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A statement on

Assessment and evaluation

1 Examinations in our society

The great poet Rabindranath Tagore said, “The regular type of school is

a manufactory and is a mere method of discipline specially designed for

grinding out uniform results”. Tagore himself was an utter failure in school
and an inattentive student to boot. He also failed in examinations, and had
to be taken out of school and tutored at home.

If there is one thing that turns our schools into factories, it is the exam-

ination system. Our education is characterized by its emphasis on written
examinations all through school, at every age, with numerical scores becom-
ing all important indicators of achievement. All assessment and evaluation
is reduced to this linear numerical scale. At the higher levels of school, ex-
amination performance becomes critical as the passport to enter institutions
of higher learning. We get absurdities such as institutions announcing entry
“cut-off” percentage to be 99.8 !

Board examinations, conducted after children complete 10 and 12 years
of schooling, (and recently also after 11 years), are considered very impor-
tant in our society. Newspapers and television channels not only discuss
examination schedules, but also discuss which papers were felt to be easy or
difficult by students. When the results are announced, the media interviews
toppers. Tragically, every year some ‘failed’ students commit suicide, and
the media covers these events as well.

In urban middle class families, on being told that there is a “board
exam child” in a family, it is common for others to express sympathy and
anticipate that the entire family would be “affected” for the year’s duration.
Such children not only attend school, but might well spend as many as 4 to
6 hours in private “tuitions” outside school, often at enormous expense ill-
afforded by the child’s family. A child may be highly talented in the arts, or
sports, or crafts. But suspending all such activity for a year or two because
of “board exams” is considered natural.

Among the myriad entrance examinations that filter access to profes-
sional studies, those for engineering and medical colleges are considered
very important and newsworthy. The media tries to provide data on suc-
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cess percentages, those who make it to the prestigious Indian Institutes of
Technology are lauded. Occasionally other national level examinations are
discussed as well.

All this social importance accorded to examinations ensures that they
dominate and influence the functioning of all subsystems of school education.
No curricular reform can succeed if it is not lead to reform of the examination
system as well.

1.1 Board examinations: Goals and principles

Board examinations play an important certifying role in modern societies.
The law of the land makes school education compulsory for the growing child,
and de facto, in the state of Tamil Nadu ten year schooling is considered to
be the norm. The Board examinations at the end of Class 10 serve as a test
of completion of compulsory schooling by the state. It is to be emphasized
that this certificate is one of completion and not an assertion of competence;
the phrase Secondary School Leaving Certificate serves to emphasize this
distinction. This is the first formal assertion by the state that the student
has attained the citizenship goals articulated by the state. Confusing this
aim with the attainment of cognitive goals leads to unnecessary burden on
students.

There is a different and important purpose to Board examinations. If
examination and certification were left to schools, there is a possibility of
bias that act against the democratic rights of students. In Indian societies
riven by caste, religion and other social divisions, an objective certification
procedure guaranteed by the state is essential to protect the rights of stu-
dents. The objectivity and uniformity ensured by the state ensures that the
certificate carries value for those in need of it. Academic performance in
state-level examinations can liberate children from the poorest sections of
society from the clutches of poverty, offering careers that might otherwise
be not available

At the higher secondary stage, Board examinations serve a different pur-
pose, that of certifying preparedness for choices in higher education or work
career. Here again, the state has a role in ensuring objectivity and uni-
formity, thereby opening up choices and opportunties for students from all
sections of society not only in higher education but also in entering the
workforce, for those who choose to do so.

Thus the guiding principles for Board examinations ought to be:

1. Objectivity and uniformity in conduct of examinations,
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2. Integrity in evaluation,

3. Transparency in what is expected from students and

4. Clarity in measures of achievement.

Often, the first two principles above are translated to imply that schools
and teachers cannot be trusted to participate in certification. Similarly, the
latter two are drastically simplified so that textbooks compeletely specify
knowledge expected from students and reproducing textbook content con-
stitutes achievement.

It is to be admitted that mass examination systems have many dis-
advantages. Testing for comprehension and understanding, for innovative
ability and academic excellence, involves acceptance of individual variations
and creativity, which conflicts with the objectives of objectivity and unifor-
mity. Moreover, such ‘true’ testing would involve many modes of testing,
as appropriate to each discipline. For instance, experimentation is critical
to science, and written examinations are hardly conducive to testing such
ability. Acknowledging the tension between these objectives is important
for examination reform.

1.2 Goals of evaluation: scale

Evaluation in school education is conducted at different scales, and we need
clarity of purpose at each scale. We have been talking of state-level Board
examinations, but these are only at terminal points, and serve certificatory
purposes.

The goals of school level examinations are very different. School year is
divided into three terms and these examinations are conducted at the end
of each term. While there are objectives of uniformity across school in such
evaluation as well, these are not paramount. The central purpose of these
examinations is only the marking of milestones in learning, in tune with the
school’s own pace and ordering of academic content. This can constitute
valuable feedback to students and parents, and provide valuable information
to the school on how a class is progressing. But beyond these, there is no
reason at all why school examinations should follow pre-set modes, especially
those that privilege knowledge of textbook content and memory recall of
information items from textbooks.

It is a sad tragedy of our education system that school examinations are
conducted pretty much as miniature Board examinations, thus replicating
the disadvantages of mass examination systems needlessly. While it is indeed
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necessary that school examinations prepare children eventually for state level
testing, there is no need for Class 7 second term examination to faithfully
mirror Class 10 Board examination in form and style. In principle, every
school should be able to decide the structure and style of its school level
examinations to test the achievement of milestones in learning in a discipline
specific manner. At this scale, testing conceptual clarity and allowing for
individual variation is eminently possible.

Finally, we have classroom assessment, which has objectives of its own,
distinct from end of term examinations and certainly different from the
objectives of Board examinations. In fact, confusing classroom assessment
with student evaluation has been one of the major problems in our education
system. The characteristics of classroom assessment are:

• It is principally for the teacher to assess how the class as a whole is
keeping up with what is going on.

• The nature of the assessment varies with who is teaching, what is being
taught and how children are responding.

• In principle, a teacher may assess different students in different ways
in the classroom.

• The purpose of assessment is for teacher to take (remedial) action if
necessary.

• Classroom assessment is at its best when it is continuous and the
teacher keeps track of students’ progress on several milestones in learn-
ing.

• Process assessment is not only possible in the classroom, it is far more
important than written tests of subject knowledge.

The problems of scale and uniformity that beset school and Board ex-
aminations do not exist in classrooms. It is therefore all the more tragic
that classroom assessment follows the same pattern as those large scale ex-
aminations.

1.3 Goals of evaluation: stages

The goals of evaluation in school education need to be differentiated on
another dimension as well: that of stages in school. Briefly stated, evaluation
serves many different purposes at the primary, upper primary, secondary and
higher secondary stages.
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• At the higher secondary stage, the purpose of evaluation is to test the
preparedness of the student for either the workforce or for disciplinary
study at the university. It seeks to inform both the student as well
as a potential selector where the student’s academic strengths and
weaknesses might lie.

• At the secondary stage, evaluation needs to ensure that the student
has completed schooling successfully, in terms of knowledge, skills, at-
titudes and democratic values expected of citizens. A secondary ob-
jective is to help the student make informed choices for subsequent
study (or other possibilities of work, sport etc)..

• At the upper primary stage, the purpose of evaluation is manifold:
on one hand, it records in which direction the child’s interests are
developing; on the other, it assesses how the child is settling in school,
in academic terms, in social and communicative ability and in healthy
physical development.

• At the primary stage, the purpose of evaluation is entirely focussed on
assurance of healthy physical, emotional and cognitive development of
the child.

Note that even these stages are broad. Children develop at different
pace and in different ways; one uniform evaluation method with a singular
purpose entirely misses educational aims as a whole.

1.4 Goals of evaluation: content

The aims of evaluation are obviously different depending on what is being
evaluated. This seems so obvious and self-evident, but somehow gets lost in
daily practice.

Evaluation of academic learning has very different purposes from eval-
uation of physical activity or social behaviour. The ability to communicate
clearly, to listen to others, to defer to others, to seek help when needed, to
share with others, to take responsibility, to complete tasks in time and to
help others in need are very important for social development, and school
has as much responsibility as family in such development, perhaps much
more. Similarly, physical education is paramount in children’s development
and no evaluation of a growing child is worthwhile that pays scant atten-
tion to games, sport and physical ability. Arguably, these components of
evaluation are more important than evaluation of academic learning in the
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10-year school. Indeed, in many countries, such priority is yielded to physical
education and social behaviour in primary and high school.

Further, the goals of evaluation are significantly different for language
learning, mathematics, science, or in art and craft. The central goals of
science education are the development of critical thinking, inculcating the
scientific temper and facility with the material world, and hence the pur-
pose of evaluation would be so guided. In mathematics, arithmetical ability
dominates evaluation in the early years, and abstraction becomes important
later on. Rather than list these content-specific goals of evaluation here, our
purpose is to hightlight the importance of making such a distinction.

1.5 Systemic evaluation

If evaluation plays a central role in education, it is also important to not
reduce all evaluation to that of the learning child. Systemic assessment
relates to ascertaining the health of the system as a whole. In many a sense,
the failure of any child is a failure of the system. After all, it is not merely
the ability of a child that determines achievement, but also the facilities and
quality of instruction that the child gets access to, the quality of teachers,
that of textbooks and curriculum, that of the school and home conditions.
Therefore evaluation of all these components regularly and systematically is
essential.

In many countries, school assessment takes precedence over children’s
evaluation. This is perceived in terms of how well the school achieves its
overall objectives, relative to the resources it has. Again the purpose of such
evaluation is to assess and determine a course of action further on, which
could be in terms of providing necessary resources. If school performance
is again measured in a reductive fashion, in terms of student achievement
results in mass examinations alone, this entire dimension of systemic assess-
ment gets missed.

Evaluation of teaching is again important but cannot be reduced to nu-
merical rankings and teacher qualification. The purpose is to identify areas
in which teachers need support and strengthening, as well as determine who
is best suited for which work. It is important to reiterate that this too
requires a nuanced scale, based on access to resources rather than student
performance in standardised tests.

Evaluation of educational material provided to teachers and students is
again systemic. Textbooks need continual review and updating. Teacher
guides and training need to be evaluated for effectiveness.

Finally, educational administration needs evaluation as well. If the ed-
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ucational authority keeps sending teachers off on non-academic duty (such
as census work), it cannot expect schools to function successfully. Other
aspects of policy such as programme funding, teacher recruitment etc may
have a major impact on system performance.

2 The central problems

In a sense, the preceding account has already listed the major areas of
concern regarding evaluation in our education system.

1. Centrality of rote learning: Excessive emphasis on performance in
examinations has led to all learning being reduced to memorization of
given solutions to a limited pre-determined set of questions, sustained
by the practice of asking only those questions verbatim in examinations.

2. Shadow of Board examinations: The Board examinations carry
such high stakes that they cast a very long shadow. Every school test
mimics these examinations in style and form.

3. One shoe fits all: Independent of scale, independent of school stage,
independent of what is being evaluated, our system always privileges
fixed-duration closed-book written tests. As we have argued, the pur-
poses are entirely different.

4. Problems of integrity and judgement: We do have many schools
and teachers (or education officials) who cannot be entrusted with the
task of fair assessment, and many cannot be relied on to judge learning
levels effectively.

5. Inadequate teacher preparation: Teacher education curricula rarely
deal with multiple assessment models. Thus teachers often lack the
ability to test concept understanding, to assess process skills etc. Hence
they are unable to tune evaluation appropriately.

There are other socio-political problems as well, relating to axes of
social discrimination like caste, class and gender that cast a shadow on
evaluation systems. For now, we merely note that they exist, leaving it for
discussion elsewhere.
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3 The main recommendations

We recommend the following steps for action, as a means not only for ad-
dressing the problems articulated above, but also for progress towards real-
ising the vision of education that we seek. These are broadly in line with
those of the National Curriculum Framework 2005.

1. Changing assessment models to shift away from rote learning and turn
the light on conceptual understanding.

2. Reform the examination system so that classroom assessment, school
level examinations and state-level examinations are aligned with pur-
poses at their levels.

3. Restructure evaluation to include process skills, physical ability and
social behaviour within its ambit, not in judgemental terms but with
a view towards providing help as needed.

4. Enriching teachers with a variety of assessment models.

Each of these needs to be spelt out in detail in forthcoming documents,
with specific steps to be taken at different levels in the education system. We
only remark here that these reommendations follow logically and essentially
from the articulation of goals and identification of problems in the system.

Apart from addressing issues of concern in the system, these recom-
mendations also attempt to set a direction for the future. Many of the
educational processes in our school system are rooted in post-industrial rev-
olution needs of societies, with emphasis on skills needed on the production
line or administrative offices. The twenty-first century workplace is likely to
demand a set of skills and ability that would use efficient technology for ac-
cessing information and performing computation, rather than expecting its
workers to do so. On the other hand, social skills, team work towards shared
goals, the ability to communicate clearly, to seek information as needed and
to make connections are likely to become more important, and our systems
of evaluation need to be transformed accordingly. It is worth emphasizing
that these abilities contribute to the overall development of the student and
hence are anyway important for education.

An important recommendation is to reduce the punitive nature of as-
sessment in school, and make the process of examinations interesting to
children. Indeed, educationists speak of assessment for learning: tests and
examinations should further learning in children. In primary schools, there
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needs to be a festive air to examinations, and children should anticipate the
experience eagerly. Destressing children has to be a priority for society, and
school examinations are a major source of anxiety in children.

3.1 The role of technology

In recent years, there has been much discussion on the role of techology
in school education, with implicit assumptions that technology can help in
successfully reforming the examination system. Typically it is argued that
by centralising, technology can contribute to objectivity and uniformity.
Further, keeping track of learning levels and individual progress would be
more efficient and effective using technology.

It is undeniable that technology can help immensely in information man-
agement, and this is a need and a potential that is largely unacknowledged in
the current system. In terms of information aggregation as well as individual
attainment, technology can play a substantial role.

It is possible that technology can help to significantly improve mass
examination systems by providing integrity and objectivity, and also provide
more flexible modes of examination. With the advent of artifical intelligence,
it is conceivable that technology may help in personalised assessment as well.

However, the immense potential of technology almost entirely unac-
knowledged in our system is the possibility of opening up new modes of
assessment that can substantially improve quality of education. For in-
stance, in science, we can envisage showing a phenomenon using a film clip
and seek an explanation. In mathematics, we could use animation to trans-
late a curve and ask for how the algebraic expession would be changed.

It is also not necessary to limit technology to computers. Once we accept
such possibility, we can use material technology and introduce constructions
into classroom assessment. But these relate to project and process assess-
ments, and we have a long way to go in this regard.

4 Road map to implementation

Clearly, no examination reform can happen overnight. Sustained effort over
a span of 5 to 10 years may be needed to achieve the changes in evaluation
that we seek. Below, we list the main measures to be taken up by different
actors.

1. Announce a gradual and phased change in the pattern of Board exam-
inations, slowly but surely shifting away from memory recall towards
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conceptual understanding; a 5-year plan needs to be articulated and
shared with the public.

2. An extensive campaign among the general public, to raise awareness
on purposes of evaluation and examination, and win public approval
for the reform process.

3. Set up a process by which schools gain autonomy and control over
school-level examinations.

4. Provide teachers and schools with a multiplicity of assessment models,
including those using new technology; work on capacity building of
teachers for assessment.

5. Encourage the use of open-book examinations and use of open access
material in class level assessment.

6. Provide means and training for overall assessment that includes phys-
ical activity and social behaviour; provide exemplars and models.

7. Set up councils at various levels that monitor examinations and achieve-
ment levels to achieve systemic evaluation.

All such steps are well within the realm of the do-able. We need a
substantial investment in energy and commitment to initiate change in this
realm, but change we must.
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