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GRADED ASSESSMENT

B ernard  O ’R o u rk e  Educational Research Centre St Patrick's College, Dublin
This paper provides an introduction to the concept of graded assessment a recently 
developed and influential area relating to assessment and certification The notions 
of graded assessment are described Pertinent features of the examination system in 
Ireland are reviewed to highlight graded or graduated aspects of current assessment 
provision and to provide a context for understanding the attractions potential and 
problems of graded assessment The policy options opened up by graded assessment 
are examined and as far as can be ascertained from the scope of pilot projects in 
Great Britain the directions in which policy seems to be headed are noted The paper 
concludes with an outline of a number of evaluation issues relating to graded 
assessment drawing on matenal on graded assessment and on more general material 
in the fields of educational psychology and assessment

T he in tu itive ly -sim ple  idea  o f  p rogression  in teach ing  an d  lea rn ing  underlies 
one  o f  the  m o re  recen t an d  in fluen tia l developm enta l a reas  in assessm en t and  
ce rtif ic a tio n , th a t o f  g rad ed  a s s e ssm e n t G rad ed  a sse ssm en t has  a ttrac ted  
im m en se  in terest, p a rticu la rly  in G reat B rita in  T he co n cep t has rece ived  
en d o rsem en t in m ajo r repo rts  on teach ing  (e g  , 18) an d  the  sup p o rt o f  c ritic s  o f  
trad itional ex te rna l term inal-exam ination  system s (e g , 20) E n co u rag ed  b y  an  
estab lished  h is to ry  o f  use  o f  g raded  o r  staged  assessm en ts  w ithm  sport, m usic , 
and  o ther perfo rm ance  dom ain s (e g , 15), the  in terest m  g raded  assessm en t has 
stim ula ted  a  large vo lum e o f  research  and d ev e lo p m en t w ork  A  s ign ifican t 
p ropo rtion  o f  th is w ork  has focused  specifica lly  on  m o dem -languag e  sub jec ts 
(e g , 4 )  C onsidered  as m uch , if  no t m ore, as a  cu rricu lum  in itia tive , w o rk  in 
th is a rea  has been  undertaken  o ften  un d er the head ing  o f  graded objectives (e  g  , 
14) Indeed  in m any  instances, assessm en t is bu t o n e  d im ension  w ith in  a 
fram ew ork  o f  la rge ly  cu rricu lum  concerns (c f 7)

PRINCIPLES OF GRADED ASSESSMENT

M otivated  o ften  by  a  desire  to  a llow  a g rea te r p ropo rtion  o f  each  s tuden t 
c o h o rt to  o b ta in  recogn ition  fo r w h a t they  hav e  ach ie v ed , d ev e lo p e rs  o f  
g raded -assessm en t schem es have  tended to  add ress the assessm en t need s o f  
low er a tta in ers  and  o f  those  pup ils  no t rem ain ing  in  the  system  long  en o u g h  to
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sit trad itiona l te rm inal exam inations (e g , 14) In  E n g lan d , fo r exam p le , the  
long-stand ing  prac tice  o f  defin ing  m very  res tric tiv e  te rm s the ta rge t popu la tions 
fo r pu b lic  exam inations has focused  a tten tion  on a  g roup  o f  studen ts w ho  w ere  
n o t ca te red  fo r by  e ith e r o f  th e  16-plus exam ina tions ex is ting  a t the tim e  and  
w hose  ach ievem en ts w ould  n o t b e  pub lic ly  eva lua ted  o r recogn ized  T h is g roup  
has been  v iew ed  as com prising  the  low est 40%  o f  the ab ility  d is tribu tion  o f  the 
full pup il co h o rt In  add ition , sim ple fa ilu re  to  persist in school until exam inaU on 
tim e opera tes as a  fu rther res tric tive  in fluence  on  the  effec tive  ta rg e t popu la tions 
fo r trad itional exam inations

It is w ith in  the co n tex t o f  a  m easu re  o f  d is illu sionm en t w ith  the im plica tions 
o f  an  assessm en t system  w hich  is no t only  term inal an d  non -fo rm ative  b u t a lso  
restric tive  m  the w ays described  above  tha t in terest has dev e lo p ed  in  design ing  
assessm en t system s w hich  w o u ld  n o t b e  unnecessarily  res tric tiv e  in  d e fin ition , 
w ould  be  m ore geared  tow ards th e  e va lua tion  o f  specific  a tta inm en ts , and  m ore 
structu red  an d  flex ib le  in  re sp ec t o f  tim ing  an d  sequencing  o f  assessm en ts T he 
en d  p ro d u c t w ou ld  b e  an  assessm en t system  w hich  w ou ld  a llow  all pup ils  to  
have a tta inm en t m on ito red  m  w ays w hich  w o u ld  be bo th  m struc tiona lly  usefu l 
(s ig n ify in g  read in e ss  to  p ro g re ss ) an d  p ra c tic a lly  v a lu a b le  (p ro v id in g  a  
surrender value to atta ined  skills) (8) T he system  w ould  be o rg an ized  to prov ide  
fo r  eva lua tions to  take p lace  a fte r sho rte r tim e in tervals and  fo r ‘b o tto m -u p ’, 
stage-by-stage  p rog ress  m on ito ring  w ith in  the fram ew ork  o f  a  very  struc tu red  
sy llabus

B ased  on  h is rev iew  o f  schem es o f  Graded objectives in modern languages 
(G O M L  schem es), H a m so n  (15) iden tif ied  th ree  g en erah zab le  a sp ec ts  o f  such 
schem es w hich  h ave  been  taken  a s  p rinc ip les o f  g raded  assessm en t p rog ression , 
ta sk -o n en ta tio n , an d  lin k ag e  w ith  th e  lea rn ing  p rocess  In  the co n tex t o f  
assessm en t tied  to  a  struc tu red  se t o f in structional or behav iou ra l ob jec tives, 
p rogression  m eans tha t assessm en t is  sequenced  (graded  o r g raduated ), typ ically  
in te rm s o f  d ifficu lty  (22) T he fac t tha t schem es o f  g raded  assessm en t are  
task -o rien ted  reflec ts  a  cu rricu lum  orien ta tion  tow ards p rac tica l ap p lica tio n s o f  
w hat is  be ing  lea rned  (e  g , com m unication  w ith  language) L astly , link ing  
assessm en t m ore c lo se ly  w ith  the learn ing  process rep resen ts  a  p rom o tion  o f  the 
p o te n t ia l  fo rm a tiv e  fu n c t io n  o f  a s s e s s m e n t In  a d d it io n  to  p ro m o tin g  
instructional va lid ity  in assessm en t, c lo ser linkage im plies a  re th ink  o f  the 
ex is ting  adm in istra tive  and  log istica l fram ew orks fo r  assessm en t, particu la rly  
o f  the teac h e r’s ro le  in an d  uses o f  assessm en t in fo rm ation  (c f  29)
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T he th ree p rinc ip les  o f p rogression , ta sk -o n en ta tio n , and  linkage  w ith  the 
learn ing  p rocess a re  o ften  c ited  in rev iew s o f  g raded  assessm en t (e  g  , 2 2 ) and , 
even  though  d educed  from  language-learn ing  schem es, m  som e q uarte rs  have  
becom e accep ted  as ch arac te riz ing  the  essen tia l aspects o f  schem es o f  g raded  
assessm en t (e  g , see  3 2 ) A ccep ting  fo r th e  p resen t the  ev id en t varia tion  in  the 
ex ten t to  w h ich  these p rinc ip les  have  been  im p lem en ted  in ac tua l p rac tice , the 
concern  here  is to  no te  tw o po in ts F irstly , consis ten t w ith  an id en tif ica tion  o f  
g raded  assessm en t and  g raded  ob jectives , such p rin c ip les  in form  as m uch  ab o u t 
c u rr ic u lu m  a n d  its  o rg a n iz a tio n  an d  im p le m e n ta t io n  a s  th e y  d o  a b o u t 
assessm en t S econd ly , each  o f  the p rinc ip les  ad v an ced  rep resen ts  a spec ific au o n  
fo r a ssessm en t, p a rticu la rly  in re sp ec t o f  tha t w ith  w h ich  it is to  be concerned , 
how  it is  to  be  schedu led , and  w hat functions it is to  serve

O n the assum ption  tha t a  g raded -assessm en t approach  has positive  e ffec ts  on  
pup il m otivation  in terest, and  p ersistence  ( e g  , 1, 2 , 3, 11, 13), the  app roach  
re flec ts  add itional p rinc ip les o f  ‘a tta in ab ility ’ o f  goals (e g , 5) and  o f  read iness  
fo r assessm en t (e g , 4 ,1 4 )  C lo sely  link ing  learn ing  w ith  assessm en t has been  
taken  as im ply ing  that assessm en t is m ost appropria te ly  undertaken  w hen  the 
p u p il has c o m p le te d  le a rn in g  T h is  sh o u ld  n o t b e  tak en  to  m ean  w h en  
‘in s tru c u o n ’ is com plete , bu t ra th e r w hen  learn ing  has taken  p lace , w hen  the 
p robab ility  o f  success in the  assessm en t is h igh , and  w hen  the  p up il is un like ly  
to ex p erien ce  unnecessary  fa ilu re  ( e g ,  1) H ow ever, re flec ting  ap paren tly  
rad ica l o rgan iza tiona l o r adm in istra tive  requ irem en ts (c f 25 ), the o p era tio n a l 
im plem en ta tion  m g raded -assessm en t schem es o f  a  read iness  p rin c ip le  has 
p roved  d ifficu lt in p rac tice , w ith  the re su lt th a t it  is le ss  than  ap p aren t ac ro ss  a  
w ide  ran g e  o f  schem es (1 2 ,1 5 )

T he p rinc ip les  o f  g raded  assessm en t ou tlined  here  can  be taken  as p ro v id in g  
a  fram ew ork  w ith in  w h ich  assessm en t and certifica tion  and  th e ir func tions in 
re la tion  to cu rricu lum  and  instruction  m ight be  considered  A s w ith  o ther generic  
ideas in  assessm en t and  certifica tion  (e  g , p ro files  o r reco rds o f  ach iev em en t), 
the con cep t o f  g raded  assessm en t is o pen-ended  and  p articu la rly  so w ith  re sp ec t 
to the questions o f  w hen  and  how  to assess and  w ho should  carry  o u t the 
a sse ssm en t V iew ed  in th is w ay , it is p o ss ib le  to ap p rec ia te  th a t g rad ed  
assessm en t has been  in terp re ted  d iffe ren tly  by  advocates an d  im p lem en ted  
d iffe ren tly  in assessm en t schem es In som e cases , assessm en t has  in v o lv ed  
teac h e rs’ ju d g m en ts  (con tinuous m on ito ring  and  reco rd ing ) and , m  o thers, it has 
co nsis ted  o f the  regu la r, if  flex ib ly  scheduled , u se  o f  tes ts  T h is d iv e rg en ce  o f  
in terp re ta tion  g ives rise  to d iffe ren t sets o f  p rob lem s and issues ( e g ,  the
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read iness question ) an d  to  am bigu ity  if  the d is tinc tion  betw een  in terp re ta tions 
is no t recogn ized  T he adop tion  o f  an open-ended  p e rspec tive  a lso  a llo w s one  
to reco g n ize  the  lim ited  an d  lim iting  g radua ted  aspects o f  the  trad iu o n a l 
exam ination  system  and  to app rec ia te  be tte r w hy m any  p eo p le  seem  to  b e  
inc lined  to w ard s a  d iffe ren t im age o f  g rad ing  in  assessm en t an d  certificauon

D iscussion  so fa r has d w elt on  genera l p rinc ip les T h ere  rem ains the question  
o f  w hat in  fac t a  schem e o f  g raded  assessm en t m ight lo o k  h k e  and  how  genera l 
p rinc ip les m igh t b e  tran sla ted  in to  p rac tice  B o th  these questions a re  add ressed  
now  T w o stra teg ies a re  used F irstly , a  num ber o f genera l aspects o f  g raded  
assessm en t schem es a re  ou tlined  S econd ly , four illu stra tive  g raded  assessm en t 
schem es a re  described

ASPECTS OF GRADED ASSESSMENT SCHEMES

T he genera l aspects o f  schem es o f g raded  assessm en t are considered  un d er 
severa l head in g s fo r p resen t pu rposes typ ical ta rget popu la tions , sub jec ts 
invo lved , n u m b er o f  g rad u a ted  p o in ts  o r s tages, m odes an d  stan d ard s o f  
assessm ent, and  certifica tion  o f  assessm en ts T hese  ca tego ries  a re  used  to inform  
as to  b o th  th e  lo g ic  an d  o p e ra tio n  o f  g ra d e d -a sse ssm e n t sch em es T h e  
in form ation  p resen ted  is draw n  from  a w ider base than the illu stra tions ex am ined  
subsequen tly  and  is designed  to  p rov ide  a  b ro ad e r fram ew ork  w ith in  w h ich  to  
consider the specific  illu stra tions w h ich  a re  p resen ted

Typical Target Populations
W hile  g raded  assessm en t is app licab le  in p rinc ip le  acro ss  p up il ab ility  and  

ach ievem en t d is tribu tions, such at ro ss-the-band  app licau o n  has no t p ro v ed  
un iversally , o r  even  w idely , a ttrac tive  (22) F o r exam ple , a  m ajo r rep o rt on  the 
teach ing  o f  m athem atics  advoca tes  g raded  assessm en t, b u t lim its its  app lica tion  
to the low er-a tta im ng /sho rter-persis ting  pup ils  fo r w hom  the  stan d ard s req u ired  
in  o r  th e  sc h e d u le s  ty p ic a l o f  tra d itio n a l e x a m in a tio n s  a re  re g a rd e d  a s  
inappropria te  (18) H a m so n  (15) n o tes  tha t m athem atics g raded -assessm en t 
s c h e m e s , in  c o n t r a s t  to  s c h e m e s  in  s u b je c ts  s u c h  a s  s c ie n c e ,  se e m  
characteristica lly  aim ed at low er-ab ility  pup ils, and  focus on  the certifica tion  o f  
basic num eracy  sk ills E ven  in schem es n o t exp ressly  tied  to  a  re s tn c te a  ta rge t 
popu lation , an  e lem en t o f  restric tion  is in troduced  by  v irtue  o f  the fac t tha t 
assessm en t is confined  to ach ievem en t up  to a  re lau v e ly  low  ce ih n g  (e g , 
average  perfo rm ance in trad itional 16-p lus exam inations) In  add ition , som e 
schem es in tended  fo r even tua l use w ith  the fu ll ab ility  range , w ere  deve loped
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in itia lly  m ore w ith  the  need s o f  less-ab le  learners m m ind  (14) A s no ted  earlie r, 
th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  g ra d e d  a sse ssm e n ts  h a s  b een  m o tiv a te d  o f te n  b y  a  
reco g n ized  need  to add ress the assessm en t/certifica tion  needs o f  lo w er atta iners 
an d  those  w ho do  no t take trad itional exam inations

Subjects Involved
A  w ide and  g row ing  range o f  sub jec ts is covered  by  sch em es o f  g rad ed  

assessm en t T he m ajo rity  o f  sub jec ts are  language sub jects E n g lish  an d  m o d em  
con tinen ta l languages (F rench , G erm an, Span ish , Italian) have  been  co v e red  as 
have  som e less-com m only  taugh t languages such as R u ssian  and  C h inese  (e g  , 
11) N on-language sub jects covered  include m athem atics , science, an d  a sub jec t 
know n  as C raft, D esign , and  T echno logy  (e g , 33)

Number of Graduated Points or Stages
T he m o st strik ing  fea tu re  regard ing  the n u m b er o f  g radua ted  p o in ts o r stages 

is the lack  o f  consensus ev id en t am ong  those  develop ing  schem es F o r exam ple , 
as ind icated  d u ring  a  con ference  on  the  p rac tica l issues invo lved , arg u m en ts  fo r 
a  la rge  nu m b er o f levels have  ‘res ted  on  the  need  to p rov ide  a substan tia l e lem en t 
o f  p rog ression  th rough  the  cu rricu lum  for low er a tta in ing  s tuden ts  an d  to  
fac ilita te  links w ith  G C S E  [G eneral C ertifica te  o f  S econdary  E d u ca tio n ]’ (26 , 
p  7) A rgum en ts for a  sm all num ber o f  levels have  been  m ade on  the basis o f  
sim plic ity  and  likely  cost e ffec tiveness W ith in  the co n tex t o f  an a ssessm en t 
system  covering  a  range o f subjects, the issue o f  com parab ility  o f  n u m b er o f  
levels across sub jects also  arises, a t the sam e con ference , consensus on  th is issue 
w as sim ilarly  ab sen t G iven  that the con ference  w as sponso red  by  a  g roup  o f  
exam in au o n  boards, it m ay  be that the absence  o f  consensus on  th is issue  reflec ts 
a d m in is tr a t iv e  c o n s id e ra t io n s  ( to w a rd s  sm a ll n u m b e rs  o f  c o m p a ra b le  
assessm en ts) on  the  one  hand  and  m ore p rinc ip le -based  arg u m en ts  (tow ards 
la rg e r sub jec t-specific  num bers) on the o th e r (c f 39)

In w ork ing  o u t de ta ils  o f  th e  num ber o f  leve ls o r stages, issues a n s in g  from  
the  re la tionsh ip  betw een  leve ls o r stages have  to be addressed  T he co n ten t 
re la tionsh ip  betw een  each level has to be specified  A dm in istra tive  dec is ions 
have  to be  taken  on  m atters such  as w hether pup ils  w ill need  to  be  assessed  a t 
each  an d  every  level and  w hether pup ils  w ill be a llow ed  d isc re tion  in the  leve l 
a t w h ich  they  are to  be assessed  a t any  g iven  tim e (e  g  , w he ther there  sho u ld  be 
re s tric tions based  on  age, standard , o r c lass) T he tendency  has been  to  p rov ide  
s t ru c tu re  an d  d e ta i l  in  c o n te n t- s p e c if ic a tio n  (e  g  , c u rr ic u lu m  u n its  o f
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b eh av iou ra l ob jec tives) an d  flex ib ility  in  the adm in is tra tive  fram ew o rk  o f  
opera ting  gu ide lines (e  g , see 1)

Modes and Standards of Assessment
C uriously  enough  perhaps, de ta ils  o f  the ‘nu ts and  b o lts ’ o f  a ssessm en t in  

schem es o f  g rad ed  assessm en t a re  n o t read ily  ava ilab le  in  the  p u b lish ed  
literatu re  T he ac tua l task  o f  assessm en t can be charac te rized  o ften  as con tinuous 
a ssessm en t by  teachers an d  as ten d in g  to w ard s be ing  c n ten o n -re fe ren ced  (see  
Illustration  #IV ) O ften , how ever, g raded  assessm en t invo lves m ore fo rm al 
testing  I t is in re sp ec t o f  th is la tte r m odel o f  g raded  assessm en t th a t availab le  
in form ation  is particu la rly  p o o r W here  m easurem en t de ta ils  o f  testing  are  
ou tlined , a tten u o n  focuses typ ically  on structure, con ten t, and  p ass  s tandards A  
good  exam ple  is the  Y ork  F rench  schem e (1, p p  90 -92 ) T h e  L evel T w o  stage  
test in  th is schem e (the first to  be developed  and, in the  early  1980s, the m ost 
w idely  used  w ith in  the schem e) inc ludes read ing , listen ing , an d  speak ing  
c o m p o n e n t s  T h e  r e a d i n g  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  c o m p o n e n t  c o n s i s t s  o f  
m ultip le-cho ice  item s and  passages o f  test, 45%  o f the overa ll m arks a re  aw arded  
on the  basis  o f  th is co m ponen t T he listen ing  com prehension  co m ponen t (35%  
o f  o v e r a l l  m a r k s )  c o n s i s t s  o i s h o r t  d ia lo g u e s ,  w ith  tw o  q u e s t io n s  
(m ultip le-cho ice  o r open -ended ) oil each  T he o ra l co m p o n en t (20%  o f  overa ll 
m arks) consists  o f  tw o ro le -p lay ing  situations and  five perso n a l q uestions, the 
test be ing  reco rded  on  tape R ead ing  and  listen ing  com prehension  tests are  
designed  to  be  adm in istered  w ithm  30-m inute  c lass periods (L evel T h ree  and  
F o u r tests a re  also  described  and  a re  sim ilar in struc tu re , the m am  d iffe ren ce  
being  the inclusion  o f  a  w ritten  p ap er in the L evel F o u r te s t )  W hile  pass 
s tan d a rd s  a re  ty p ic a lly  s e t  h igh  (e  g , 7 0 % ), th e  ex p ec ta tio n  is th a t the 
cu m cu lu m /teach in g / assessm en t fram ew ork  w ou ld  p ro v id e  fo r equally  h igh  
success ra tes (e g , 80%  or 90% ), as no ted  earlie r, read iness  is one  o f  the 
pedagog ical p rinc ip les  underp inn ing  th is approach  to  assessm en t

In con trast to  B o lto n ’s ( I )  accoun t o f  the Y ork  schem e and  som e no tab le  cases 
(e g , 12), d e ta ils  ab o u t the  design , adm in istra tion , and  scoring  o f  tests  w ith in  
o ther schem es a re  typ ica lly  ab sen t T hat the M ode III prov ision  o f  the C ertifica te  
o f  S econdary  E ducation  (C SE ) and  the G enera l C ertifica te  o f  E duca tion  (G C E ) 
w as o ften  b ro u g h t up  in th is co n tex t suggests tha t the tes ts  m igh t reasonab ly  be  
expected  to  conform  to the M ode  III m odel, w here  responsib ility  fo r the m ajo rity  
o f  the assessm en t tasks res ts  a t  the school level H ow ever, som e sch em es w ere  
adm in istered  by  non -exam ination  b oard  groups such as lan g u ag e  cen tres, w hich  
assum ed  the adm in is tra tive  ch a rac te r o f  exam ination  b oards Such  cen tres
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op era ted  as ex ternal agenc ies an d  hand led  m ost assessm en t tasks from  design  
to repo rting , an  exam ple  is the L eeds L anguage T each ing  In fo rm ation  C en tre  
(described  in 12)

W h eth e r considered  as invo lv ing  teac h ers’ ju d g m en ts  o r tes ts, p e rh ap s the 
s ing le  m ost im portan t observation  abou t assessm en t in the co n tex t o f  the 
d ev e lo p m en t o f  g raded  assessm en t re la tes to w hat it is  tha t can  b e  co nsidered  
innovato ry  T h e  co re  idea in g raded  assessm en t re la tes  m ore  to the  functional 
dev e lo p m en t o f  o rgan iza tional, in structional, and  adm in is tra tive  fram ew o rk s fo r 
a ssessm en t than to the d ev e lo p m en t o f  new  assessm en t too ls p e r se In fact, the  
schem es tend  to m ake use o f  fairly  trad itiona l assessm en t p ro ced u res

Certification of Assessments
G raded  assessm en t can  be  regarded  as a  reac tio n  aga in s t res tric tive  aspects 

o f  ex is ting  exam ination  assessm en t an d  certif icauon  G iven  th is con sid era tio n , 
o n e  o f  the  m o s t in teresting  fea tu res o f ongo ing  d eve lopm en t w ork  is the 
in v o lv em en t o f  m any  o f the exam ina tion  boards a s  partners i f  n o t p rom o ters  
(e g  , see  39) A part from  look ing  to  g raded  assessm en t as a  po ten tia l av en u e  for 
th e  fu tu re  (espec ia lly  linked  w ith  p ro file s /re co rd s o f  a ch iev em en t), som e 
ex am ina tion  boards have p rom o ted  the cause  o f  g raded  assessm en t by  a llow ing  
for M ode III recogn ition  o f  the upper leve ls o f  som e schem es F o r exam p le , this 
link  w as estab lished  for the  Y ork  F rench  schem e, its fourth  stage  o r level be ing  
accep ted  for CSH  M ode  III (14 ) T he U niversity  o f  O x fo rd  D elegacy  o f  L oca l 
E x am in a tio n s in troduced  an  O xford  C ertifica te  o f E duca tiona l A ch iev em en t in 
w hich  a  g raded  assessm en t co m ponen t based  on  teac h e rs’ ju d g m en ts  w as one  
o f  th ree parts (see Illu stration  #IV ) W ith  an  estim ated  80  g rad ed  assessm en t 
schem es ex isu n g  in 1984-85 and  o ffering  for assessm en t an  increasing  range  o f  
sub jec ts  and  levels (12), the p ropo rtion  o f second-level pup ils  ex p erien c in g  this 
type  o f  assessm en t has been  g row ing  stead ily  since  the  m id -1970s (see 15)

ILLUSTRATIONS OF GRADED ASSESSMENT SCHEMES

T he schem es p resen ted  as illu stra tions are chosen  on  the basis o f  how  they  
in form  as to the tasks and issues invo lved  in graded  assessm en t P resen ted  in 
som e detail, the first illustra tion  is o f  a  fa irly  typ ica l schem e o f  som e years 
stand ing  T he second  illustration  is o f  a  m ath em au cs schem e and  is specifica lly  
in c lu d ed  on  accoun t o f  a  recogn izab le  sim ilarity  w ith  som e o f  the ex is ting  
certif ica te  exam ina tion  prov isions in Ire land  (particu larly  the  T ech n ica l S choo ls 
E x a m i n a t i o n s )  ( s e e  2 3 )  T h e  th i r d  i l l u s t r a t i o n  is  o f  a  s c h e m e  in
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m id-developm ent, w ith m any  o f  the design  fea tu res b e in g  deba ted  as y e t T he 
fourth  and  final illu stra tion  is a schem e w hich  m ain ta in s perhaps the c lea rest and  
m ost developed  concep tion  o f  assessm en t w ith in  the g raded  fram ew ork

Illustration #1 Graded Levels of Achievement in Languages
T he them e o f  g raded  assessm en t in m o dem -language  lea rn ing  h as been  taken 

up in S co tland  T h e  L o th ian  R eg io n ’s p ro jec t on  g rad ed  lev e ls  o f  ach iev em en t 
in fo re ign-language learn ing  (7 ,8 ) p roduced  a  schem e w hich  a ttem p ted  to  
in teg ra te  d ifferen t assessm en t fu ncuons (e g  , c lassroom  d iagnosis, ce rtifica tion ) 
w ith in  a  un ified  fram ew ork  T h is  schem e is w orth  co n sidering  fo r its illu stra tion  
o f  com m on ly -c ited  p rinc ip les  o f  g raded  assessm en t A n ad d itiona l reason  fo r 
c o n s id e rin g  th is  sc h e m e  is  th e  p e rs p e c tiv e  it  g iv e s  on  th e  c u m c u lu m -  
developm ent fram ew ork  in to  w hich  assessm en t tasks fit, it is c lea r tha t the 
L o th ia n  sc h e m e  w a s  seen  as p re d o m in a n tly  an  e x e rc is e  in  c u rr ic u lu m  
developm en t w ith in  a  period  o f  reapp ra isa l fo r m odem -lan g u ag e  teach ing  (see  
1,7) E m phasis is on  develop ing  com m un ica tive  co m p eten ce  th rough  staged  
syllabi and  w ith  assistance  from  assessm en t feedback  T h e  o b jec tive  is to  
p rov ide  learners w ith  read ily  appreciab le  and  usab le  com petenc ies  in re tu rn  for 
the ir e ffo rts  th roughou t the ir period  o f instruction , in ou tlin ing  th is function , 
C larke  (8) co in s  the  term  ‘su rren d er-v a lu e ’ D eta ils  o f  the  schem e w ill now  be 
p resen ted

Organization C la rk e  (8) describes  th e  opera tion  o f  th e  p ro jec t as invo lv ing  
con tribu tions from  th ree  sources A t a  reg ional level, d ec is ions a re  m ade abou t 
the defin ition  o f  stages, the num ber o f stages, an d  the re la tio n sh ip  betw een  
stages A t the school level, each  schoo l is g iven  the op tion  to d e fin e  substages 
o r w aystages W aystages a re  to serve  as in term ed ia te  po in ts be tw een  stages, no  
lim it on the num ber o f  w aystages is se t T he th ird  level is the c lassroom  level 
w here the pup il and  teacher are  together involved  in m onito ring  p rog ress  th rough  
the w aystages

U p to the early  1980s, the L o th ian  schem e consisted  o f  five stages S tages 
O ne, T w o, and T hree w ere linked  to the  first tw o years o f  second  level, w h ile  
S tages T hree, F our, and  F ive  w ere linked  to the second  tw o years E ach  stage 
functioned  as bo th  a  transitional o r term inal po in t, depend ing  on  the p u p ils ’ 
con tinued  persistence  w ith  the sub jec t A s has been the case  w ith  o th e r schem es, 
linkage o f  stages w ith  po in ts in the traditional exam ination  fram ew ork  (e g  , 
C ertifica te  o f  S econdary  E ducation  o r C S E  M ode III) has been  a  su b jec t o f  
negotiation
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Assessment Framework T he  assessm en t fram ew ork  is o u tlined  in T ab le  1 (8, 
p p  66-69) T his sch em e spec ifie s the  o rgan iza tion  o r  schedu le  o f  te s tin g  in an  
ascend ing  o rd e r o f  genera lity , the m o s t specific  tes ts  are  d iagnostic  tests  an d  the 
m ost general are stage tests, w ith  w aystage  tests fo rm ing  in te rm ed ia te  po in ts  In 
add ition , the  schem e specifies test con ten t, users, and  functions fo r each  type  o f  
testing  D iagnostic  tes ting  focuses on m astery  o f ‘d isc re te  func tions an d  forms* 
(8, p  66) w h ich  are evalua ted  as acqu ired  by  the lea rner W ay stag e  tests  re fe r to  
b locks o f  cu rricu lum  units o r lessons, g rouped  to su it the ind iv idual schoo l S tag e  
tests  (o r sum m ative  stage tests) a re  m ore g lobal in o rien ta tion  an d  ‘a im  a t 
m easuring  the language reso u rce  o f  the learner m  h is ab ility  to co p e  w ith  
au then tic  language  u se ’ (p  66) (a lthough  the  ex ac t ch a rac te r o f  these  tests  has 
been rev ised  during  the d eve lopm en t w ork)

TABLE 1

TEST TYPE CONTENTS USERS, AND FUNCTIONS OF 
THE LOTHIAN ASSESSMENT SCHEME

Test type Contents Users Functions

Diagnostic Communicative functions 
Forms

Pupil
Teacher

Part of continuous 
assessment and of 
Pupil Profile

Waystage Communicative functions 
Forms
Language activities

Pupil
Teacher
Parent

Part of continuous 
assessment and of 
Pupil Profile

Stage Authentic Language 
Activities

Pupil
Teacher
Parent
Guidance
staff

Future
employer

Indicates state of 
language development 
When added to results 
of Pupil Profile 
the total result can 
be marked on the 
Regional Achievement 
Card

Source From a description of the Lothian Region s project on Graded Levels of Achievement in 
Foreign Language Learning (GLAFLL) presented by Clark (8 p 69)
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In the sense used  here, test typ ica lly  m eans an  in fo rm al check  b y  the  teach er 
tha t the pup il can  do  som eth ing , a lthough  it does seem  tha t stage tes ts  m ay a lso  
be m ore fo rm al o r trad iu o n a l (availab le  docum en ta tion  is  u nc lea r on th is) 
A ssessm en t is  thus ch a rac ten su ca lly  schoo l-based  and  con tinuous in  its m o d e  
an d  cum ula tive  in  its rep o rt o f  resu lts

E ach  pupil rece ives a  Waystage Progress Card w hich  lists com m un ica tive  
language ac tiv ities ( e g ,  say  goodbye, thank  som eone) w hich  the p up il is 
expected  to be ab le  to perform  and  in w h ich  he/she  needs to  dem onstra te  
com petence  to be  aw arded  c red it T he pup il is requ ired  to m on ito r h is /her 
p rog ress w ith the language ac tiv ities listed , to ind icate  o r m ark  h is /her ow n 
progress on the  Waystage Progress Card and  to  get the teach er to  coun te rsign  
the card  w hen  he/she has p roven  co m p eten ce  to  the teacher (8) In  th is m anner, 
pup ils  bu ild  up  reco rds o f  the ir ach ievem en ts  th rough  w aystages and  stages

T he L o th ian  R eg ional C ouncil D epartm en t o f  E duca tion  ag reed  to  p rov ide  
certifica tion  in the form  o f  a  record  o f  ach ievem en t, the certifica te  is know n  as 
the Modern Languages Achievement Card and  ind ica tes an d  exp la in s the 
atta ined  stages

Illustration #11 A Graduated Scheme of Assessment
T he O xford  and  C am bridge S chools E xam ination  B oard  (24) p rov ides g raded  

assessm en t and  certifica tion  o f  ach ievem en t un d er A Graduated Scheme of 
Assessment T h is  schem e w as targeted  a t s tuden ts in the fourth  an d  fifth  years 
o f  second-level ed uca tion  for w hom  the G eneral C ertifica te  o f  E d u ca tio n  (G C E ) 
O -level and  C S E  exam inations m igh t b e  ju d g ed  inappropria te  T he  schem e 
re la ted  on ly  to  m athem atics (being  developed  in associa tion  w ith  the  S chool 
M athem atics P ro jec t o f  the U n iversity  o f  Sou tham pton)

T here are th ree stages and  seven  assessm en t areas in the schem e T he 
assessm en ts consis t o f  w ritten  tests in fou r areas (U sing A rithm etic , In te rp re ting  
D ata , A pply ing  Spatial Sk ills , In terp re ting  T h ree  D im ensions), in add ition , 
no n -w n tten  assessm en t m odes are used  fo r th ree areas M ental M ath em atics  and  
E stim ation  T ests , P rac tica l T ests, and  O ral T ests o f  Spoken  C om m un ica tion  F or 
each  assessm en t area  a t each  stage, the standard  requ ired  for a  pass is  70  pe rcen t 
T o  ob tain  a S tage  C ertifica te , a  cand ida te  m ust ob ta in  passes in  each  o f  the seven  
ap p ro p n a te  assessm en t a reas
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When the student leaves school, a Final Certificate is issued giving 
information on the highest stage reached in each of the seven areas and an 
indication of performance on up to four pieces of completed individual topic 
work Stage Certificates provide descriptions of the curricula (listing the skills) 
for each of the areas assessed Students can retake any of the assessments any 
number of times, the only limitation being that at least two weeks of revision be 
undertaken before retesting

Illustration #111 Graded Assessments
The University of London School Examinations Board has undertaken a 

development programme on schemes of graded assessments for four subjects 
(English, Mathematics, Science, Craft, Design, and Technology) and for 
modem language This work was carried out in association with the Inner 
London Education Authority (ILEA) and within the framework of a more 
general development programme on a London Record of Achievement It was 
expected that the results of graded assessments, validated and certified by the 
examination board, would form part of the record of achievement (or profile) 
which it was planned to provide for all second-level students in the ILEA 
catchment area In addition, the development programme was aimed at linking 
the standards of the higher levels of the graded assessments with specific grades 
in the 16-plus examinations, identified as Grade C in the GCE O-level 
examination and Grade 1 in the CSE, this linkage in standards was to be 
maintained when the GCE and CSE were unified in the form of the General 
Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) The scope of the development 
programme is considered here using the work on English as an illustration, 
particularly m the context of difficulties with and resistance to the notion of 
levels/stages in schemes of graded assessment

English The aim of this part of the development programme is to define an 
assessment framework for English Early on it was decided by the Working 
Group responsible for English that pupil achievements would be reported in 
‘statements of what the student can do in well-defined aspects of language use 
in writing, speaking, reading, and listening’ (29, p 5) Such statements, 
expressed m ‘functional terms’ (p 5), would be used to monitor and record a 
pupil’s progress, providing a ‘cumulative record’ (p 5) While some progress 
has been made m deciding on the functional terms to be used (e g , language 
user’s role, purpose, content, context, and audience), the issues of stages in 
graded assessments has all but been abandoned (see also 39) The position taken 
is that no well-defined stages exist which are applicable to all students in English
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and that, as a result, no overall levels or stages of assessment should be 
established (see 30) The statements of achievements are regarded as the units 
of measurement and these are to be grouped into areas (33) What are called 
‘unit assessments’, which relate to particular tasks or units of work, have been 
produced by collecting selections of statements from different areas Areas being 
considered on a provisional basis include the following narrative, poetry/drama, 
understanding (media), understanding and use of information, selecting, 
arranging and rc-presenting material, and language (variety and use) (31)

Illustration #IV Oxford Certificate o f Educational Achievement
Graded assessment is one of three elements within the record-of- 

achievement system known as the Oxford Certificate o f Educational 
Achievement (OCEA) Within OCEA, graded assessment represents continuous 
assessment of coursework by teachers, pupils’ attainment being judged against 
pre-established sets of criteria Both an individual assessment framework and a 
set of criteria have been developed, initially for English, mathematics, science, 
and modem languages (French to start) Although the assessment frameworks 
and criteria are tailored to subject areas, the assessment frameworks reflect the 
same underlying principles For present purposes, graded assessment in OCEA 
is illustrated with a descnption of the principles underlying the assessment 
frameworks and a review of how these principles are implemented and combined 
with specific criteria for one particular subject Science is the subject chosen

Principles Underlying OCEA Assessment Frameworks The fundamental 
principle is that ‘assessment, learning and teaching are all aspects of the same 
thing and are not separable’ (37, p 19) This principle, together with 
commitments to coursework assessment and cntenon-referencing, supports the 
OCEA assessment framework assessment is identified with teacher judgment 
of coursework achievement for the individual pupil, but not with the use of 
formal tests, the adoption of criterion-referencing serves to identify 
achievements and to define and structure them explicitly, assessment, being 
continuous and criterion-referenced, provides teachers with performance-based 
diagnostic information on pupils’ strengths and weaknesses and is thereby 
thought to facilitate teaching and to help secure pupil commitment to further 
progress

Being concerned with processes and skills rather than content, each subject 
assessment framework is intended to be generahzable across specific curricula 
and suitable for the full ability range (but without being age-related) The full
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details of the OCEA assessment framework are presented in a handbook for the 
pilot phase of the OCEA project (35) and in teacher guides developed for each 
of the four subjects involved (e g , 37)

Graded Assessment in OCEA Science Graded assessment in OCEA Science 
is focused on four processes (planning, performing, interpreting, 
commumcaung) which are identified as elements of ‘an empirical approach to 
problem solving’ (37, p 15) Each process is deemed to involve a number (two 
or three) of generalizable skills, each skill being defined for assessment purposes 
by a number of criteria Each criterion specifies a particular competence (e g , 
‘the student can suggest a testable hypothesis’), but does not include any 
specification as to curriculum content It is these criteria which form the basis 
for assessment Pupils’ achievements are defined by and judged against the 
criteria The teacher’s role is to make judgments on whether each individual 
pupil meets each criterion, using evidence on coursework, obtained in a variety 
of ways Observation of practical work, discussion and listening, and marking 
of written work are identified as likely modes of evidence collection (37) In 
compiling evidence regarding pupils’ achievements, the guiding principle m 
assessment is that ‘when, in the teacher’s judgement, competence in meeting a 
criterion has been regularly demonstrated and can be confidently expected, then 
a student has satisfied the criterion in question’ (36, p 15)

An initial structuring of the criteria to accommodate the provision of levels 
or stages (four in number) was dropped after the first year of pilot work ‘to allow 
greater flexibility and variation by avoiding the need to force the criteria for each 
process into four steps’ (38, p 5) Achievement reporting is in terms of criteria 
attained (or partially attained) (38)

Contrasting the Illustrations
In introducing the illustrations, it is noted that the schemes selected for 

illustration are chosen on the basis of how they inform as to the tasks and issues 
involved in graded assessment From earlier discussion of the principles of 
graded assessment, the main tasks include the following serving all students in 
bottom-up achievement monitoring, evaluating specific achievements, and 
providing structure and flexibility in timing and sequencing of assessments In 
respect of the illustrations presented, the main issues relate to whether the 
schemes are geared to overcome the difficulties (terminal external assessment) 
which prompted interest in graded assessment, how graded is graded
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assessment, and whether the variety of approaches is m line with the principles 
deduced elsewhere

One of the more interesting aspects of the illustrations presented is the 
initiation of attempts to develop assessment frameworks for individual subjects 
This reflects a strong emphasis on curriculum development, combined with an 
interest in coming to terms with the assessment implications of adopted 
curriculum specifications Of particular significance is the shift away from 
content towards process, a shift which is particularly in evidence with the Oxford 
Certificate of Educational Achievement Similarly, for language teaching, the 
shift is towards the adoption of communicative competence as the guiding 
principle and goal of language teaching Couched typically in functional or 
situational terms (4, 15), this approach has been implemented through a 
cumculum-specification strategy known genencally as behavioural objectives, 
with the assessment framework characterized in mastery or criterion- referenced 
terms (8,14)

That there is evidence of resistance within groups involved in developing 
schemes of graded assessment to the very notion of stages in assessment suggests 
that some subjects might be more amenable to the approach than others 
Certainly the direction being taken by the University of London School 
Examinations Board (areas instead of stages) and in the Oxford Certificate of 
Educational Achievement (graded objectives without stages) suggests that this 
is the case Experience with OCEA suggests also that graded assessment need 
not be thought of as involving formal stages, but may only require the 
establishment of graded series of fairly specific objectives In this way, problems 
of aggregation are avoided at the expense of being required to maintain a level 
of detail both in the operation of the assessments and in their reporting m terms 
of certification A different approach to deciding on levels/stages is evident in 
the Lothian Region’s scheme While the notion of a stage is accepted and 
provides an overall framework, discretion about the utility of more than the five 
pie-defined stages is left to the individual school Overall, the impression given 
is of quite varied approaches to conception and implementation of graduation 
in the schemes of graded assessment illustrated In terms of conformity with 
expectations, perhaps that of the Oxford and Cambridge Schools Examination 
Board conforms most In contrast, a much more liberal interpretation is taken 
with the Oxford Certificate of Educational Achievement scheme
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The practical commitment to criterion-referencing is another aspect of a dual 
curriculum/assessment focus In the use of can-do statements about 
communicative competencies in language, criterion-referencing serves both 
curriculum objectives and assessment objectives It can be used as a strategy for 
curriculum specification In addition, in providing pre-established sets of 
criteria, it serves as the basis for assessment, whether considered as testing or as 
teachers’ judgments Perhaps, its further use in attempting to provide better 
information for diagnosis and certificauon can be regarded as a bonus (cf 16)

Assessment in the schemes of graded assessment considered possesses 
features other than criterion-referencing Within the framework of graded 
assessment, the scheduling of assessment is of particular significance Each of 
the illustrations represents an attempt to provide assessment that is available to 
pupils more regularly than traditional examinations The divergence m strategies 
is of interest There is an attempt to make the scheduling more responsive to 
schedules of instruction and learning, but while retaining a framework of testing 
at intervals (Illustration #11) Conversely, there is an attempt to effect graded 
assessment through the promotion of teacher assessment on a continuous basis, 
where the teacher draws on any and all sources of relevant evidence to arrive at 
judgments, the trade-off, however, seems to be an abandonment of the nouon 
of stages or levels as being too inflexible (Illustration #IV) In another scheme, 
responsiveness to the progress of learning is effected through a system whereby 
pupils inmate the assessment, indicating to the teacher that a criterion has been 
attained and seeking validation from the teacher (Illustration #1)

A further aspect of the assessment strategies is the shift towards greater 
involvement of teachers and away from an external model of assessment Even 
so, an example such as OCEA retains an administrative contribution from an 
examination board, but within a framework which provides for contnbuUons 
from teachers and pupils, in addition to traditional examination provisions In 
the OCEA scheme, the graded assessment (or G-Component) complements two 
other components, one relating to traditional external examination results 
(E-Component) and one providing for pupil contributions (P-Component) 
Within this framework, no attempt is made to link the assessments from the 
G-Component to points in the traditional examination cycle This contrasts with 
other schemes (e g Lothian Region University of London School 
Examinations Board) which endeavoured lo establish links with the existing 
examination system through the Mode III (school-based assessment) provisions 
It is also interesting to note that graded assessments are increasingly being
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thought of as components within records of achievement In the illustrations 
examined, this applies not just to the OCEA scheme, but to the schemes of the 
Lothian Region and of the University of London School Examinations Board

A shift away from assessment as testing to assessment as teachers’ judgments 
(based on observation or even the results of tests) is indicative also of attempts 
to provide for differentiation in the functions served by assessment Both the 
Lothian Region’s scheme and the tripartite OCEA framework seek to provide 
such differentiation In addition to certification, functions of importance are 
pupil motivation and classroom diagnostics, both of these functions are likely 
beneficiaries of the feedback provided by more regular and perhaps more 
informal assessment

A CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR GRADED ASSESSMENT

There exists a great deal of administrative flexibility in how graded 
assessment schemes might be conceived and implemented Both school-based 
and external administration frameworks are independent options, with degrees 
of combination being possible also The adoption for certification purposes of a 
system of graded assessment has particularly important implications for an 
examination system retaining an element of external control Decisions have to 
be made about the arrangements for assessment (e g , design, administration, 
reporting, certification) and about the respective contribution of the school and 
of the administrative agency in charge of the examination system

To provide context and to help clarify the possibihues for graded assessment 
within the examination system which currently exists in Ireland, reference to 
pertinent aspects of the existing examination system is made here In particular, 
its external terminal character is noted and its already-existing graduated 
features are outlined

External Terminal Character o f Existing Examinations
The three existing certificate examinations at second level are offered as 

external terminal examinations in subject areas The two significant terms here 
are external and terminal The external aspect of the examinations is that they 
are designed, constructed, administered, corrected, and reported by an agency 
(Department of Education) which operates independently of schools That the 
examination system is characterized as terminal indicates that the assessments 
are made at the end of prescribed periods of schooling, measured in whole school
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years The fixed terminal timing of traditional external examinations constitutes 
a structural inflexibility in the system, the factor which in Great Britain has 
fostered the attractiveness of principles of progression and readiness within 
frameworks of graded assessment The instructional value of the results of 
terminal assessments is regarded as very limited and is further reduced by the 
typically uninformative grading systems used (e g , see 19)

Graduated Assessment in the Existing Examination System
The examination system which exists presently at second level in Ireland 

might seem to exhibit some characteristics of a graded system of assessment (A 
system of Technical Schools Examinations exists also and features definite 
graduated characteristics, but it is targeted at apprentices and other groups 
seeking qualifications in trade and technological subjects, see 23) Firstly, there 
are a number of certificate examinations Day-Vocational Certificate 
Examination (DVCE), Intermediate Certificate Examination (ICE), and Leaving 
Certificate Examination (LCE) These certificate examinations would seem to 
stand in relation to each other much as one level of a graded assessment system 
stands in relation to another For example, some subjects are offered for 
examinauon m the DVCE (after two years of post-primary education), in the 
ICE (after three years), and in the LCE (after five years) Secondly, in the latter 
two certificate examinations, it is possible to distinguish further between 
examinations levels At the ICE level, three subjects are offered at Higher and 
Lower levels, while at the LCE level, all subjects are offered at Higher and 
Ordinary levels Thirdly, performance in every subject in each of the three 
certificate examinations is reported on a seven-point scale or graduation (A to 
G)

The three aspects of grading evident in the system of certificate examinations 
suggest a rough-and-ready ordering of performance in some subjects (e g , 
English, Mathematics) which is at its lowest point at a DVCE Grade G and at 
its highest point at a LCE Higher-Grade A Counting the points on a hypothetical 
full scale yields an ordering consisting of 35 points (five ordered scales by seven 
grades per scale), although this number would be reduced somewhat since some 
of the constituent ordered scales are held to overlap (e g , DVCE and ICE syllabi 
overlap, LCE Higher- and Ordinary- level grading scales overlap for third-level 
matriculation points purposes)

Compared with the principles of graded assessment described in the 
literature, however, this contrived graduation in certificate examinations is not
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as analogous as it might seem, since there is one major difference between it and 
the typical graduation in systems of graded assessment the certificate 
examinations do not provide for a linear-type progression from the lowest or 
simplest level to the highest or most difficult level For example, with subjects 
for which Higher and Lower examination levels are offered (e g , ICE English), 
there is a choice to make between alternatives It would be regarded as virtually 
impossible, given syllabus differences, for a student preparing for the 
Lower-level examination to opt to take the Higher one, although it has been 
known for the converse to happen (though usually inadvisable given the syllabus 
differences) To pursue the example of ICE English, it would seem to follow 
that the choice of the lower level acts also to constrain the options available for 
LCE English (Higher vs Ordinary levels)

POLICY OPTIONS AND DIRECTIONS

In theory, a system of graded assessment could be designed so that the 
external, terminal, and graduated aspects of existing assessments would be 
changed quite radically Teachers and schools could be involved m, or 
responsible for, developing curricula and for designing, administering, 
correcting, and reporting assessments, thus characterizing the assessment system 
in more school-based terms Teachers and schools could be allowed discretion 
as to when to make assessments and how to schedule them in relation to 
instruction, by implication, discretion of this form might be regarded as more 
facultative of the management of instruction and of learning than the traditional 
post-course terminal examination

So far, care has been taken to introduce graded assessment against the 
backdrop of the organizational/administrative framework of the existing 
examination system In highlighting the latter’s external, terminal, and 
graduated aspects, the intention has been to acknowledge that the interest in 
schemes of graded assessment has to a large extent grown out of difficulties 
attributed to the existing organization/administrative framework Against the 
host of problems associated with traditional examinations (e g , 21), there are 
obvious attractions in an assessment development which promotes closer links 
between curriculum, teaching, learning, assessment, and certification

In the context of developments within existing external-examination systems, 
however, the kind of flexibility which a development such as graded assessment 
seems to imply must be moderated somewhat It seems unlikely that the
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organizational/administrative framework for examinations is about to undergo 
fundamental changes in respect of its external position in relation to schools and 
of the constraints (e g , need for moderation) which seem to follow For example, 
the flexibility in timing of testing required by some models has practical limits 
within the context of external administrative frameworks (e g , related to how 
often external graded assessments can be offered) Moreover, it cannot be 
assumed that a fully school-based graded assessment provision involving the 
use of tests would result in dramatic alterations in the terminal or end-of- year 
timing of testing (e g , see 22)

In practice, the direction in which graded assessment is developing falls 
somewhere between a fully school-based system and the external terminal 
system Given some of the pedagogical principles (e g , linking teaching and 
learning) associated with graded assessment, it might be expected that graded 
assessment should most properly be equated with school-based assessment The 
OCEA model provides one such example However, there are no necessary 
grounds why this should be so A look at experience to date with existing 
schemes of graded assessment shows that some of them (e g , that associated 
with the Leeds Language Teaching Information Centre) are administered by 
external agencies More importantly, perhaps, established examination boards 
(e g , University of Oxford Delegacy of Local Examinations, University of 
London School Examinations Board) have become involved m development 
projects, essentially, these projects are examining how the principles of graded 
assessment might be incorporated into a system of assessment which would 
retain an influence from agencies such as examination boards operating 
independendy of schools (see Illustrations #111 and #1V)

A long-standing provision for school-based syllabus/assessment design and 
implementation m the CSE and GCE examinations provides one model for the 
direction being taken by the examination boards m this area The relevant 
features of this provision, known as Mode HI, were that schools (or groups of 
schools) devise syllabi, set examinations, and mark examinations in the school 
itself The role of the examination board was reduced m the case of the CSE to 
an informal advisory role and a formal examination moderation role, in contrast, 
the role of the GCE examination boards involved more control over 
acceptance/rejecuon of Mode III proposals by schools (27) Modes I and II were 
different from Mode III, largely in the relative involvements of the examination 
board and the school Mode I represented the traditional model of external 
examinations, there was an external syllabus and an extemally-set and -marked
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examination Mode II was the same as Mode I except that the school provided 
the syllabus, all other roles within the process (e g , setting and marking of 
examinations) were assumed by an external examination board The distinction 
between the modes were not always clear in operation and ‘mixed-mode’ 
assessment seems to have been common (27,28)

A slightly different model sees schools beginning to be thought of as 
institutions much like university and non-university higher-education 
institutions, which traditionally have had varying amounts of discretion m what 
courses to run, how to run them, and how to manage assessment and certification 
tasks Any measure of discretion exercised by these institutions has been 
tempered typically by responsibilities to have courses validated or accredited by 
outside agencies or to have assessment and certification undertaken or overseen 
by external examiners (6) It is noteworthy that the concepts, functions, and 
terms associated with this type of role (e g , accreditation) are being introduced 
by examination boards ( eg,  by University of Oxford Delegacy of Local 
Examination for OCEA) m the context of schemes of graded assessments (and 
records of achievement), involving an expansion of the school’s role, not just m 
assessment, but in curriculum design (e g , 26, 35)

The most important policy question in relation to graded assessment is 
whether as an innovation it provides options for the development of the 
examination system Graded assessment has appeared both as an alternative to 
the existing examination system and as an innovation which could be introduced 
into the existing examination system Considered as complementary to the 
records-of-achievement initiatives, graded assessment does represent an attempt 
to come to terms with recognized problems in the established assessment and 
certification provisions By bringing assessment closer to curriculum and 
instruction, it is easy to view graded assessment as facilitating the integration of 
curriculum instruction, assessment, and certification and the targeting of these 
at every pupil passing through the system Graded assessment clearly implies 
organizational change, involving both curriculum (e g , towards more 
modular-type units) and administrative (e g , towards more frequency) aspects 
of the examination system If the core ideas are attractive in the Irish context, 
experience with the long-established system of Technical Schools Examinations 
(23) should facilitate the evaluation of realistic resource implications
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EVALUATION ISSUES AND THEMES

The remainder of the paper is devoted to considenng a number of issues and 
themes which bear on the evaluation of graded assessment

Rhetoric and Evaluation
It is perhaps inevitable that some of the advocacy for graded assessment has 

been uncritical and rhetorical Both as concept and practice, graded assessment 
is regarded as having received little of the kind of empirical evaluative attention 
which would satisfy reviewers interested in ‘dispassionate evaluation’ (22, 
p 1 1 ) Since assessment and curriculum innovations are typically confounded in 
graded-assessment schemes, the absence of evaluation acts further to discount 
the possibility of separating out effects due to innovations in assessment (e g , 
assessment when the student is ready) and those due to innovations m curriculum 
(e g , behaviourally-stated objectives)

Given advocacy arguments of a largely process-oriented nature (e g , facility 
in managing instruction and monitoring learning, promotion of pupil motivation 
and learning), evaluation criteria for graded assessment can be based readily on 
principles invoked For example, an apparent low level of pupil interest in 
modem languages (evidenced by low persistence beyond option points), tied to 
the absence of achievement benchmarks for the majority of students learning 
modem languages and the perceived inappropnateness of existing language 
examinations for the majority of pupils, were together major contributory factors 
in motivating the development of graded frameworks such as the Graded 
Objectives in Modem Language (GOML) schemes Evidence to the effect that 
the introduction and use of schemes of graded objectives or graded assessment 
has positively influenced pupils’ attitudes towards subjects and pupils’ 
continuation with subjects has been presented and taken as providing support 
for the developmental principles invoked (eg ,  4) Such work aside, the 
continued absence of a central empirical evaluation dimension to the 
graded-assessment debate needs to be noted In addition to being important in 
itself, an evaluation dimension would be likely to promote links with existing 
bodies of educational literature on, for example, the effects of varying 
curriculum approaches (e g , the use of behavioural objectives) or the effects of 
varying schedules of assessment and feedback
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Principles, Practice, and Variation
Although it is not difficult to appreciate the attraction of the small number of 

relatively intuitive principles associated with the concept of graded assessment, 
actual practice exhibits a level of variability which inhibits generalization across 
schemes about issues and implications Variation exists in most aspects of such 
schemes It is apparent in respect of general issues such as approaches to 
curriculum design and specification (eg ,  functional, situational, notional, 
lexical approaches m modem language teaching) It exists for more operational 
matters such as how to define grades or stages and for practical issues such as 
what to report on certificates Most importantly, varying conceptualizations of 
assessment (teachers’ judgments vs testing) abound Moreover, the level of 
locally-initiated development work in graded assessment - an estimated 80+ 
British schemes as of 1984-85 (12) - has meant that variation across a whole 
range of issues has been evident even within the confines of specific subject 
areas (e g , French) The survey of graded-assessment schemes conducted by 
Hamson (15) documents such variation

Linking Curriculum and Assessment
Within many schemes of graded assessment, the emphasis on graded 

objectives concentrates attention on the what and how of teaching what to teach 
and, by extension, how to teach it

Within a scheme purposely designed around objectives and their attainment, 
implications for assessment seem to follow quite naturally However, the abihty 
to specify objectives can be distinguished from the ability to manage the process 
of attaining these objectives For example, it is relatively easy to specify that 
learners of foreign languages need to be able to communicate in ordinary 
situations, slightly more difficult to specify what learners need to learn in terms 
of knowledge and skills to communicate effectively, but considerably more 
difficult to specify how to bnng about the required learning The Lothian scheme 
of graded assessment provides a good example of a practical distinction being 
made between the specification of the learner’s syllabus (as an explicit 
understandable-to-the-pupil specification of outcomes of teaching and learning) 
and the teaching syllabus (as a specification of the teaching input to the learning 
process) (8) Of course, it is overstating the obvious to note that these two syllabi 
are different not just in what they specify but in the difficulty of their 
specification, the former being the less difficult and perhaps the one more likely 
to be attempted first (e g , 8)
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If a curriculum design using graded objectives were to be followed, there 
would be an implicit concern with assessment Attainment of objectives would 
ideally determine the rate of progression through the curriculum Even in the 
absence of nominal testing, the implication of a graded-objectives approach 
seems practically to commit a teacher to taking into account performance in 
relation to given objectives A conscientious adoption of objectives mvolves an 
implicit element of testing, the objectives themselves serving as criteria against 
which to judge performance

Transition from concern with individual and specific objectives to concern 
with defined aggregates (stages, perhaps) introduces demands relating to 
sampling of objectives and relating to the setting of meaningful and acceptable 
pass (mastery) standards (17) Such demands arise equally for assessment as 
testing and for assessment as teachers’ judgment The practical difference is that 
the testing rubric is concerned with explicitly structuring for implementation the 
chosen strategies in sampling and standard setung, whereas only guidelines can 
be issued in respect of assessment as teachers’ judgment

Assessment and Curriculum Organization
Schemes involving graded objectives and graded assessment can be regarded 

as special cases of modular curriculum organization, where the relationship 
between elements is characteristically organized m stages or levels (19,22) This 
characteristic organization is determined by factors such as difficulty and/or 
quantity of information It is possible that the ordering of stages might be 
designed or may be found to reflect an underlying hierarchical organization of 
ability or pattern of achievement ( eg ,  9) Far from being a theoretical 
consideration, a demonstrable hierarchical organization of curriculum and of 
stages of assessment would indicate much about achievement at particular 
stages, particularly m regard to what achievement at later stages implies about 
achievement at earlier ones and what sense is to be attached to the notion of 
credit accumulation A more general issue is the extent to which curriculum can 
be sequenced (graded) in ways which are meaningful, m this context, the 
interpretability of graded assessments can readily be seen to reflect the 
meaningfulness achieved

Reporting Assessment Results
How to report the results of graded assessments poses a problem for the 

developers of schemes Where stages are defined, reporting the stage reached 
on its own would be about as informative as the traditional examination grading
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system Reporting the stage reached along with a statement of the stage 
objectives or syllabus might be regarded as informative of the syllabus, but some 
doubt exists as to whether the award of a stage should be made on the basis of 
mastery of some or all objectives If only some, how is the distinction between 
mastered and unmastered objectives to be reported and how does one handle the 
likelihood that different pupils will obtain a stage award through mastery of 
different subsets of objectives7 In fact, there seems to be a practical conflict 
between the specificity of criterion-referencing and the mastery/non-mastery 
distinction for the award of a stage For schemes of graded assessment, the crux 
of this problem is how to handle certification The detail and level of explanation 
required depends on whether stages are defined or whether definition is 
restricted to specific objectives without aggregation to stages (as with OCEA’s 
graded assessment) As one source notes, ‘the use of levels [stages] could 
undermine the interest in and possibilities of a system of criterion-referenced 
assessment established to provide in a systematic way useful cumculum-based 
information’ (34, p 32)

Age and Achievement as Criteria for Pupil Promotion
Graded assessment implies attention to methods of classroom and school 

organization rather than a system based almost wholly on age (25) A provision 
for graded assessment allows for the possibility that pupils could be assessed 
according to their progress with subjects (22) This possibility impacts on the 
issue of school organization in a variety of ways, most notably by legitimating 
achievement independent of age as a valid means of pupil promotion through 
second-level education Developers of graded-assessment schemes have been 
quick to recognize ‘the variability of pupils’ capabilities in relation to age’ (29, 
p 4) (The implications for the traditional class and school-year arrangements 
are as important and obvious, but are not taken up here) It is of interest that 
assessment schemes comprising stages or levels, which in effect divorce 
achievement and age (2), facilitate transferability to use with adults

Readiness Practicality and Testing on Demand
One effect of a tendency to identify graded assessment with the use of tests 

has been criticism of the potential for implementing a readiness principle in 
assessment As noted earlier, the principle that assessment should be tied to 
learning, and occur when pupils are ready, has been associated with the concept 
of graded assessment When graded assessment is considered to involve the use 
of tests rather than other types of assessment (e g , teachers* judgment), this 
principle can be seen readily to have practical problems Within an
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extemal-examination system and in the absence of a dominant individualization 
in teaching practice, matching assessment (as testing) to individual rates of 
progress through curriculum objectives represents a definite practical problem, 
one which seems to be evident in some examples of actual use (e g , 12) Nuttall 
and Goldstein (22) suggest that teachers, by using graded tests with all pupils at 
the same time, would be effectively opting out of tackling ‘the organizational 
problems posed by individual rates of progress’ (p 11) They go on to suggest 
that such problems are evident more in school-instructional settings than in the 
sporting, art, and music settings within which the idea of graded assessment 
originally gained currency

Item Banking and Supporting Instrument Construction
Since schemes of graded assessment often focus on the involvement of 

individual teachers, there has been some recognition of a need for providing 
teachers with assistance m assessment The provision of item banks is one form 
of assistance which has been offered (e g , 1 1 ), though the attractiveness of item 
banking in the context of school-based assessment has been recognized at least 
since the mid-1960s (40) The aim of item banking is to provide a collection of 
test items with documented characteristics (e g , difficulty indices and other 
psychometric data) Though not as evident in practice today as might have been 
expected from the optimism of the 1960s, item banking is an idea which is of 
practical relevance to examination boards as much as to individual teachers and 
schools, given, for example, the potenual need within some models of graded 
assessment for parallel tests to facilitate repeated testing, particularly for 
certification purposes (10,22)
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