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Introduction





When the (New) Labour Government came to power in the UK in 1997, the event was heralded by many in the world of education with a collective sigh of relief.  Many of us believed that the trials and tribulation which were associated with a Government that did not trust educational professionals were over; that the worst excesses of a dirigiste, divisive and punitive system would be replaced with policies that revived the notion of partnership between professionals and Government that had been the hallmark of previous Labour administrations.  





We were to be proved wrong.  Despite the undoubted commitment to education that the current Government has made and its explicit concern with supporting the more disadvantaged sections of society, there has, been, I suggest, no real change in the underpinning policy strategies which are being adopted to achieve these goals.  The now familiar mantra of themes that have characterised English educational policy over the last twenty five years: marketisation and choice, the centralisation of power, new forms of institutional management, inspection, accountability, standards and effectiveness are, if anything , more central to Government education policy than before.  They remain the defining policy themes of our present time.  Indeed, as [Maclure, 1998 #79]Maclure (1998) has argued, their pursuit by a Government which much more readily attracts the commitment and loyalty of educational professionals, is potentially even more dangerous since the sense of common cause may dull the opposition to misguided policies.





These policy themes provide the supporting skeleton for the analyses of the different limbs and organs of educational provision that make up this book.  However, any attempt to document the significant educational policy developments of the last twenty-five years must start from the recognition that there is one theme that underpins all these various developments to a greater or lesser extent; a theme that may come to be seen in historical perspective as the defining principle of English education policy in the late twentieth century.  This theme, I suggest, is assessment as I hope to make clear in this chapter.  In what follows I first delineate briefly some of the key assessment policy developments in English education which have taken place during the last twenty five years.  I locate these developments in terms of the powerful assumptions that have dominated the thinking that informed them.  I shall seek to account for this domination in terms of both broad trends in the international zeitgeist and specific features of the English educational tradition which together have served to reinforce the growing power of a very particular  assessment discourse –that of ‘performativity’ – to use Lyotard (1984)’s now familiar term.  The quest to understand the source and significance of this growth necessarily leads to some of the most profound changes currently impacting on society and to a consideration of the nature and  state of the modernist project itself.





But first, it is appropriate briefly to illustrate the scale of the contemporary policy commitment to assessment in order to demonstrate its extraordinary pervasiviness and hence, the pressing need to understand both the factors that have led to this situation and its significance for the educational project in this country as a whole.  Only a few years ago, educational visitors from other countries who visited England found it almost impossible to credit that there was no national curriculum, indeed very little central direction of any kind to constrain the activities of either Local Authorities or schools.  They marvelled at how free individual teachers appeared to be in their own classrooms to decide what to teach, how and when.  If they stayed a little longer they would be likely gradually to realise the key role played by assessment procedures in controlling an otherwise almost anarchic system. Broadfoot (1982).  Such an experience would not have prepared them, however, for a similar visit today when they would find an education system that is now arguably not only as tightly controlled and centrally directed as any in the world – at least in principle – but also a system that might appear to them to be infected by ‘a kind of madness’ (Almond, 1999), by the rampant growth of a forest of assessment procedures which threatens to throttle the whole education system within a dense canopy of externally-imposed performance indicators.  Coming from a different educational tradition they would perhaps once again be bemused by the peculiarly English obsessive neurosis that manifests itself in an almost pathological belief in the value of assessment for there is no other country in the world that subjects its school children to more external testing or spends more money on it. [Whetton, 1999 #80](Whetton, 1999)





Thus at present pupils begin to be subject to the process of formal assessment with ‘Baseline Assessment’ on entry to primary school.  Thereafter they are subject to a continuous and ineluctable process of testing and target-setting throughout their primary and secondary schooling; until the pupil retires exhausted from the fray with the tangible reward of a certificate, degree or diploma.  Coupled with this, the steadily-spreading tentacles of institutional assessment based on standardised performance indicators, value-added calculations and benchmarking increasingly determines both the funding of institutions and the pay of individuals.  The now ubiquitous presence of The office for standards in Education (OFSTED) which both defines the parameters of quality and judges how far individual institutions have met them, provides powerful reinforcement for these requirements.  Published league tables of results provide consumers with a public index of apparent quality which becomes the currency of an increasingly divisive educational market. 





In Higher Education too, Teaching Quality Assessment for individual subject Departments and the Research Assessment Exercise designed to grade the research quality of all subject Departments, have combined to bring about an unprecedented emphasis on external judgements of quality.  Add to this the pervasive climate of ‘quality assurance’ which is manifest in a whole culture of target-setting, performance indicators, development plans, departmental reviews and annual reports, and the sheer scale of this trend becomes clear. 





Key Themes and Assumptions in Assessment Policy





Although assessment is one of the most familiar terms in the contemporary vocabulary of education, its capacity to be applied to many different purposes makes it a dangerously ambiguous concept.  Essentially, it is a ‘technical craft’ but it is a social technology (Madaus, 1994) and in that sense, it is not the techniques themselves that need to be a focus for concern, but how they are used [Lyons, 1993 #85](Haney et al 199x)  Like all technologies, the utilisation of assessment in practice has social implications and needs to be understood as such.  Thus the attempt to trace the key themes which have informed recent assessment policy must necessarily centre not on the particular techniques employed but on the assumptions which underpin these applications.  Thus, for example, the driving force for the currently pervasive preoccupation with monitoring and evaluation in this country appears to be a concern for, on the one hand, maximum dependability of assessment information and, on the other, value for money.  Behind many of the current assessment initiatives, notably the reporting of results in comparative ‘league tables’, is also the assumption that competition between both individuals and institutions is a valuable spur to improvement.  Both these ways of using assessment information make the implicit assumption that it is possible to ‘measure’ quality by applying criteria to the available evidence and that it is both appropriate and desirable to express the resultant judgement in a ‘categoric’ form.[Pollard, 1994 #27]Pollard et al (1994)





These ‘categories’ may take the form of grades or marks; ranks or percentages.  However they all share the underlying rationale that it is meaningful to compare some aspect of quality on a common scale; to locate various aspects of institutional or individual performance such as a university’s research quality or a school’s value for money, on a common, objectified scale.  In short, that it is both possible and desirable to identify objectified standards and to use these to judge some aspect of performance.  In England and Wales at least, the current combination of pervasive external assessment together with the creation of an educational market based on a currency of indicators, ranks and grades are elements which combine to create a contemporary categoric discourse of competition and control - a new hegemony of ‘performance’.





This approach to assessment is essentially punitive.  It is increasingly being used by policy-makers in the belief that it is one of the most effective ways of ensuring results.  For example, Haney et al [Lyons, 1993 #85]argue in relation to the United States





that  tests  and assessments have come to be widely viewed not simply as sources of useful information, but as instruments of reform in and of themselves p265  They quote Wells,1991 p54


'Advocates of national testing agree that the stakes in the current system of assessment are not high enough.  They believe that the only way to motivate students and schools to improve is to provide them with feedback about where they rank according to objective, national standards.  Underlying the rhetoric is a kick in the pants approach' 





So pervasive are such activities in English education today that the assumptions on which they are based have become very difficult to challenge.  It is a situation similar to that which Picasso was describing when he commented on the purpose of cubism 'The academic teaching on beauty is false.  We have been misled. but so completely misled that we no longer find so much as a shadow of the truth'  cited by [Spurling, 1999 #82]Spurling 1999





Hence we find ourselves in a situation where a number of powerful assumptions are so dominant in current policy thinking that their validity is unquestioned.  These include the following:





That decisions concerning curriculum(inputs), pedagogy (process) and assessment (outcomes) should be centralised.





that there are standards of ‘quality’ that can be objectively measured;





That it is necessary and desirable to assess institutional quality according to externally-defined ‘performance indicators’





That the punitive use of league tables and other publicly-shaming devices will help to drive up educational performance.





That assessment is a ‘neutral’ measuring instrument which only requires further technical developments to make it more effective.





Beneath the penumbra of performatiity, however, other assessment policy developments have also struggled to grow.  Most notable of these has been various initiatives which cast assessment in the very different role of supporting learning.  Initially associated particularly with the records of Achievement initiative, this has now been translated into a cluster of more broadly-based policies which include action-planning, the use of portfolios and self-assessment.  Here the term ‘assessment’ is linked to notions of empowerment through its utilisation in processes of self-reflection. � There is now a substantial body of research which documents the powerful positive effects that can be achieved through the appropriate use of formative feedback and particularly, self-assessment (Sadler, 1988, Black and Wiliam, 1998). 





In between these very different extremes there have been other assessment policy initiatives that can loosely be grouped  under the broad heading of certification, including the attestation of competency and selection – the more familiar territory of assessment purposes.





These three broad themes constitute the connecting narratives in the history of assessment policy in England during the last twenty-five years.  At times their essential incompatibility has been almost completely hidden.  At other times, the stark choice between the different epistemologies on which they are based has been an explicit feature of policy debates.  The next section traces some of these historical developments in terms of these three broad policy strands of ‘empowerment’, ‘performativity’ and ‘certification’ initiatives.





Empowerment: The Records of Achievement (RoA) Initiative





In 1984, the Department of Education and Science (DES) in England and the Welsh Office (WO) published a document entitled: Records of Achievement; A Statement of Policy’.  It committed the Government to supporting a national pilot of RoA development and implementation in secondary schools in nine different areas around the country.  The overall aim was to generate enough practical experience to form a basis for the formulation of national policy guidelines by the end of the decade.  It was anticipated that by that time, all young people leaving school would be provided with an RoA.  





The 1984 Policy Document represented the coalescence of a number of different concerns on the part of teachers and other educationists which had found expression in  various independent developments during the previous decade or so.  The raising of the minimum School leaving Age to 16 in 1972 had heightened awareness among many teachers of the difficulty of motivating young people who were now required to stay in school until they were sixteen despite the fact that for many of them success in the public examinations which existed at that time as the assumed goal for sixteen year olds - GCE ‘O’ Levels and The Certificate of Secondary Education - was explicitly ruled out. 





By the beginning of the 1990’s however, the initiative had evolved into procedures and products which, whilst still being very variable, were typically associated with more generic approaches to teaching, learning and assessment. Broadfoot et al,1991 in their national evaluation of RoA schemes, identified the following three definitions ‘of RoAs which, in some combination, informed the work of staff in schools and Local Education Authorities:





A range of documents developed for the purposes of recording and reporting pupils’ achievements (both summative and formative);





Specific processes and activities which have been developed to enable the recording of achievement, such as teacher-pupil discussions, target-setting and review, pupil self-assessment, the preparation of statements and so on;





A set of principles which can be applied to all teaching and learning, such as ‘pupil involvement and ownership’, ‘widening notions of achievement in all learning contexts’, ‘positive portrayal’, ‘description rather than grades’, ‘grounding assessment in evidence’ and so on.





								(Broadfoot et al, 1991 p8)





Arguably the definitive stage in this process of policy development was the publication in 1989 of The DES/WO National Guidelines for RoA (DES 1989) which endorsed the aims for RoA which had been set out in the 1984 Policy Statement.  These national policy guidelines explicitly drew attention to the formative role of recording achievement in enhancing and guiding student learning as well as to the summative role of the RoA in celebrating every student’s achievements at school in a comprehensive way.  For the first time, mention was made in this document of the role that RoAs could play in reporting students’ achievements in relation to what were later to be known as ‘key skills’- communication, working with others, organizing work, information handling personal qualities’ (para3.40)�and their achievements in the newly-introduced national curriculum. 





The rationale for the RoA initiative was as much about improving student motivation and learning as it was about reporting achievements.  Its origins lay in a conscious reaction to the perceived shortcomings of conventional modes of assessment particularly the latter’s emphasis on recognizing only a narrow range of achievements and the tendency in the UK at least, to exclude significant numbers of students from the opportunity to gain formal accreditation for their achievements.  A key informing principle of RoA has been the aspiration to record the full range of a student’s skills, qualities and achievements by using a wide range variety of evidence and a more descriptive approach to reporting.  This kind of approach necessarily involves a number of people in the assessment process who have had the opportunity to observe a student’s achievements. By definition it challenged the dominance of conventional written tests and their necessarily limited scope. 





The tension between the pursuit of greater validity in assessment whilst at the same time ensuring a sufficient measure of reliability for summative purposes has been central to RoA development as it has been to many other recent assessment policy initiatives such as GNVQ [Stobart, 1999 #91](Stobart,1999) and National Assessment [Butterfield, 1995 #81]  Related to this and perhaps even more important, has been the tension between the capacity of the formative processes associated with recording achievement, such as reviewing progress and target-setting to empower both students and teachers, and the reality of a system in which the dominance of very different assessment priorities largely inhibits the fulfilment of this potential.  Thus, as a policy development, the core rationale of which was to break the mould of conventional assessment and associated teaching and learning practices in order to raise student motivation and achievement, RoA provide a good example of what the realization of the  challenge to create a ‘learning society’ is likely to mean in practice. 





The transformative potential of the NRA was not to be fulfilled. Evidence concerning the impact of such a record on the motivation of low-achievers in particular was clearly linked not to the initiative per se, but to the quality of the processes in which it was embedded in individual schools and colleges.(DFEE 1997)  In what follows, it will be argued that, like so many other similarly-informed assessment initiatives before and since, the capacity of the RoA initiative to make a real difference in both its formative and summative roles through influencing both student motivation and users’ priorities, ultimately fell victim to the power of the established and very different discourse of ‘categoric’ assessment and ‘performativity’ which was reasserted strongly in the UK at the end of the 1980’s at the very time when RoAs were being launched as a national initiative.





The fate of this particular policy initiative represents the ongoing struggle between different assessment discourses and their capacity to inform policy in English education at any particular time which is the core focus of this paper.  In the light of this analysis, the paper seeks to explain why successive Governments have failed to act on the extensive research evidence that already exists about how assessment can most effectively be used to enhance learning by putting in place policies which are clearly informed by the desire to create more motivated and skilful learners.  This evidence provides a stark contrast with that from other studies which document the actual impact on learners of current educational policies and their translation into classroom practice. For contemporary research evidence suggests that:





‘the combined effect of recent policy changes in assessment has been to reinforce traditionalist conceptions of teaching and learning which are associated with a greater instrumentalism on the part of pupils.  From this it can be argued that rather than acquiring life-long learning skills and attitudes, the effect of recent reforms has been to make pupils more dependent on the teacher and less ready and able to engage in ‘deep’ learning. [Broadfoot P and Pollard, 1999 #30](Broadfoot and Pollard,1999)








‘Performativity: The impact of the 1998 Education Act





This rapid development of RoA arguably reflected a number of different influences which combined together at that time to bring about change.  Employers expressed enthusiasm for more comprehensive documentation; teachers wanted to have something to meet the needs of a non-traditional school population.  The Government was aware of the impact of technology and of the need to encourage the development of new skills.


Thus the RoA movement arguably acted as a catalyst for the development of a range of radically new educational insights and practices which are increasingly now being recognized as the foundation for achieving the educational goals of the late 20th century - active, strategic and effective involvement in learning for everyone throughout their life.


The RoA development played a crucial part in helping to formulate what can now be understood as an alternative ‘emancipatory’ assessment discourse; a different vocabulary and language, a different set of concepts for thinking about the content and delivery of education and crucially, the role that assessment ought to play in this. The key assumptions of such an ‘emancipatory’ discourse are:





That both motivation and achievement can be enhanced by giving students a measure of responsibility for and control over, their own learning�


That learning can be enhanced  if students understand clearly what they are trying to achieve, and are provided with personal and substantive feedback in trying to reach their target.�


That assessment which celebrates achievement on an ipsative or criterion-referenced basis rather than drawing attention to failure through the use grades and marks - particularly on a norm-referenced basis - builds students’ confidence and ultimately enhances their performance.�


That the use of student self-assessment is valuable in training students to be more effective learners by being able to monitor their own learning.�


That collecting, sorting and annotating evidence to demonstrate achievement in the form of a portfolio of work is a valuable aid to developing the skills of reviewing and target-setting; as well as for communicating standards in a relatively unambiguous and accessible way.








This discourse may be contrasted with the more familiar, the more traditional ‘categoric’ assessment discourse in which the role of assessment is to categorise using the established codes of marks, grades and percentages into ‘pass’ and ‘fail,’ first and second class honours; ‘A’ Grade or ‘Level 4’.





But if the RoA initiative played a crucial part in the formulation of an ‘emancipatory’ assessment discourse, it has arguably been signally unsuccessful in establishing this discourse in such a way as to challenge established assessment thinking.  As Hodgson(1997) argues, commentators in the mid 1990’s are broadly in agreement that the 





NRA ‘has had limited success as an instrument of national policy; it has neither become widely accepted by those outside the education system nor has it had a strong effect on the education and training system in this country.’  p275





A recent Government report on the RoA processes of ‘Review. Recording Achievement and Action Planning in Schools’ DFEE(1997)acknowledges that:





‘the extent of review, recording achievement and action planning in schools is significant (RRAP).  However approaches to RRAP vary tremendously as does the quality. Practice ranges from minimalist approaches that concentrate on the compilation of the NRA to highly effective approaches based on integrating RRAP into the learning process’ p3





That was explicitly acknowledged in the influential 1996 Review of Qualifications for 16-19 Year Olds’.  Chaired by Sir Ron Dearing it asserted that the ubiquitous NRA maroon folder had had relatively little impact in terms of its potential role of supporting and encouraging learning.





The NRA was relaunched as ‘Progress File’.  It is supported by extensive supporting guidance for educational institutions and learners of all kinds.  It uses the latest technologies and has been designed with the Government’s strategies to encourage lifelong learning explicitly in mind.





Rather than speculate on the likely success of ‘Progress File’ which is beyond the historical scope of this paper, I want  to consider briefly why the NRA, despite having an established national role, appears not to have fulfilled its intended goals. Although there are several possible explanations for this, among which, as with any initiative, the difficulties of managing change were undoubtedly significant, the main reason must lie in one of those ironies of history when the growing power of the preoccupation with ‘performativity’ which can be traced back almost exactly to the time when the NRA initiative became mandatory.








In England, the passing of the 1988 Education Reform Act provided for the introduction of a National Curriculum and a National Assessment system to cover the ten years of compulsory schooling.  The rationale for this legislation was the desire to ensure the provision of a broad and balanced, but subject-based curriculum the effective delivery of which was to be ‘policed’ by regular public testing of all pupils.  Although the design of the assessment part of the framework was initially innovatory, involving as it did, a criterion-referenced approach, subsequent policy developments were such as to provide for a steady increase in its ‘categoric’ assessment emphasis. 





Central to the rationale of the Act was the creation of an educational market in which the availability of assessment information about students and about institutions in the form of inspection reports played a key role.  In a situation in which an individual school’s results for National Assessments at the age of 11 and 14 (Key Stage 2 and 3), as well as those of GCSE at 16 and A-Level at 18 were explicitly intended to provide much of the hard currency parents were to use to inform their choice of school, it became virtually impossible for schools to avoid focusing their efforts on the immediate goal of ‘getting the scores up’. 





Recent Government policy initiatives which require schools to achieve specific target levels of  pupil achievements in these terms at each of the Key Stages has served further to reinforce this trend.  More and more emphasis has been put on the more traditional roles of assessment within the Government policy machine, with growing interest in the publication of test and exam scores in the form of ‘league-tables’ of school results and other ‘indicators’; significantly extended and strengthened school inspections; a reaction against course-work in external examinations and more recently, the requirement for schools to engage in target-setting and benchmarking to establish their ‘value-added’ component.  In short, the clear policy emphasis of the last ten years or so in the UK has been on assessment as a measurement device, the results of which can are used to goad students, teachers and institutions as a whole to try harder.  It is not surprising that, faced with these pressure, schools have typically succumbed to them. 








Behind all these policies is the explicit assumption that it is test results of one kind or another that are the best indicator of educational quality.  This increasingly powerful and explicit assessment discourse is essentially ‘categoric’ in that its central purpose is to categorize individuals and/or institutions in relation to each other on an externally-defined scale of performance.  The pervasive power of this particular assessment discourse is well-illustrated by the subtle redefinition of the ‘emancipatory discourse’ associated with RoA initiatives into the ‘categoric’ discourse of ‘recording achievement’.  In a 1990 Government circular, the many primary and secondary  schools which had already put in place procedures for recording and reporting achievement to support the production of RoAs, were invited to refocus them as a means for supporting the reporting of academic achievements under the national curriculum to parents.  The purpose, scope and form of reporting was to be external to the pupil, on nationally-designated targets.  Rather than the empowerment of learners, the informing rationale of such reporting was the need for accountability to parents and their need, rather than the student’s, for information. 





The Government sees Records of Achievement as integrally inked with the National Curriculum.  The underlying principles of recognising positive achievement in all pupils are common to both.  Recording of achievement schemes have often served to bring together schools’ policies and practices on assessment, recording and reporting into a coherent whole.  The Secretary of State applauds such developments, which are very much in the spirit of the National Curriculum.  For the future, he sees Records of Achievement as a means by which achievement across the National curriculum and beyond can be most effectively reported to a range of audiences.








DES, 1990, section 30)





Certification :Qualifications Reform





The pace of reform in relation to externally accredited qualifications has gathered pace exponentially in recent years.  The long struggle to introduce a common system of examination at 16+ was finally resolved in 1988 when the GCE O-Level and Certificate of  Secondary education (CSE) were replaced by the introduction of the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE).  Initially this new examination was characterised by many of the innovator, even ‘emancipatory’ assessment procedures that had been pioneered within the CSE examination, especially the strong emphasis on coursework assessment.  But as Nuttall(1984) predicted almost before it was operative, the GCSE would be divisive, with its ‘tiered’ papers for different levels of ‘ability,’ bureaucratic, because of the need to conform to national criteria and accreditation of syllabuses; retrogressive because it  led to the curriculum becoming more ‘monolithic, subject-based and more traditional in its specification and obsolescent because of its increasing irrelevance to the changing structure of education and training and the needs of the labour market. 





If Nuttall was correct in his description then, how much more is it true now of a qualification in which the use of an ‘A-C grade pass’ as a performance indicator of school quality has served to redefine the old ‘O-Level pass once again as a ‘pass’ in defiance of the formal GCSE grading scheme; in which the possibility for coursework has been substantially reduced and the individual subject syllabuses must be approved centrally by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority.





In parallel with the development of GCSE, there has been a rather different set of developments in relation to more vocationally-oriented qualifications.  National Vocational Qualifications, which are available to accredit work-based learning at a range of different levels and across the whole spectrum of occupations, are based on a ‘competency-based’ assessment model.  This approach assumes that, with sufficiently careful and detailed specification, an individual can be unambiguously judged to be either competent or not in classic criterion-referenced terms.  It is an approach to assessment that has spilled over into ‘prevocational qualifications’ such as the General National Vocational Qualification (GNVQ) as well. 





When it was first launched, at the beginning of this decade, GNVQ represented a radical challenge to existing approaches to curriculum, pedagogy and assessment in the context of a national qualification.  The emphasis was on a detailed specification of what ‘performance criteria’ students needed to be able to meet -notably in terms of skills which included investigation and evaluation.  Students and teachers were left to decide for themselves what and how to study to meet these goals and, as with Records of Achievement, the emphasis was on empowering students, many of whom had not been particularly successful on more conventional courses, with the skills and confidence to take responsibility for their own learning.  But despite the clear indication from the rapid growth in the number of students taking GNVQ’s, that this approach was attractive to them, other evidence documented significant problems of reliability in the assessment procedures being used.(NCVQ,1995)  The result, as Stobart (1999) describes, is that 





‘In less than ten years, (GNVQ) has moved from a qualification based on a pass/fail criterion-referenced model to one which will use the same five grade scale as GCE, have examiner- marked tests which are graded and use externally set and marked key skills assignments’ [Stobart, 1999 #91]Stobart,1999 p10……





Once more, the power of the policy assumptions underpinning the emphasis on ‘performativity’ have triumphed over the less familiar discourse of ‘empowerment’.  Thus, as Stobart further suggests, 





‘A key concern is whether GNVQ, in meeting demands for more external components and more reliability in teacher assessment, will lose its distinctive emphasis on independent learning, on coursework based on local resources, and on applied knowledge – and in so doing lose its appeal to teachers and students’ p14.





There are many more examples that could be cited to illustrate the contemporary triumph of this particular policy trajectory.  The requirement in a range of professional settings such as teacher training and nursing, for accreditation to be based on assessment against standardised and explicit criteria of competence which have been centrallyderived and imposed is one such.  The uneasy co-existence of such ‘performative’ approaches side by side with more ‘emancipatory’ practices such as the production of reflective journals and portfolios provides another, perhaps even more pointed example of the tensions between these two assessment traditions.  It is not surprising that a range of studies suggests that the resultant outcome for the individual in terms of liberation or control is far from predictable. [Harrison, 1999 #65; Taylor, 1998 #67](Harrison, Taylor etc)





In this section I have offered a brief overview of some of the many assessment policy initiatives that have characterised England in the last 25 years.  I have highlighted some of the tensions between their informing assumptions.  In the next and final part of this paper, I attempt firstly to account for this situation and secondly to consider its significance.





The assumptions that inform current assessment policy in this country, especially the intense emphasis on performativity, have proved remarkably resistant to criticism.  They are rooted in the earliest history of publicly-provided education in England and the need to find a means of controlling and legitimating the form of its provision in the context of deeply-entrenched social divisions. (Archer, 1979, Broadfoot, 1996)





Despite sustained, and at times impassioned, debates about either the technical limitations of testing or its harmful impact on both pupils and the curriculum over many years, such concerns have been but glancing blows.  There does not appear to have been, as yet, any effective challenge to this hegemony.  Indeed, the apparently inexorable advance of ‘performative’ assessment into every aspect of educational activity looks set to continue.





As Berlak(1999) argues referring to both the US and the UK,





 ‘although there is an increasing body of skeptical and critical professional and public opinion, there are no signs that the rush of governments to impose more testing and ranking of students, educational institutions and teachers is diminishing.  Indeed the inclination of elected officials is toward more public accountability, which in the US and the UK translates to greater use of mass administered,high stakes testing and rankings.  In both nations at all levels and in all sectors of the educational system, ratings and test scores play a determinate role in where and how individuals are educated and ultimately gain or fail to gain access to particular schools, jobs or professions. Based largely on students' ’performance’ on tests, entire schools are disestablished, and ‘reconstituted'.  Increasingly hinging on test results are school budgets, the professional reputations and job  longevity of educational officials, superintendents and principals, and whether teachers are credentialed, receive tenure and given salary increments……reliance on testing and national, state and local rankings is on a scale that is unprecedented…The justification for mandating measurement of results employing rankings and tests is that , while imperfect, they are the best if not the only basis for guaranteeing neutrality, and making fair and objective statements about the comparative worth and educational productivity of students, teachers and educational institutions.  The logic for the policies appears unassailable, almost self-evident…p2


 





A fundamentally modernist creation, educational assessment in its traditional guise can be seen as the archetypal representation of the Enlightenment project to discipline an irrational social world in order that rationality and efficiency could prevail.  The engine that drove its rapid development was the aspiration that merit and competence should define access to power and privilege; that investment in education could be tailored to identified potential; that value for money could be convincingly demonstrated.  All these were worthy aspirations and  they remain the dominant agenda of examinations and test agencies around the world who even today continue what is often an heroic struggle to provide equitable and defensible accreditation and selection mechanisms; to hold back the tide of corruption and nepotism that threatens to engulf the whole enterprise.  Boye and Adeygbe, 1999 Greaney and Kellaghan, 1998)





But if the explanation for the remarkable persistence of assessment could be located solely in the search for equity and efficiency, it is doubtful that it would have been as resistant to criticism as it has proved to be.  For, since the earliest days of public examinations and intelligence tests in the nineteenth century, there has been a growing body of evidence that testifies to the serious shortcomings of these assessment devices in achieving their intended ends.  In terms of the assumptions set out on page 4, there is now copious evidence to attest to the fact that standards of ‘quality’ cannot be objectively measured (Satterly, 1994 [Filer, 1999 #37]Filer,1999) and that assessment is not, and can never be, a ‘neutral’ measuring device. (Broadfoot, 1996). 





Those who have responsibility for designing and administering tests, are well aware of their unavoidable limitations which are rooted in the fact that in all its stages, the assessment process is a social one; that no matter how technically-sophisticated the techniques employed, it is human beings who design the test, human beings who take it and human beings who use the results. (Cresswell, 1999) Carlton,1999.  Whether the context is a primary school classroom (Pryor and Torrance, 1999) or a university course, (James, 1999), there are a significant number of studies that make it clear how powerfully an individual’s performance is likely to be influenced by a host of personal and social factors such as their understanding of what is required, their motivation to perform, their confidence in a successful outcome; their gender, their culture, their home background and even their physical state.(See, for example, Filer, 1999)





By the same token, the measurement of institutional quality is an equally social phenomenon.  The ability of an institution to present itself effectively, ‘to tell a good story’ for OFSTED, for the RAE, for Teaching Quality Assessment is now widely accepted as an important contribution to the subsequent grading.  Not only the production of institutional assessments, but also the way in which they are used cannot be regarded as objective.  League tables, for example, are constructed in different ways according to the perceived interests at hand. (Maw1999[Maw, 1998 #77; Maw, 1999 #46]).  Have shown how OFSTED reports are constructed to convey particular messages and do important ideological work. 











There is equally little evidence to support the other assumptions listed: that it is desirable to assess institutional quality in relation to externally-defined ‘performance indicators, that the punitive use of league tables and other publicly-shaming devices will help to drive up standards.  Aldrich (1999) for example, describes the rapid disillusion with the ‘Payment by results’ system for elementary schools that set in when it was recognised that the very substantial cost of the system – over £1 million – had done little to enhance standards of basic literacy and numerically and a great deal to limit the vision of education down to narrow coaching in test-taking skills rather than being a liberating force.  In the United States, likewise, Madaus (1994) has documented the development of a technology of testing which expediency rapidly elevated to a position of influence that could only have been  politically-inspired since it has signally failed either to achieve higher standards or to change teachers’ practice. (Firestone et al, 1999)





Similarly, there is little evidence to support the belief that ‘standards’ have risen as a result of the recent intense emphasis on assessment in this country.  The fact that scores on intelligence tests (or public examinations have risen steadily over the years can have many possible explanations. [Neisser, 1996 #70])  To the extent that they are the results of effort put into ‘getting the scores up’ or ‘teaching the test’, they may indeed have been achieved at the price of more genuine, but less measurable learning.  International comparisons suggest that, with regard to academic achievement, both the US and the UK do about as well or as badly as they did in the 1980’s.(Berlak, 1999) based on Education Week 18/6/97; 4/3/98. 





But if there appears to be little evidence to sustain the positive benefits of the underpinning policy assumptions of performativity, there is other evidence that points to some significant negative effects.  In both the US and the UK, for example, educational inequalities are widening. Kozol,1992 [Kozol, 1992 #92]Wilby,199 Halsey et al,1997 edwards, 1998.





 'The steepening hierarchies of income, power and advantage in Britain, as elsewhere, are matters of fact not of opinion, however often they are denied'p144.......'a time of increasing social inequalities and injustice, when the 'self-regulating market' threatens to undermine the foundations of social solidarity when the advances of post-war welfare reforms have been reversed ...p37[Edwards, 1998 #89]





In short, the most modest interoperation of the evidence suggests that our collective readiness to rely on apparently objective indicators of quality and performance needs to be subject to far more scrutiny.  Thus, historically, there is a need to explain the cognitive dissonance that permits a continuing enthusiasm for ‘performativity’ despite the evidence from research, and not least from the personal experience of individuals how many different and unpredictable factors can affect results.  Thus the following section attempts to suggest why the current dominant assessment policy assumptions have become established.





Living in a time-warp





Foucault, (1977) suggests that the advent of the examination was associated with a qualitatively new form of control in which the relatively anonymous individual of traditional society becomes subject to ‘hierarchical observation’ and ‘normalising judgement’ 





‘written performance and written records..make it possible to generate a ‘history’ of each student and also to classify students en masse into categories…This new form of power locates each of us in a place in society.. because it is a technique of knowledge we overlook the fact that it is simultaneously a technique of power’  Hoskins,1979 p137





This need to identify and categorise individuals  was associated with the new forms of social control, of the intellectual and political technologies that render reality calculable as an object of administration…the need for common ways of talking about who students are’ Hunter 1993 p182  ‘the global functioning of  a society of normalisation ‘Foucault 1980   





The examination is a mechanism of technology ‘that linked a certain type of the formation of knowledge to a certain form of the exercise of power’p187  The advent of ‘calculable man’ through the examination ‘made possible the measurement of overall phenomena, the description of groups, the characterisation of collective facts, the calculation of the gaps between individuals, their distribution in a given population p190 





But, As Madaus, 1999 points out ‘’it is the coupling of the device and its outcomes with important rewards or sanctions which give those who control the testing technology real power over the action of others p7.  Crucial to this latter point is Madaus’ argument that technologies are not neutral but, he argues, citing Winner (1986) they can be ‘judged not only for their contributions to efficiency and productivity and their positive and negative environmental side effects, but also for the ways they can embody specific forms of power and authority’ Winner p19  Or, as Power, 1997, describes it referring specifically to auditing: it ‘is not a neutral process.  It imposes its own values on the activities that it regulates, and this means that the process can have unintended and indeed dysfunctional consequences –the efficiency and effectiveness of the organisation is not so much verified as constructed around the audit process.’





The advent of formal educational assessment was thus associated with the moment when the sciences of man became possible.  The subsequent powerful development of the discipline of psychology in particular became the foundation for psychometrics and hence, the discourse that is now the source of the worldwide domination of educational assessment.  As such, as Foucault suggested, it is an instrument of power.  However, the significance of this power is not that it is exercised by a particular group to the detriment of another.  Nor, in his terms, can it be conceived as emanating from any particular point such as ‘the state’.





‘Political power from this perspective, is not the possession of a social class, but a proliferating, anonymous force which cannot be attributed to the ideological self-expression of a unified economic group….disseminated through many and varied discourses and institutions, power possesses no single determining centre and cannot be identified with a monolithic state apparatus which it largely outstrips….his (Foucault’s) work invites a radical rethinking of such notions as the neutrality of scientific truth…Hill,1981 p7





As Popkewitz(1996) suggests, 





‘while the production is never totally coercive, the production of knowledge positions and produces power through the regulatory principles applied as ‘reason’ and ‘truth’…..’the actors who are authorised to ‘speak’ about the object and subject of education…the actors in the educational arena are not monolithic and universalised groups but are instead historically formed and reformed groupings…the subjectivities in the educational arena are formed through an amalgamation of ideas, technologies and relations that are historically contingent i.e. bureaucrats, teachers – even researchers are not universal and neutral categories but are situated in time and space….and that ‘the technologies that govern individual subjectivities are based on multiple historical trajectories and have no single origin47 …  the changes we now witness in the school arena are changes that involve uneven movements over a long duration in multiple arenas’48…..‘Such governing is not a linear story but one of fluctuation, uneven movements and unpredictable transformations as political rationalites are brought into the pedagogic discourse through multiple capillaries’  





The situation we find ourselves in today is thus, in these terms, the result of a language whose very familiarity has the power to constrain the way problems are defined and to render alternatives almost literally inconceivable.  We are in a ‘catch 22’ situation since





Our errors are so entrenched in our tradition that it is not possible for us entirely to escape from them.  For example, if you wish to criticize the Western idea of reason your criticism will take no force unless they take the form of rational arguments...which therefore will have the effect of confirming it rather than undermining it.  So you cannot win.  You fight the enemy only with the weapons of his choice, and by your use of them you acknowledge that he has won because you have conceded his right to define the rules’ Cupitt, 1987 p6





The assumptions that appear to underpin current UK Government assessment policy which I identified at the beginning of this paper are now revealed as the products of a particular assessment discourse which is rooted in modernist notions of science as these were translated during the nineteenth century into the powerful development of psychometrics.  However, this, in itself, does not explain the particular configuration of education policy emphases at the present time either in England in particular or more internationally.  As Popkewitz and others have argued, this requires rather the unravelling of a range of different factors which in this case include a politically-motivated desire to exercise hitherto covert central government powers as well as the enactment of fundamentally new powers of control in response to apparent public concern over standards, the threat of international economic competition and an increasing preoccupation with managerialism.  





Moreover, as the scale of assessment activity within our education system increases, so different groups within the education system seek to accommodate to the new requirements being placed on them through a variety of mediations based on their own values and understandings with regard to the goals of education and how these may best be achieved.  Gradually this changes the discourse through which the ideology and practice of education is expressed.  We have seen a good example of this in English primary schools during the last decade as teachers initial intense hostility to national testing has gradually evolved into a resigned acceptance or even, the complete professional integration of testing and associated practices of target-setting as part of their professional language. (Osborn et al, 2000)  To the extent that this is so, the domination of the discourse of ‘performativity’ is daily reinforced.  That this is so is well-evidenced by a recent TES report on the ‘Buzz words of 1998’.  They report that the word ‘standards’ was mentioned 2272 times - nearly twice as many mentions as the  nearest competitor which was  ‘reading’.  ‘Standards were mentioned in almost a quarter of TES articles in that year.  Other frequently mentioned terms were: ‘Achievement’ – 826 mentions, ‘assessment’- 782 mentions; ‘choice’- 709 mentions and ‘inspection’ – 627 mentions.





Conclusion: What are the consequences?





Knowing how and why the current assessment policy emphasis on ‘performativity’ has evolved is perhaps less important than a consideration of its implications and hence, and in the light of these, what can and should be done.  Much is currently being written about the changes that are impacting on our increasingly global society and their implications for education.  If nothing else is certain in this rapidly changing world, the importance of more and better learning is universally acknowledged.  In future there will be no place for a single highway to achievement or a royal road of qualifications from which all but the favoured few are progressively banned.  Recent assessment policy developments towards the institution of a National Qualifications Framework in England, as in other countries, which brings together academic and vocational qualifications into an integrated system of levels and credits is a reflection of the recognition for such an open, flexible and constructive system of accreditation.  





But there remains a significant challenge in reconciling the need to find a way of continuing to provide for those assessment functions of quality control and quality assurance, of accreditation and selection that an increasingly fluid society renders more important than ever before.  In this paper I have suggested that, at the present time the single-minded pursuit of the latter seems poised to choke the first green shoots of a new assessment discourse, as the exigencies of lifelong learning begin to open up a vista of personalised learning trajectories and on-demand testing.  If the new creeds of criteria and transparency are supposed to reassure a sceptical world that the huge assessment effort now required and the associated widespread sacrifice of autonomy is justified by the gains they lead to in relation to both efficiency and equity, there is little evidence to support this in terms of either increased quality or quantity of individual learning.  By contrast, there is now a very considerable body of research evidence that documents how assessment can best promote learning.(e.g. Black and Wiliam, 1998)  It centres on the harnessing of individual ownership of learning, the engagement of both mind and emotions, on the pupil as ‘sense maker’ and the effective support of the teacher as ‘cognitive guide’ [Terwel, 1999 #90]





The pursuit of lifelong learning is a feature of the increasingly post-modernist world we now inhabit.  Although there is little consensus about what are the key criteria in this respect (Stronach, 1996), an increasing recognition of the importance of subjectivites is commonly agreed to be central to it along with the fragmentation of mass institutions.  Paulston, (1998)[Paulston, 1998 #76] for example, defines the key characteristics of post-modernism as 'a growing reflexive awareness, an increasing consciousness of self, space and multiplicity’ p2   He associates it with the rejection of Enlightenment certainties found in the grand narratives of Progress, Emancipation and Reason; the refusal to privilege any particular truth; the rejection of the possibility of universal unsituated knowledge; a rejection of Eurocentrism and a shift from testing propostiions to narrative perspectives.  The currents of globalisation and postmodernity represent a fundamental challenge to belief in the power of science to lead to social progress.  The growing challenge to modernist perspectives has led to a growing recognition that educational assessment needs to be seen as a social, as much as a scientific, activity and hence, one that is deeply embued with the bias and subjectivity inherent in any human interaction.





The question remains, however, how to demonstrate that ‘the emperor has no clothes’; how to break out from the pervasive influence of the discourse that informs our contemporary culture, and hence, our educational thinking.  The sophisticated post-structuralist arguments which so powerfully expose the dynamics of the contemporary social world appear to offer little scope for the possibility of resistance to it.[Schrag, 1999 #58], for example argues:





'by embracing Foucault, scholars can announce their resignation to the status quo while appearing to protest it’ 





But this is to misread Foucault for, he suggests, 





'criticism is a matter of flushing out thought and trying to change it; to show that things are not as self-evident as once believed, to see what is accepted as self-evident will no longer be accepted as such.... Foucault1988p155 cited by Schrag








Before the education system become even more fatally infected with the contagion of ‘performativity’ and its symptoms of pervasive judgement and comparison, there is a pressing need to articulate the evidence from research, indeed even from common sense, of the limitations of educational assessment.  It is a useful, but nevertheless, imperfect tool.  There is an urgent need  to demonstrate from research evidence and from the personal experiences that almost every individual possess, that assessment is a ‘social process’ that affects intimately and often forever, the quality of an individual’s capacity to learn.  By the same token, there is a pressing need for a more socio-cultural understanding of assessment as a ‘social product’ – in which the values and traditions of particular cultures and the interests of specific groups within them, combine to produce particular definitions of quality or merit, as well as different policy emphases.





In this paper I have sought to identify the assumptions that appear to underpin the thrust of assessment policy in England in recent years.  At the most general level, I have located these within the broad currents of modernist epistemology which the particular sociocultural configuration of English history has redefined into a particular preoccupation with using educational assessment as a means to drive and control the provision of public education.  More specifically still, I have referred to individual policy initiatives in which the vagaries of micro-politics and expediency, uneasy compromises and perceived political constraints have determined their precise policy trajectory.  There are many similar examples beyond the world of education which testify to the same broad mix of social forces.  Equally, they can offer evidence of the power of sustained criticism to bring about a redefinition of the discourse and with it, change.  The following example is one of the more powerful of these.








Recently I read Sebastian Faulks’ novel ‘Birdsong’.  It is about the First World War.  It documents in graphic detail the suffering, both individual and collective, of the men in the trenches.  It describes their almost inexplicable heroism in the face of overwhelming danger and the appalling complacency of those who remained at home.  With the benefit of hindsight we are able to explain much of the unprecedented and mostly futile suffering of those who fought as the result of the application of out of date technologies of war.  That horses and bayonets were no match for shells and machine guns.  Technology played its part in this evolution, but so has the criticism of many individuals through the powerful medium of art.





It is a lesson that has parallels with the contemporary state of assessment practice.  We are using an essentially outmoded technology which, while it is  superficially credible, is a technology that reinforces existing social divisions and causes a great deal of unnecessary pain both for individuals and institutions.  It is of doubtful validity as a representation of what individuals can do and inhibits the effective leering of many.  Above all, it is essentially ineffective in preparing individuals to meet the challenges of tomorrow.  It underpins assumptions about curriculum and pedagogy that are rooted in an outmoded vision of what students need to be able to do and it clouds our collective capacity to work towards an education that embraces processes and relationships as well as knowledge and skills (Remembering education, 1999).  





�



REFERENCES





Broadfoot P and Pollard, A. (1999). The Changing Discourse of Assessment Policy: 


The Case of English Primary Education. A. Filer. Brighton, Falmer.


Boye, S and Adeygbe, S (1999) The West African Examination Council and the Public: enemies or partners?  IAEA, Slovenia


Butterfield, S. (1995). Educational Objectives and National Assessment. Buckingham, Open University press.


Edwards, T. (1998). “A Daunting Enterprise.” Br Journal of Soc of ed 19(1): 143-147.


Filer, A., Ed. (1999). Assessment_ Social Practice and Social Product: socio-cultural perspectives on educational assessment and testing. Brighton,Sussex, Falmer.


Harrison, T. L. a. J. K. (1999). “Individual Action Planning in Initial teacher training: empowerment or discipline.” Br J of Soc of Ed 20(1): 89-105.


Kozol, J. (1992). Savage Inequalities:children in America's schools. New york, harper Collins.


Lyons, W. M. H. G. F. M. R. (1993). The fractured marketplace for Standardized testing. Boston, Kluwer.


Maclure, S. (1998). “Through the revolution and Out the Other side.” Oxford review of education 24(1): 5-24.


Maw, J. (1998). “An Inspector Speaks: : The Annual Report of Her Majestys Chief Inspector of Schools.” The Curriculum Journal 9(2): 145-153.


Maw, J. (1999). “League-tables and the Press - value added?” The Curriculum journal 10(1): 3-11.


Neisser, e. a. U. (1996). “Intelligence: knowns and unknowns.” American Psychologist 51(2): 77-101.


Paulston, R. (1998). “Mapping the Postmodernity Debate in Comparative Education Discourse.” .


Pollard, A. B., P Croll,P Osborn,M and Abbott,D (1994). Changing English primary Schools? London, Cassell.


Schrag, F. (1999). “Why Foucault Now?” J Curric Studs 31(4): 375-383.


Spurling, J. S. a. A. (1999). Lifelong Learning: Riding the Tiger. London, Cassell.


Stobart, G. (1999). merging Academic and Vocational Qualifications in England: Two Steps Forward and One Step back? IAEA, Bled, Slovenia.


Taylor, A. (1998). “Employability skills: from corporate 'wish list' to government policy.” J of Curr Sts 30(2): 143-164.


Terwel, E. R. a. J. (1999). “Constructivism and Authentic Pedagogy; state of the art and recent developments in the Dutch national curriculum in secondary education.” JCS 31(2): 201-227.


Whetton, C. (1999). Attempting to Find the true cost of Assessment systems. IAEA, Bled, Slovenia.


� �Indeed. professional counsellors  use the term ‘restorative’ assessment to refer to the process by which individuals can be helped to overcome the damage of previous painful episodes in their lives through a guided process of self-reflection and positive reinforcement.


� DES/WO Records of Achievement: Report of the Records of Achievement National Steering Committee     HMSO1989





�PAGE  �1�














