identify teacher strength/weaknesses 43.8 6 -5o.9 5 

7 Evaluate materials (eg textbooks) 22.5 7 19.3 7 

* Chi-square test show significant group difference (p<0.05). 

Teacher Uses 

For the 1997 group, the three most frequent uses of assessment information are for 

identification of remedial students, guiding instruction, and diagnosis of learning problems 

(Table 3). There is now a greater emphasis on using assessment information to evaluate 

teaching methods. However, less emphasis are given to using assessment for placement of 

students for instruction, prediction of student performance, measuring class effectiveness, 

stimulating curriculum revision, and identification of gifted students. These suggest that the 

teachers' role has become more focussed on teaching while other professional functions might 

have been taken care ·of at the administrative level or by other agents in the case of curriculum 

review and identification of gifted students or selection to other programmes. 
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Table 3. Teacher Uses of Assessment Information 

1992 1997 

(N=81) (N=54) 

% Rank % Rank 

1 Identify remedial student 97.5 1 94.7 1 

2 Guide instruction 82.7 2 82.5 3 

3 Place students for instruction 79.0 3 45.6* 8 

4 Diagnose learning problems 75.3 4 87.7 2 

5 Communicate with parents "75.3 4 75.4 4 

6 Predict student performance 74.1 6 56.1 * 6 

7 Measure class effectiveness :\)• 70.0 7 52.6* 7 
~ I 

8 Evaluate teaching methods 54.3 8 71 .9* 5 

9 Stimulate curricular review 51.9 9 28.1 * 9 

10 Identify students for special services 34.6 10 24.6 10 

11 Identify gifted students 31.6 11 3.5* 11 

* Chi-square test show significant group difference (p<0.05). 

Teachers' Training Needs 

The three aspects of assessment for which training are indicated most frequently by the 1997 

group are planning assessment, interpretation of assessment results, and evaluation of test 

quality (Table 4). This is consistent with the previous group's response. 

Table 4. Teachers' Training Needs in Assessment 

1992 1997 

(N=81) (N=54) 
% Rank % Rank 

1 Planning assessment 53.1 1 63.2 3 

2 Interpreting assessment results 34.6 2 71.7* 2 

3 Evaluating test quality 33.3 3 77.2* 1 

4 Developing essay-type questions 32.1 4 26.3 12 

5 Developing objective tests 29.6 5 42.1 7 

6 Uses and limitations of assessment 27.2 6 29.8 10 

7 Concepts and terminology of assessment 23.5 7 28.1 11 

8 Communicating assessment results ., 23.5 8 49.1 * 5 
" 

9 Grading essay-type answers 19:8 9 33.3 9 

10 Using item-analysis techniques 17.3 10 63.2* 3 

11 Understanding effects of testing 17.3 11 49.1* 5 

12 Developing rating scales 6.2 12 40.4* 8 

* Chi-square test show significant group difference (p<0.05). 
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By comparison, the 1997 group indicated greater training needs in the areas of interpretation of 

assessment results, evaluation of test quality, communication of test results, use of item 

analysis techniques, understanding the effects of testing, and development of rating sca~es. 

Overall, greater training needs of teachers have been indicated by the prospective heads of 

department. This also reflects their awareness of the ramifications of assessment and the need 

for other important aspects of assessment beyond setting good test items and question. 

Roles of NIE Staff 

The three most frequently assigned roJ7s National Institute of Education (NIE) staff can play in 

helping the schools in enhancing assessment capability are to conduct school-based 

workshops, joint effort with heads of department in school-based workshops, and serving as 

resource persons for consultation (Table 5}. Compared with the previous group, there is an 

overall increase in the need for NIE staff to play a more active role in this regards, as indicated 

in the increases in percentages for many of the roles such as conducting school-based 

workshops and serving as resource persons. It is encouraging that the group were more aware 

of the role NIE staff could play in research in assessment both at the school level and in the 

academic context. 

Table 5. Roles of NIE Staff 

1992 1997 

(N=81) (N=54) 

% Rank % Rank 

1 Conduct school-based workshops 65.8 1 96.5* 1 

2 Joint effort with HOD in school-based workshops 48.1 2 56.1 3 

3 , Conduct campus-based in-service courses 32.9 3 36.8 6 

4 Serve as resource per~mns for consultation 21.5 4 66.7* 2 

5 Assist in school-based research on assessment 17.7 5 43.9* 4 

6 Research on assessment and share findings with schools 13.9 6 38.6* 5 
. . 

* Ch1-square test show s1gn1f1cant group difference (p<0.05) . 
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Assessment Practices 

The three most frequently mentioned assessment practices in the schools are, according to the 

1997 group, submission of draft tests to heads of department for vetting, discussion with heads 

of department on the items/questions drafted, and amendments of items/questions after vetting 

by the heads of department (Table 6). Obviously, these practices are necessary to ensure 

quality of tests used for assessment purposes. It is also worth noting that no less than two-thirds 

of the respondents mentioned the practice of drawing up tables of specifications and analysis of 

examination results. However, the use of item-analysis to identify items for future use (ie 

building a school-based item pool) and ye?-r-to-year comparability of standards do not seem to 

have received attention they warrants. 

Table 6. Assessment Practices 

1997 

(N=54) 

% Rank 

1 Draw up Table of Specifications for the test 71.9 4 

2 Discuss with HOD on the Table of Specifications 52.p 6 

3 Use checklists to evaluate the drafted items/questions 31.6 8 

4 Submit the draft tests for vetting by HOD 87.7 2 

5 Amend items/questions after vetting 96.5 1 

6 Discuss with HOD on the items/questions 75.4 3 

7 Conduct item-analysis to evaluate the items/questions 1.8 12 

8 Select good items/questions for future use 3.5 11 

9 Analyze assessment results for remedial teaching 66.7 5 

10 Analyze assessment results for curriculum improvement 38.6 7 

11 Compare results for various sections of a test 22.8 9 

12 Study consistency among tests over a period of time 5.3 10 

Conclusion 

It is a truism that in our system, assessment has immediate effects on the teachers and school 

administrators who assess, and long-term effects on the students assessed. Hence it is 

important to constantly improve the knowledge, skills, and abilities of teachers, heads of 

departments in assessment and assessment-related, matters. While there are signs indirectly 

indicating the effects of school ranking on assessment in the schools, there are also positive 

indications suggesting that the teachers are becoming more 'professional' where assessment is 

concerned. These also suggests that, in years to come, more assessment training is indicated 

and NIE staff will have to play a more active role in enhancing the assessment capability of the 

school personnel- teachers, h~ads of departments, vice-principals and principals all included. 
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