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Abstract

Title: Questioning assessment: policy and classroom
practices in Bahrain primary schools.

(Ph.D thesis submitted to University of Liverpool, 1996)

By
Latifa Ali Al-Mannai

This thesis is about the assessment practices in Bahrain primary schools. It is built
upon a small scale observation study of six primary teachers. Teachers’ practices are
viewed within the theory of assessment, within the context of classrooms and within
national assessment policy.

The first chapter sets out the general grounds of the research. It explores the research
approach used in this thesis; it gives the background to the choice of the topic; and
it reports the strategy and methods adopted in the research.

Chapters two and three review assessment in theory. Chapter two places assessment
within historical perspectives. It shows how assessment has been developed, as a
concept and in practice, over this century. Assessment within the context of
classrooms is reviewed in chapter three. It explores classroom assessment as
interpersonal judgement, as an interaction process, as an information gathering process
and as an intentional activity.

Chapter 4 traces the development of Bahrain primary schools since their establishment

in the early years of this century. Four phases are discussed, the initiative period

(1919 - 1939), the configuration period (1940 - 1970), the transitional period (1971 -
1981) and the progressive period (1982 - 1996).

Chapter five is concerned with classroom life. It reviews the professional status of
primary school teachers, their background, their qualifications and their classroom
context. The observed four classes are then described, together with further
information about their teachers and classroom relationships.

Chapters six, seven and eight consider the context of classroom assessment. Chapter
six traces the ideas of teachers’ judgement and expectation in the context of four
primary classrooms. Chapter seven is concerned with teacher-pupil interaction. Chapter
8 is devoted to pencil and paper testing since it still dominates teachers’ assessment
practices in Bahrain classrooms.

Finally, chapter 9 is concerned with broader implications of the research reported in
the previous chapters. The findings are related to official policy and the future of
assessment in Bahrain primary schools.



Research Background

Until 1988, no officials held responsibility for research and evaluation in the
Ministry of Education in Bahrain. Research studies were mainly carried out by
concerned members of the Ministry, as they planned new programmes. Post-
graduate students also played a part in educational research. Most research has
been in the areas of curriculum and teaching methods (Al-Saleh, 1992). The
concern of these studies, however, remained within the interest of the researchers
themselves. Using experimental design and field trials, such research was
preoccupied with the measurement of inputs and outputs. It focused, for instance,
on topics such as: *The effect of mastery learning strategy in mathematics on the
achievement of third grade intermediate students’, ’Interest in science of sixth
grade children in Bahrain and some related factors’ and *Evaluation of skills in

silent reading of sixth grade students in public Bahrain schools’ (AL-Saleh, 1992).
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Wehbeh et al (1991), scrutinized 18 research plans submitted for Masters’ degrees
in education by postgraduate students in the College of Education. Twelve used
experimental methods while the remainder used analytical and descriptive
approaches. Wehbeh and co-workers criticized the methodology used in educational
research at the College of Education and by postgraduate students of the college
who expected to work in the Ministry of Education. They cast doubt, for instance,
on the usefulness of such research in decision making.

These research plans concentrated on trial and error

methods, and have not yet proceeded towards action

research. Every researcher wanted to trial his/her

solution, while the real problem, its context,
development and consequences remained unexamined

(p. 29).
Alternative models in educational research, however, began to appear in B?hrain
after the formation of the Educational Research and Development Centre in 1983
which become fully operational in 1988. Researchers advocating alternative
methods faced resistance from a number of traditional researchers in Bahrain. Such
research was however, respected for its interpretation of the realities of schooling.
It integrated researchers into schooling and education. These researches were able
to penetrate into the real practice and thus, narrow the gap between policy and
practice. Such research, therefore, has received increased funding from the
Ministry; for example, in 1991 and 1992, the funds devoted to research were

increased from £ 45,000 to £ 115,500.

New thinking in educational research:

The move toward an alternative model of research in education echoed the



widespread claims for the usefulness of such research methodology. The call to
move from earlier research methods, which emphasized measurement and
objectivity of data, to a new model of research methods is widely heard in the area
of social and educational research. Earlier research methods had grown out of a
scientific search for cause and effect relationships. They had been influenced by
psychological investigations of the human intellect. Such research, as Hamilton
(1980) indicated was intensified in the work of Francis Galton on individual
differences and Ronald Fisher on agricultural field testing. The ideal strategy for
such research was experimental control of the situation to eliminate non-relevant
variables. In turn, relationships of cause and effect could be deduced or inferred.

And, in their turn, such findings could be generalised to new contexts.

At the present, this type of research is less influential in education. It is now
widely accepted that educational research is a social activity. Thus, all interactions
involved in social research cannot be treated as independent from the data collected
and the methodology used. Thus, standardization employed in such research does
not guarantee valid and free of bias data. This type of research, as Nisbet (1980)
suggested:

starts from our assumptions, our framework of

thought, and it imposes that framework on what we

innocently call the ’subjects’ in our experiments. Not

surprisingly, the framework usually does not fit; and

so we adjust our control mechanisms until we have a

situation where we can use our preconceived models -

and, not surprisingly, this kind of research produces
results of limited value and limited application (p. 6).

The most obvious shortcomings of such research were summarized by Parlett and



Hamilton (1977):

(a) The research method entails a strict control of the situation under concern. By
such procedures, the real situation is distorted. Thus, the controlled situation
renders results irrelevant to the actual situation, which in itself divorces the study

from the real world.

Whichever approach is used, there is a tendency for
the investigator to think in terms of ’parameters’ and
*factors’ rather than ’individuals’ and ’institutions’.
Again, this divorces the study from the real world (p.

8).
(b) Researchers are constrained by the research designs, which assume that the
programme should not be changed under the changing circumstances. They,
therefore, can ’rarely serve an effective or "formative" cybernetic function’ (p. 9).
(c) In seeking quantitative information by objective means, traditional evaluation
research disregards important data. These data are neglected because they are
regarded as ’subjective’, ’anecdotal’ or ’impressionistic’, although they may be
salient to the innovation.

[T]he evaluator is likely to be forced to utilise
information of this sort if he is satisfactorily to
explain his findings, weiglht their importance and
place them in context (p. 9).

(d) In searching for generalization, details of particular importance to the
innovation, individuals and institutions concermed are discounted. Thus, ’they are
ironed out and lost to discussion’ (p. 9).

(e) The concern over objectivity induces results equally relevant to all parties.

These studies, therefore, 'rarely acknowledge the diversity of questions posed by

different interest-groups’ (p. 9)..



An alternative model was suggested by Parlett and Hamilton in which description
and interpretation rather than measurement and prediction is emphasized. It was
described as a general research strategy that:

aims to be both adaptable and eclectic. The choice of

research tactics follows not from research doctrine,

but from decisions in each case as to the best

available techniques: the problem defines the methods

used, not vice versa. Equally, no method (with its own

built-in limitations) is used exclusively or in isolation;

different techniques are combined to throw light on a

common problem (p. 13).
Researchers following this approach work as social anthropologists or as natural
historians. The researcher studies the situation as it is without any attempt to
control or alter any variables. Concepts in this model emerge from the data rather
then being imposed on the basis of a priori theory. The study may begin with
general issues or questions but as the research goes on, the researcher begins to

focus her/his attention on other issues that emerge during the study. Thus, research

questions may become different from the original ones.

Parlett and Hamilton’s concern for particularities of research settings prompted,

among other things, a new interest in case study research - Towards a science of

the singular (Simons, 1980). A basis for case study research has been recently re-

stated by Robert Stake in The Art of Case Study Research (1995). Stake suggests

that case study research has three distinct features.

His first claim is that case study research relies on a distinction between

explanation and understanding: earlier methods of inquiry emphasized the



explanation and control of the situation while the alternative presses for
understanding the situation as it happens. Explanation in earlier methods searches
for cause and effect relationships, which define the most general variables and at
the same time eliminates the particularity of the case in seeking for generalization
of results. Understanding in qualitative inquiry searches for descriptions of
situations without necessarily explaining why things happen as they do. In this
sense, the context of the situation itself is of particular importance to the
researchers on their way to understand the case under review.

researchers treat the uniqueness of individual cases

and contexts as important to understanding.

Particularization is an important aim, coming to know

the particularity of the case (p. 39).
Stakes’s second claim is that earlier methods come mainly from relying on
interpretation of measurement and statistical data while the new model relies on
description of events. As researchers in the earlier methods sought out cause and
effect relationships between a small number of variables, their personal
interpretation was intentionally minimized while other objective measures were
emphasized. In the alternative model, the researcher’s personal interpretation is
important. Variables are not operationally defined or controlled. Rather, they may
become apparent as unexpected events occur. Thus, the researcher’s interpretation
is vital to the direction and re-direction of the inquiry.

It is essential to have the interpretive powers of the

research team in immediate touch with developing

events and ongoing revelations, partly to redirect

observation and to peruse emerging issues (pp- 41,
42).



Finally, Stake claimed the researcher’s pre-eminence as an interpreter. He builds
this role upon the argument that humans construct reality from their own
experience of the world. That is, reality as we perceive it is not absolute but
bounded by our experiences. In this sense, ’researchers nourish the belief that
knowledge is constructed rather than discovered’ (p. 99). Researchers are,
therefore, encouraged to deliver their own understanding which can be held also in
common. Researchers, at the same time should provide the readers with full
descriptions of the events in order to help them to interpret and establish their own
generalization.

The researcher struggles to liberate the reader from

simplistic views and illusion. The researcher is the

agent of new interpretation, new knowledge, but also

new illusion. Sometimes, the researcher points to what

to believe, sometimes facilitating reader

understandings that exceed the comprehension of the

researcher (p. 99).
This new alternative approach has recently been adopted for research sponsored by
the Educational Research and Development Centre in Bahrain.

The ERDC prefers a qualitative approach to basic

research, new data, techniques and conceptions of

validity (ridding the objectivity concept of its classical

requirements- reliability and normativity) have been

adopted in order to conduct research on authentic

educational problems (Wehbeh, 1995, p. 49).
Several issues have been studied using this model in which its value was apparent
for decision-making and illumination of the reality of teaching and learning. As I

recently worked in some of this research, I realized the major differences between

the traditional model previously used and the new model. It is the alternative



model that I adopt in dealing with the issues of this thesis.

Issues in question:

The research reported in this thesis has been concerned with assessment policy and
classroom practices in Bahrain primary schools. The issue of assessment started to
attract my attention when I worked in the Educational Research and Development
Centre (in 1989). In research that I participated in, the quality of Bahrain schools
was continuously questioned. Results of studies gave indications that students’
achievement in public schools was lower than envisaged. These doubts affected my
own thinking. Much educational investment had been made since 1970 to improve
education and raise the quality of students’ learning. In the 1990s, this investment
should have been reflected in improved students’ achievement. Classroom practices

came to the forefront of my concern. It was an area that had not been investigated.

My professional interest in assessment was extended in 1992 when I participated in
gathering information about schools’ assessment practices. The information was
needed for a ’comparative study of current theories and practices in assessing
students’ achievement at primary and secondary level’ sponsored by the
International Association for Educational Assessment (IAEA). I realized that a gap
exists between schools and the thinking of departments in the Ministry of
Education with regard to the policies and practices of assessment and testing. The
department’s view, first circulated in the Annual Conference of Education in 1989,
was that schools should give attention to formative and diagnostic assessment. But

the practice of schools seemed to bear little resemblance to the aspiration of the



Ministry. Each school I visited, at that time, had its own context of assessment
although all seemed to agree in sending an official summative report at the end of
term to the Ministry of Education. The evidence of these discrepancies suggested

that this area was in need of investigation. It become the focus of my Ph D studies.

Much of literature which had tackled this issue also encouraged such concern.
Assessment has become a well-established area of international research and
practice. The importance of studies 1n assessment have been realized by many
professionals and researchers. Assessment is considered an important aspect for
understanding the process of teaching and learning in classrooms and uncovering
the reality of an education system. As Rowntree (1987) pointed out:

If we wish to discover the truth about an educational

system, we must look into its assessment procedures.

What student qualities and achievement are actively

valued and rewarded by the system? How are its

purposes and intentions realized? To what extent are

the hopes and ideals, aims and objectives professed by

the system ever truly perceived, valued and striven for

those who make their way within it? (p. 1).

Broader issues have also been realized in studying assessment practices. That is,

the relationship between assessment, schools and society as a whole. As Broadfoot

(1979a) put it:

Indeed it could be argued that assessment practices are
one of the clearest indices of the relationship between
school and society since they provide for
communication between the two (p. 11).

At the level of national interest, awareness of the importance of assessment and the
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need to change the current practices began to emerge in Bahrain in the late 1980s.
The Minister’s speech on the Conference for Testing in the Arab World in March
1987, included criticism of, and an invitation to change, the present system of
assessment and testing. He stated:

This applies more forcefully to evaluation and testing

in the education realm. It has been a process of

adaptation, imitation and distortion of foreign systems

designed by aliens .... The same thing is happening

now for evaluation and testing. We are still holding

on to it at its worst, while its creators have moved on

to a better system of evaluation and testing (Fakhro,

1987, pp. 6, 7).
In 1989, the Ministry of Education devoted the Fifth Educational Conference for
introducing and discussing new approaches in education. The two main papers
discussed were: "formative and comprehensive assessment" and "assessment for
teaching". All primary teachers participated in this conference. In the same year,
the Ministry of Education also approved an Educational plan for the period
1989/90 to 1994/95. The plan gives as much stress to new approaches of
assessment as to teaching and curriculum. It emphasises the introduction of
diagnostic and formative assessment in primary education (Directorate of Plans and
Programming, 1990). For such consideration to take place, present practices in
primary schools deserve attention. Research in this area has not been conducted.

Little is known about the practices of assessment in primary schools and very little

consideration had been given to their educational and social consequences.

My research, therefore, addresses this issue. It has been concerned with two related

areas: the policy context of assessment and the practice context of assessment. In



turn, these areas of interest were translated into an overarching research interest:

What are the present assessment practices at the policy and

classroom level in the primary schools in Bahrain and what purposes

do they serve?

From these concerns a further set of questions was generated.

Strategy:

Classroom assessment, as has been defined in this research, is not just a one shot

1. What is the historical context that produce the
present assessment policies? (chapter 4)

2. What are the assessment policies of education at
the present? (chapter 4)

3. How do these policies relate to the national
educational objectives? (chapter 4 and 9)

4. What are the main consequences of these policies
for classroom practice? (chapter 6, 7 and 8)

5. What are the main assessment methods and
procedures that teachers use for assessing students’
learning? (chapter 7 and 8)

6. Do these methods correspond with the policy’s
expectation? (chapter 9)

7. What is the impact of classroom assessment on
students’ learning? (chapter 7 and 8)

8. What types of achievement are valued in
classrooms? (chapter 6).

9. What are the teachers’ expectation of students?
(chapter 6, 7 and 8)

objective test. Rather, it is a judgemental process which takes place in the

11

interactional situations between teacher and students and aims to improve students’

learning. This comprehensive definition entails the need to look thoroughly into
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classroom contexts. Decision to choose classroom as the main setting for

conducting observation came after conducting an orientation phase.

The aim of the orientation phase was to identify the main assessment concepts and
strategies used in schools and to specify the main area in which observation could
take place. The work extended from 20th December 1993 to 25th January 1994. It
consisted of several tasks: visiting seven primary schools, meeting with two

headteachers, attending nine lessons, interviewing eight teachers and observing two

testing periods.

The advantage of doing the orientation phase was two-fold. First: It illuminated
several critical issues in assessment, such as the different practices between the
teachers in the first stage and teachers in the second stage and the general strength
of feeling among teachers about shortcomings in the national promotion policies.
Secondly: the orientation phase facilitated the selection of the observation setting.
My choice was the school as a whole. Observing different classrooms, talking with
teachers and meeting with headteachers provided me with an overall idea of
primary classrooms: the teaching styles, the characteristics of students, physical
environments and different procedures for planning a syllabus, teaching and
assessment. These data may be important for illuminating the administrative and
organizational contexts that surround the assessment context rather than the context
of assessment itself. I thought that choosing school as a whole would drive me
away from the aim of the research itself. The aim of this research was rather to

document the realities of classroom assessment as they happened and describe the
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assessment culture prevailing in them. These could mainly be illuminated by a

more focused classroom observation.

Observation as a main method of the research was adopted for two reasons. First,
an extended classroom observation could, more than other methods, illuminate both
the uniqueness of the context of classrooms themselves and the generalities that
surround the implementation of the common curriculum, the new teaching methods
and the policies of assessment. It could also illuminate how the relationships
between students, teachers and the activities are developed through the whole term
and how these relationships work to enhance or inhibit quality assessment.
Secondly, the extended observation could reduce the effect of the presence of a
researcher on the events. The teacher and the students in the early days of
observation would be aware of the presence of a stranger in the class. This
awareness could have an effect on the process of the session. The session could not
be considered as a normal classroom situation. This is applied if the observation
period is short. When the period of observation is continuous and extended, then

the teacher and the students will get used to the presence of the researcher and the

normality of the classroom could then be discerned.

I intended to focus my observation on a small number of teachers who teach year
three and year six (the end of the first and the second stage respectively) for a full
term. Thus, the practice of six teachers in two primary schools (girls and boys)
became the focus of my observation. The distribution of six teachers comes as

follow: two class-teachers from the first stage (one in a boys’ school and one in a
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girls’ school) and four integrated-subjects teachers from the second stage of
primary education (two from a boys’ school and two from a girls’ school). In the
second stage, I wanted to observe Arabic and Mathematics sessions in each school
for two reasons: first to see whether there are differences in assessment approaches
between the two subjects and secondly to get some insights into whether the

content of curriculum has an effect on teachers’ approaches on assessment.

Since no a priori grounds existed for selecting particular classrooms, a series of
case studies was devised. The aim was to capture the widest possible range of
contexts, in order to generate evidence and foster insight into classroom
assessment. My concern was that the two schools needed to embrace, as closely as
possible, the variability of Bahraini primary schools. That is, schools where the
majority of the students come from middle class families; most teachers in these
schools are Bahraini and hold at least a higher degree qualification in teachers’
training and, finally, the school has a good record of achievement (students
promoted are more than 90% of the total population in each year in the last three
years). There were many schools which fit these criteria. Originally, there is a total
of 195 (120 girls and 75 boys) classes in year-three and 113 (65 girls and 48 boys)
classes in year-six existed in 39 girls and 24 boys schools. But my first interest
was to choose schools that implement both systems, the class-teacher in the first
stage (year 1 - 3) and the integrated-subjects teacher in the second stage (year 4 -
6). These were accounted for by 24 girls’ and 14 boys’ schools. I excluded some
schools from this list: three schools in the capital Manama where several

nationalities of students exist; three village schools where the majority of students
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come from the working class families; the two pioneered schools of the class-
teacher system; Hafsa and Badar and finally two boys’ schools with female staff.
Finally, there were 20 girls’ and only 8 boys’ schools from which I could choese.I
chose two primary schools which are situated in two towns, both are near my work
and my home. In each of the two schools one year-three class and one year-six
class were chosen to be observed. The two schools attracted students of different
social and economic background but the majority of their students are from middle

class families (e.g. civil service employees, engineers and business men).

In September 1994, I addressed letters to the two headteachers of the chosen
primary schools asking for their permission to make observations in two
classrooms. I gave them a general idea about what I was trying to do and also

specified my requirements. Both headteachers generously accepted my request and

recommended three teachers from whom I also sought agreement.

Before the school days started, I had a meeting with all the teachers. One year-six
female teacher declined to take part because she was teaching the sixth year for the
first time. She said that she was not yet familiar with the required syllabus. The
headteacher, therefore, recommended another one who welcomed my presence in
one of her classes. A general idea was given to teachers about the aim of my
research. I also clarified that I would ask for documents and reports such as
students’ activities, test scripts, students’ assessment results and students’ final
records. I was aware that classroom observation is not familiar in Bahrain, and this

is probably the first time someone has ever asked to carry out intensive observation
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in classrooms. I, therefore, clarified for teachers that I would use a note-book to
record what was happening in the classroom, and that what I would record was
only for my own research. I also offered that they could ask to read my note book,
if they wished. During the observation period, none of the teachers has taken up

my invitation to read the notebook.

My observation settings were as follows:

Mrs A: Class-teacher in year three (girls’ school).
Mr B: Class-teacher in year three (boys’ school).

Mrs C: Arabic, religion and social studies teacher in year six
(girls’ school).

Mrs D: Mathematics and sciences teacher in year six (girls’
school).

Mr E: Arabic, religion and social studies teacher (boys’ school).

Mr F: Mathematics and sciences teacher (boys’ school).

The observation period extended for a full term. It started on 25th September 1994
(the first day of the first term in 1994/95) and ended on 25th January 1995 (the
end of the first term). Each teacher was observed for two sessions per week (1
hour and fifty minutes). A total of 21 to 23 hours were observed for each teacher
(between 23 to 26 sessions). I did not make any contact with teachers during the
sessions, although in very few incidents some teachers initiated a conversation.
These incidents, however, had lasted for a few minutes. I had an impression that at
least four teachers thought that I was probably building upon their experience of
inspection, mainly focusing my attention on the wrong things that happened in the

class. In one occasion, for example, when an incident in the class gave an
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indication of poor performance or bad behaviour, the teacher looked into my
direction probably to check if I was recording at that time. The teacher pressed on
explaining the incident, a reaction which I felt it would not be the normal teacher’s
response in the normal classroom’s sessions. This was more obvious in the boys’
schools where the performance of many students was poor. Outside the classroom,
I tried to give teachers the impression that I understood their situation and I gave
them a chance to explain the whole situation. This is actually the main reason for
not conducting an interview with the two headteachers. I was worried that contact

with headteachers might be mistakenly interpreted by teachers.

In three of the classrooms observed 1 sat in the back of the class, while in the
fourth (year six boys’ school) I sat in the front as the classroom itself was small
and there was no other space. My presence was clarified to the students from the
beginning of the term and, at my request, teachers had pointed out that my
presence in the classroom has nothing to do with making judgement or official
records about their progress or their behaviour. My relationships with students were
very limited although in the girls’ schools, students tried to make contact with me
on several occasions. In these occasion I tried to be polite with the students, very
briefly answered any question they asked but refused firmly to make longer

conversation.

My observation technique was unstructured, that is, I chose to record the classroom
events as they occurred. In the beginning, I concentrated on what the teacher did.

At first, the note taking was intuitive. Teacher’s talk and the overall context of the
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lesson dominate the observation notes. Students’ behaviour formed only a small
part of my classroom fieldnotes. I gave my observation note to two of my
colleagues in the Ministry and asked them to give me their suggestions for note
taking improvement. The points mentioned above were the main shortcoming they
gave in which I tried later to improve. Within the first four ;Neeks, I altered my
observation procedures. The focus of my observation became more intelligible than
before. Although the focus was still the teachers’ practice, the students’ behaviour
became an important aspect through which the teacher’s practice could also be
interpreted. Time became also another aspect of my concern. Thus, I started to

observe and record students’ actions and begun also to focus some attention on

particular students.

In the second month, I asked teachers whether I could use a tape recorder in the
class. All female teachers accepted while the male teachers refused. Tape recording
helped me to focus my observation on other incidents which seemed important
while not worrying about writing what teachers said. The transcripts of these
recordings (nearly 300 A4 pages) complemented my observation notes. In the boys’
schools I continued with observation and writing notes but tried to look more
closely at what was happening instead of worrying about writing what the teachers
had said. Reporting the exact words of teachers came to be less important than the
meaning of what the teacher was saying. After I left the classroom at the end of

the day, however, I read the observation notes and added what I might have

missed.
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From the first sight, it was obvious that the observation notes reveal more
differences between teachers than similarities. It was important, therefore, to find a
unifying framework within which the observation notes could be analyzed. Some
unifying themes have been selected to structure the observation data. The themes
were those which could illuminate general issues identified in the main research
questions. These themes are: teachers’ and students’ background, teachers’ general
pattern of teaching (chapter 5), the nature of achievement emphasised in classrooms
(chapter 6), teachers’ informal assessment or, the information gathering process in

the classroom (chapter 7)and finally teachers’ formal assessment or, in other words,

end of term tests (chapter 8).

The study of observational data is a combination of qualitative and quantitative
analysis. That is, choosing single events which convey important meanings together
with aggregating particular incidents for quantitative analysis (Stake, 1995). Some
incidents, for example, appear to be of important meaning although they happened
only once, such as the incident of Mr F with Mansoor (see chapter 6). Other
interpretations of observation data came after an aggregation of several incidents
which hold the same meaning even though the frequencies of these incidents may
not be too many. This was the case, for example, with the assessment of reading in
Arabic (see chapter 7). On the other hand, quantitative analysis was carried out for
other conclusions such as looking for the pattern of teachers’ interaction with high
and low achieving students (see chapter 7). For this purpose, categories of
interaction were determined, for instance, teachers’ questions and teachers’

responses followed by an aggregation of the incidents which correspond to the
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meaning of categories.

Finally, a consolidation phase of gathering information was carried out. The aim
was to clarify, assert, and complement the other data collected in the observation
period. It was conducted regularly as the observation took place and after it was
completed. It included interviews with the teachers observed, collecting students’
activities and tests scripts, examining the Ministry’s official documents and finally
interviews with some parents. Interviews with teachers were conducted either
during the normal classroom sessions or in the staff room. Questions were
concentrated on what goes on in the classroom sessions and teachers’ general
constraints. Teachers also provided me regularly with students’ script papers in
formal tests, monthly and at the end of term test. I also collected all students’
original scripts in the end of term test. These papers were the main source of
information used in chapter 8. Meeting with parents was also another important
source of information. It was conducted when the two schools arranged the ’open
day’. The aim of this day was originally to inform parents of their children’s
results in the mid term test and also discuss any other problem concerning
students’ academic performance and behaviour. I conducted the meeting
immediately after each mother or father met the teacher. This was helpful because
I could pick up parents’ reactions to teachers’ comments and to the schools’
assessment results. Although I didn’t use much of this meeting information, it
helped originally to understand the social context within which teachers perform
their role. Other data were also used, particularly the Ministry of Education

documents. These were mainly useful for understanding the official policy of
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assessment in the central departments of education and differentiate this from the

practice within these departments.

I am not claiming for a generalization of this small observation research to the
whole of primary schools in Bahrain. I am aware that reality still consists of much
richer and deeper information which might be different than the result of this
study. My concern, however, is to provide an understanding of assessment practices
approached in Bahrain schools. That is, to elicit some of the features of their
assessment culture referred to by Nisbet (1993), when he noted that

each country has its own "assessment culture”, a body of

practice established over time and linked with deeply held

values, which (like other culture) provide a necessary
continuity and stability but are strongly and often irrationally

resistant to change (p. 26).
The research, therefore, tries to illuminate such culture which can be mainly seen
in the day-to-day practice of teachers. Also, to interpret the relevance of this
culture to assessment polices officially dictated to schools. I also hope that this

research will generate more interest in classroom research in Bahrain schools in the

future.
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Historical Perspective

Assessment practices, as Broadfoot (1979a) suggested, like any other social
phenomenon, need to be understood within their wider historical and international
context. The aim of this chapter is to explore how assessment, as a concept and

practice, has developed in the course of twentieth century.

Within the history of formal education, ideas about assessment have undergone
substantial change. Assessment has progressed from testing for selection purposes
to a more broader concept which involves multiple purposes. Behind this progress
there are changes in perspective towards individuals’ development and learning.
These historical differences are most clearly indicated in the gradual differentiation
in the role of assessment for education and for society. The differentiation of

"formative’ from ’summative’ assessment (Scriven, 1967) is a clear example of
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changing views of assessment. Behind these two perspectives, formative and
summative assessment, there is a history of conflicting and controversial theories
and practices. Three phases can be identified. During the first half of the 20th
century, assessment was an end-product measurement process. By the mid 20th
century assessment had become an educational instrument for curriculum
evaluation. In the late 20th century, assessment is viewed as part of the pedagogic

process, focusing upon individuals as active social learners. These three phases will

be discussed, in turn, in this chapter.

Although developments, identified in the following discussion, focus on assessment
practices in Europe and U.S.A, it is by no mean concerned only with these
countries. Assessment is a world-wide notion and many practices are similar' among
different countries. The focus on the U.S.A and Europe comes mainly for two
reasons. First, the aim of the chapter is to explore the development of assessment,
mainly developed in U.S.A and Europe, rather than to provide international
comparison of the systems of assessment. Secondly, it is more likely that
assessment practices in other countries, for example the third world, are similar to

that in Western countries, since the majority of them have adopted versions of the

Western educational system.
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Assessment as a Measurement Process

The notion of "assessment" is only of recent use in education (Eisner, 1993).
Previously, assessment was tackled in terms of examinations. Examinations are
formal, bureaucratic measurement devices that serve educational purposes, mainly
grouping, selection and certification. They are seen as reliable measures of
students’ performance and, thus, a fair way for selecting students for future careers.
It is, therefore, useful to look at this term, ’examinations’: where has it come
from? why has it been adopted? and for what reasons has it dominated educational

practices in all countries around the world?

Téng Ssu-Yii (1943) suggested that examinations can be traced back to 200Q years
in ancient China. China, he asserted, was the first nation to use an examination
system in schools and for civil services:

the competitive examination system, oral and written,

used both in schools and for civil service, was not

invented in the ancient West, but in China, and

presumably was of purely Chinese origin (p. 270).
As described by Téng, it was through the trading relationships between the West
and the East in the 16th and 17th centuries that the Chinese examination system
attracted Western attention. From the writing of the Western missionaries and
travellers in the Orient and reflections of the outstanding thinkers in France and
England, who praised the Chinese civilization, the West became interested in the

Chinese examination system. It was seen that the stability and longevity of the

Chinese government was due to the adaptation of an examination system. For
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example, Téng quoted Thomas Tyler Meadows’ 1847 recommendation that
England should adopt civil service examinations like those that had existed for
thousands of years in China. Meadows’ view was that " the long duration of the
Chinese empire is solely and altogether owing to the good government which
consists in the advancement of men of talent and merit only" (p. 289). In the
nineteenth century, England started to adopt civil services examinations similar to
the Chinese competitive examinations. Téng concluded:

In the light of all this contemporary evidence, there

can remain no doubt that the Chinese system of

examinations for government positions was

responsible for the introduction of similar systems into

western Europe (p. 305).
The appearance of school examinations in Europe and U.S.A was also
contemporaneous with the movement towards mass education in the second half of
the nineteenth century (Broadfoot, 1979a, p. 28). The industrial revolution at that
time marked a substantial change in the relationship between the family and
schooling. Schools become an institution which often took children from one social
milieu (e.g. rural, agriculture) and prepared them for work in another setting (e.g.
urban, industrial). Schools become important institutions of social redirection. They
were expected to produce competent individuals for new forms of productive work
as well as, in a minority of cases, for admission to higher studies. Instruction had

to be reformed in order to cope with such changes.

The idea of defining a general standard of performance for an age group and grade

was born by the turn of this century (Thorndike and Hagen, 1955, p. 2). Pupils
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began to be instructed in groups and were systematically selected and promoted
from grade to grade (Hamilton, 1989, chapter 6). Consequently, attention focused
on finding a model for judging pupils’ performance, promoting them and directing
them towards a future career. A system of examinations could be used for these

purposes. It had the advantage of simplicity. And it provided an effective way for

sorting pupils.

Placing examinations within such a "high stakes’ context had inevitable
consequences for such a model. Measures should be reliable and objective.
Scientific conceptions, most respected at that time, of rationality, precision,
quantification and objectivity were to be applied in the field of education. Mental
measurement was no different from the measurement of other attributes (Ha‘rnilton,

1980). Providing objective measurement of individual differences became

important.

Such an issue was also advanced by experimental psychology - or psycho-physics.
As Thorndike and Hagen (1955) point out:

From experimental psychology came a legacy of

respect for careful experimental method and precision

of technique, a number of techniques that could be

carried over to more general psychological and

educational measurement problems. (p. 4).
Interest in individual differences was extended by the invention of intelligence tests
during the first two decades of the twentieth century. These were first developed to

identify subnormal children in schools (Gipps and Murphy, 1994, p. 60); but they

soon penetrated into the school examination system. The 'boom’ period in test
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development, as Thorndike and Hagen call it (p. 5), commenced in 1915. Test
development at this time also fed a growing interest in competitive examinations

and school selection.

Influenced by biological assumptions, test constructors went on to propose a
distribution of performance which has been called the normal or bell-shape curve
(Hamilton, 1980, p. 156). This assumption has remained influential for many years.
A prominent example of this practice was the Detroit XYZ Plan developed in
U.S.A by Dr. Charles Barry in 1919 (Morgenstern, 1966, p.11). As determined by
intelligence and achievement tests, pupils were to be grouped into three categories:

20 percent of the pupils who received the highest

scores on intelligence tests in each grade were called

the X group; those who had scores in the middle 60

percent constituted the Y group, and those with scores
in the lowest 20 percent formed the Z group (p. 11).

The wholesale exploitation of intelligence testing began during World War 1. It was
used by the U.S Army to allocate army positions for military recruits. In British
schools intelligence tests began to be used for allocating pupils to different forms
of educational provisions and streaming them within the schools (Gipps and
Murphy, 1994, p. 75). School selection tests came to public attention with the
introduction of secondary school scholarship examinations for pupils (Sharp, 1984,
p- 36). A typical example of selective examination was the 11-plus in British
education which, after World War Two, was used for allocating children to

grammar and secondary modern schools.
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For such selection and grouping purposes, educational measurement was dominated
by technical concerns. The most searching question in this sense was whether
examinations provide a reliable, valid and fair measure. Technical quality in test
administration and construction became very important. The aim was to maximize
discrimination between individuals and to ensure that examinees would have the
same score if their work is marked by two or more examiners. Multiple-choice
standardized achievement tests met these technical requirements, particularly the

goal of inter-marker reliability.

The pursuit of validity proved more difficult. Not all qualities can be examined
using objective tests. Creativity, imagination, co-operativeness and critical thinking,
for example, require other measures which may be regarded as less objective and
less reliable. The emphasis on reliability and the mass production of standardized
achievement tests undermined the assessment of important qualities, and thus,

undermined the overall validity of such testing.

The reconciliation of reliability and validity is important to the purposes of
examinations. Using imperfect examinations for prediction and selection may have
unintended social consequences for society and individuals. From this perspective,
psychological measures used in selection and prediction began to be criticised.
Criticisms were directed against the assumptions underlying the construction of
tests. For example, what is intelligence? Is it a stable and inheritable characteristic
which is responsible for determining children’s scholastic aptitude? If so,

examination results and decisions are a direct consequence of pupils’ intellectual
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abilities. But if such measurement is imperfect or invalid, intelligence testing also
has undesirable social implication, as Broadfoot (1979a) had suggested, of serving
as ’a mechanism of social control’, that is 'unsurpassed in teaching the doomed

majority that their own failure was the result of their inbuilt inadequacy’ ( p. 44).

The assumption that intelligence and abilities are innate also underestimates the
influence of other factors such as the social and economical environment. More
importantly, it also underestimates the potential of education as a form of
intervention that complements genetic effects. As Ryan (1972) puts the counter
position.

A child’s ability to profit from school education will

depend not only on his cognitive abilities, but also on

the kind of education offered, the teachers and their

values and abilities, the child’s home background, and

many other primarily cultural factors (p. 41).
Examinations were also criticised as selective devices. It was argued that
differentiation policies justified by objective measures reinforce socio-economic
differences. It has been claimed, therefore, that assessment errors deny working-
class children the opportunity to gain access to more prestigious education and
jobs. Furthermore, the predictive validity of such procedures has also been
questioned. Researchers have claimed, for instance, that only a low correlation
exists between results of selective examination and the future academic success
(Rowntree, 1987, p. 17). Examinations, the critics believed, work as mechanisms
for perpetuating social stratification and preserving the position of elites. Broadfoot

(1981) expressed this view when she noted:
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examinations, and indeed a whole range of other

assessment procedures such as the intelligence tests

first developed around the turn of this century, come

to play a quite crucial role in the regulation of access

to privilege, and more importantly, in legitimating the

basis for selection (p. 199).
As a result, selection policies for young children in Western Europe have been
largely abandoned or postponed (Broadfoot, 1979a). Selection, however, continued
to be the most important role of assessment until the present time. This role of
assessment is reinforced when there is pressure of scarce educational resources,
high population growth, an increasing demand on education and inadequate school
performance. As Heyneman and Ransom (1992) put it in regard to developing

countries.

Examinations are a uniform mechanism for identifying

talent and measuring achievement. Especially in

environments where education resources are limited or

unequally distributed among schools, examinations

can help to ensure that society is investing in those

who will in turn make the most useful contributions to

society (p. 108).
Such a view, however, should take into account the fairness and appropriateness of
the test content and the test use to the different groups in society. That is,
procedures need to be taken to ensure that examinations do not discriminate against
certain ethnic group and advantage other groups. Selection may be justified in
higher education. But when it is applied, in the form of streaming and grouping, in
the lower grades of education it should be associated with educational purposes,

providing the appropriate instruction for each individual rather than labelling

children prematurely as bright or slow learners.
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Assessment As Educational Measurement

New thinking about assessment took place in the context of the educational reform
movement in the 1950s in the U.S.A. The recognition that traditional forms of
assessment do not provide information of what has been achieved provided
justification for the changes. Assessment should be more descriptive and, thus,
geared to educational objectives. The wide circulation of Ralph Tyler’s Basic

Principles of Curriculum and Instruction (1949) fostered the recognition that

assessment like instruction should be geared to school curricula. This direct
association of assessment and instruction brought assessment into a new

educational context.

The key change, reflected in Tyler’s work, was that assessment should be used for
evaluating performance rather than the measurement of innate abilities. Attention
shifted to questions about the aim of education itself (Tyler, 1986, p. 12). Society
had to seek ways to improve educational provision in order to help each student

reach his/her potential.

Curriculum development, therefore, became a focus of attention. It was deemed to
be a potential means of improving the quality of education. One of the influential
figures within this movement was Ralph Tyler who, while professor at Chicago
University, designed a new frame of reference for the conduct of the school

curriculum, instruction and evaluation (1949). This was a rationale for "viewing,
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analyzing and interpreting the curriculum and instructional program of an
educational institution" (p. 1). Educational goals were to be couched in terms of
curriculum objectives. And these curricular objectives were to be classified in
behavioral terms. Long-term educational goals became short-term educational
objectives. Moreover, these short-term objectives steer classroom life. They:
"become the criteria by which materials are selected, content is outlined,

instructional procedures are developed and tests and examinations are prepared’

(Tyler, 1949, p. 3).

In turn, assessment (or, in Tyler’s term, ’evaluation’) became an important element
within curriculum and instruction. It was a process ’for finding out how far the
learning experiences as developed and organized are actually producing the desired
results" (p. 105). Tyler’s contribution to assessment practice was the recognition
that a programme is needed for evaluating what the students had learned and also
the curriculum itself. These factors stimulated educators to look for new approaches
to assessment. In Wood’s (1987) term, they sought:

an approach to measurement which would be

reflective of and responsive to what is peculiar to

education, in particular the cycle of planning,

instruction, learning, achievement and measurement.

(p. 2395).
The fundamental change in assessment, highlighted by Tyler (1949), was that
assessment is not just an end-product measurement. It involves continuous and
frequent assessment,

so that a continuous record of progress can be

obtained and evidence accumulated to indicate
whether desirable objectives are being realized and to
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indicate places where these changes are not actually

taking place (p. 107).
Another novel feature of the Tyler’s rationale is that tests are not the only
acceptable form of assessment. Other qualities, assessed with other devices, are
equally important. Assessment methods, in this sense, should be sensitive to the
desired behaviours identified in the educational objectives. In other words, the
objectives of education define the instrument of assessment and not vice versa. A
further important change is the recognition that a single score or mark is not an
adequate summary of what has been achieved. Tyler (1949) suggested that the
appraised characteristics and units of measurement should indicate the strength and
weaknesses of an individual’s learning.

This kind of analytic summary which indicates

particular strengths and weaknesses is, of course,

invaluable in using the results to improve the

curriculum (p. 117).
Changes in assessment had undergone further development with the introduction of
two taxonomies of educational objectives (cognitive and affective) developed by

Bloom and his colleagues, co-workers of Tyler. Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational

Objectives (1956) grouped the educational objectives into six major classes from
the simplest to the complex: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis,
synthesis and evaluation (p. 22). These classes are arranged in a hierarchy, so that
each level demands skills and abilities of the lower ones. Objectives within each
classification were to be made explicit, observable and expressed in terms of
action. Later Bloom and his colleagues (1981) stressed that, as they saw it,

assessment was
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the systematic collection of evidence to determine
whether in fact certain changes are taking place in the
learners as well as to determine the amount or degree
of change in individual students (p. 5)

Glaser (1963) made a further contribution to assessment when he called for
criterion-referenced measures which depend upon an absolute standard of quality as
opposed to the long-standing norm-referenced forms of measurement which depend
upon a relative standard of quality (e.g., as defined by a bell-shaped curve). In this
respect, Glaser (1977) later suggested an instructional model based on defining
foreseeable outcomes in terms of certain measurable products of students’
performance. He also emphasized the importance of initial and continuous
assessment which is 'referenced to and evaluated in terms of competence criteria
and the values to be optimised’ (p. 40). Criterion-referenced testing, and
performance-based curricula look at individual performance in relation to
her/himself rather than in relation to others. The shift in this movement, as Carver
(1974) pointed out, was from measuring between-individual differences (norm-
referenced) to measuring within-individual differences (criterion-referenced). It,
therefore, raised the issue of performance standards. Assessment, in this sense, had
moved from mere testing and examinations, and a preoccupation with aptitude and
selection, to an evaluation process concerned with achievement and improvement in
the quality of education. As Eisner (1993) pointed out:

Educational evaluation had a mission broader than

testing. It was concerned not simply with the

measurement of student achievement, but with the

quality of curriculum content, with the character of

the activities in which students were engaged, with the
ease with which teachers could gain access to
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curriculum materials, with the attractiveness of the

curriculum’s format, and with multiple outcomes, not

only single ones (p. 221).
This approach to system-wide curriculum development and evaluation, called by
Carver (1974) ’edumetric’ as opposed to ’psychometric’, gained wide support and
has been intensively used in the U.S.A and elsewhere. As Lewy and Bathory
(1994) concluded:

The Taxonomy has been translated into several

European languages, and in most countries surveyed,

concise versions of the Taxonomy have been included

in teachers’ guides, curriculum guides, and textbooks

on didactics, measurement, and evaluation (p. 160).
The Tyler-Bloom-Glaser movement has had a lasting impact on assessment because
it linked assessment to educational processes. It has also revised thinking about
assessment as a technical process. It, for example, has provided a model for
differentiating higher from lower level-cognitive behaviours (Airasian, 1994, p. 99).

And it has drawn attention to measuring students’ performance without reference to

others’ performance (Glaser, 1977, p.42).

Wood (1987) listed six main themes in which educational measurement is distinct

from psychometrics. Educational measurement, he stated:

deals with the individual’s achievement relative to
himself rather than to others;

seeks to test for competence rather than for intelligence;

takes place in relatively uncontrolled conditions and
so does not produce ’well behaved’ data;

looks for ’best’ rather than ’typical’ performance;
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* is most effective when rules and regulations

characteristic of standardized testing are
related;

* embodies a constructive outlook on assessment

where the aim is to help rather than sentence
the individual (p. 240).

Nevertheless, the Tyler-Bloom-Glaser assessment rationale has not been universally

accepted. Criticism of this approach has focused on curriculum and instruction as

well as assessment.

One important criticism of the Tyler-Bloom-Glaser rationale was that it retained
too much from psychometrics. The first key aspect in the educational measurement
movement had remained: that is, to provide a rationale for educators in relation to
curriculum, instruction and assessment. It, thus, did not go beyond psychometric
measurement. Wood (1987), for example, stated that criterion-referenced testing
'remains the embodiment of educational measurement; notions like mastery testing
(although not mastery learning) and minimum competency testing are only
developed versions of the original conception, given a particular twist’ (p. 235). He
pointed out that criterion-referenced testing was still used for selection, screening
and monitoring purposes as had been the case for norm-referenced testing. Gipps
(1994) also pointed to the overlap between norm-referenced and criterion-
referenced testing and stated that ’ a norm-referenced interpretation can be put on a

criterion-referenced measure, for example, most children of 7 will be at Level

Two’ (p. 80).

A further criticism of Tyler-Bloom-Glaser movement was related to its rationale of
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educational objectives. Eisner (1985) identified several limitations. His first
objection was that planning objectives in advance may overlook the unexpected
outcomes of instruction. He confirmed that *the dynamic and complex process of
instruction yields outcomes far too numerous to be specified in behavioral and
content terms in advance’ (p. 32). The second point that Eisner made was that in
some subject areas, such as mathematics and language, it is possible to specify
with great precision objectives in advance. But in other areas, such as art, where
the desired objectives are rather more abstract, behaviour cannot be easily
identified. In addition, Eisner argued that many outcomes of curriculum and
instruction are not amenable to measurement. Specifying educational objectives
assumes that achievement can be measured against a standard of performance. This
assumption fails to distinguish adequately between the application of standar'ds for
achievement and the need to make qualitative judgements in some fields of

activities such as valuing a poem, a novel or a play.

Some have argued that the objectives approach has also limited classroom
instruction and teacher assessment (e.g. Anderson, 1994). Shepard (1991)
highlighted the undesired outcomes of behavioural approaches. Criterion-referenced
measurement, grounded on behavioral learning theory, she argued, is based on two
principles. First, that complex qualities can be broken down into discrete skills,

taught and tested in isolation.

Learning is seen to be linear and sequential. Complex
understandings can occur only by accretion of
elemental, prerequisite leanings (p. 6).



38

Learning in this behaviourist theory becomes meaningless because knowledge is
presented to students as fragmented bits and pieces of information. The context
within which knowledge and skills are constructed is easily neglected. Children, in

this sense, are seen as passive absorbers, waiting to be filled with fixed knowledge.

The second principle identified by Shepard is concerned with testing and
instruction.

To facilitate learning, assessment should be closely

allied with instruction. Tests should exactly specify

desired behavioral outcomes of instruction and should

be used at each learning juncture; that is, one should

"test-teach-test" (p. 7).
This principle as Shepard pointed out means that the test is simplified to measure a
mastery of small learning steps without any inference to a broader set of test
questions. It also supports a narrow conception of learning goals and clearly does
not consider complex criteria of performance. Shephard also stated that the

behaviourist perspective treated tests and learning objectives as equivalent and,

therefore, that ’teaching to tested objectives is synonymous with good instruction’

(p. 7).

In fact, it has also been argued that a taxonomy could have a restrictive effect on
instruction and assessment if teachers depend heavily on it. As stated by Rowntree
(1987):

Hence, the danger of entering an assessment situation

with too specific and exclusive a set of learning
objectives or ’constructs’ in mind (p. 175).
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Rowntree believed that the taxonomy should, for classroom assessment, be
regarded cautiously as ’suggestive, illuminative and stimulating rather than as

comprehensive, prescriptive and indubitable’ (p. 105).

Another major criticism of educational measurement and its emphasis on testing as
a means for selection, has been that it shapes classroom life and, as a result,
hinders the achievement of equal opportunity. Selection was still practised,
although disguised, in several forms. Access was highlighted by the fact that
everyone could take the test. But the technology of testing reinforced selection
rather than access. Bourne (1994) indicated that selection in earlier stages of
education, in the form of streaming, was also a technology of social selection.
Children were still streamed by ability into different classes: A, the brightest group,
B, the middle ability group and C, the lowest ability group. Streaming had operated
for many years in junior and infant schools in the U.K and U.S.A. Streaming was
seen to be relevant to students’ social background. Moreover, as Gipps and Murphy
(1994) declared, streaming was found to be an important determinant of success in
the later selection process of secondary school. Although this practise may be less
popular, Bourne (1994) throws light on another *masked’ form of social selection
which seems to take place in primary and junior schools. Teacher stereotyping of
some social groups tends to differentiate children by ability, labelling them, and

providing them with a differentiated support.

This implied practice also raises questions about reconciling quality and equality.

Attention to these two themes - and their reconciliation - fostered new thinking
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about the validity of assessment practices. A search began for an assessment
approach which would more generally guarantee individuals’ rights to a better
education. It became a search for more individualized assessment. It was, as Wood

(1987) suggested, a

search for approaches to measurement which would be
reflective of and responsive to what is peculiar to
education - learning and instruction and school life -
and would also be in the best interests of individuals

(p.336).
By the late 1970s, it began to be recognised that the Tyler-Bloom-Glaser
movement did not guarantee improvement in schooling. New thinking about
assessment and classroom life was also supported by the growing influence of

constructivist theories of learning.

Assessment As Pedagogic Process

A new era in assessment began in the late 1970s. There were growing concerns
about the quality of education and achievemeni in schools in the U.S.A, Britain and
other countries. Attention was drawn to the unintended outcomes of traditional
forms of assessment, and the restricting effects they imposed on instruction and

students’ learning outcomes (Fredericksen, 1984 and Linn, 1983).

These arguments took place within a wider political and professional debate about

the role of assessment in improving the quality of education. Improving the quality
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of education can only be realized when education corresponds to the social
imperatives and the changing situations of a society. Recently, social imperatives
have changed tremendously. Rapid technological change means that the kind of
individuals a society needs is becoming unpredictable. Individuals, therefore, need
to be equipped with a wide range of skills and qualities to enable them to take a
variety of roles in the future society. Further, enhancing intellectual and social
qualities becomes more critical than distributing factual knowledge and
information.

[T]he aim of education is to help the individual

become a competent intellectual performer, not a

passive "selector" of orthodox and prefabricated

answers (Wiggins, 1993, p. 202).
These circumstances must also be reflected in assessment practices. ’I"he argument,
therefore, was that assessment should be revised to perform multiple purposes: to
monitor educational standards, to improve curriculum, to guide instruction and to

promote learning.

The need for assessment approaches which actively take part in the promotion of
teaching and learning has led to a re-examination of assessment in terms of what
happens in classrooms. To guarantee high quality education with effective
formative assessment, the processes of teaching and learning must be fully
understood. Any new approach in assessment must go beyond measurement and
testing. It should aim to guide pupils’ learning and to improve their performance.
Thus, the real problem, as Eisner (1993) pointed out, ’is not one of correct policy

formation’ but ’is one of practice * (p. 224).
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Assessment should be classroom-based, dynamic, ongoing, formative and
diagnostic. Assessment should support teaching and learning. For these reasons,
new models of assessment have come to prominence. International decline in
formal assessment has also been associated with increased interest in teacher
involvement in assessment which, itself, forms part of the classroom processes of

teaching and learning (Broadfoot, 1979a, chapter 3).

The model of classroom assessment has been bolstered by modern constructivist
psychological theory. The essential aspect of this theory is that learning involves a
personal construction of knowledge. It assumes also active interaction between
children and their environment. It believes that children come to school with a
great deal of prior knowledge of their own experience. The child begins to
construct school learning with their existing knowledge. In this sense, the child’s
pre-existing knowledge contributes to his/her learning and the resultant knowledge
becomes part of the student’s intellectual apparatus. The theory gives new
explanation to intelligence and the role of environment. Learning in this respect
involves personal construction of knowledge and entails active interaction between
the learners and teachers. Constructivist theory, including Vygotsky’s notion of the
’zone of proximal development’, has offered much to learning-oriented approaches

to assessment (see Wood, 1987, see also Torrance and Pryor, 1995).

Assessment within a Vygotskian framework looks forward to what children can
achieve with the support of an adult. The view is that new knowledge or

information must be linked to the student’s existing schemata. The support of an
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adult is also a key element in this concept. It is a formative approach to assessment
which identifies:

the level of task a child is ready to undertake on the

basis of what he can already do, as long as he

receives the best possible help from an adult (Wood,

1987, p. 242).
In this new model of learning, teachers and students are both taking part in the
construction of knowledge. Teachers should first know the existing level of
students’ understanding and thus, present knowledge and skills which are amenable
to the child’s present understanding. Students’ progress is regularly discussed with
them so they are involved in improving their learning. Learners gain control over
their learning, and knowledge and facts become part of their personal
understanding instead of being distinct and isolated. In this sense, leaming is
scaffolded (Bruner, 1985) in that tasks are provided for children with support from

an adult, and that the objective is clearly identified for both teacher and learner.

This view of teaching, learning and knowledge has implications for assessment.
Assessment is intended to foster rather than evaluate the learning-teaching process.
The new view requires a variety of methods to look into the quality rather than
quantity of student’s learning. Terms such as ’scaffolded learning’ are extended to
produce scaffolded assessment which aims to *move beyond static assessment of
what is known to be a more interactive model looking at learning potential (in

Vygotskyian terms, rather than in terms of ’intelligence’) ’ (Gipps, 1994, p. 27).

At the present, this movement linking assessment and pedagogy is widely
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compatible with this new philosophy of teaching and learning. Broadfoot (1995)
identified five features of the new international culture of assessment:

* An increasing emphasis on formative, learning-
integrated assessment throughout the process of
education.

* A commitment to raising the level of teacher
understanding and of expertise in assessment procedures
associated with the devolution of responsibility for
quality assurance in the certification process.

* An increasing emphasis on validity in the assessment
process which allows the full range of curriculum
objectives including cognitive, psychomotor and even
affective domains of learning to be addressed by the use
of a wider range of more ’authentic’ techniques for
gathering evidence of learning outcomes.

* An increasing emphasis on describing learning
outcomes in terms of particular standards achieved -
often associated with the pre-specification of such
outcomes in a way that reflects the integration of
curriculum and assessment planning.

* An increasing emphasis on using the assessment of

individual pupils’ learning outcomes as an indicator of

the quality of educational provision, whether this be at

the level of the individual classroom, the institution, the

state, the nation or for international comparisons (p. 12).
Concepts of performance assessment and authentic assessment underwrite the
alternative approach. Performance assessment is concerned with the task presented
to students. These tasks, as Wiggins (1993) pointed out, should allow students to
produce work of their own, ’using a repertoire of knowledge and skills and being
responsive to the particular tasks and contexts at hand’ (p. 202). This means that

students should practice the ’doing’ of a subject and thus be able to perform in

future adult life. Authenticity, for Wiggins, is an important feature of performance
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assessment. But this also does not mean that every performance assessment is
authentic. Authentic assessment involves, as Wiggins suggested, the achievement of
fidelity and comprehensiveness with which the validity of assessment is
increasingly enhanced. Others present performance assessment in terms of forms.
That is, performance assessment is concerned with the assessment of a wide range
of qualities which cannot be assessed by traditional paper-and-pencil tests such as:
problem solving, communication skills and critical thinking. It uses a variety of
techniques such as oral, practical, research projects and experiments. Authentic
assessment is also concerned with wider qualities but it is carried out in an
authentic context. That is, it remains part of the normal classroom situation (Gipps,

1994, chapter 6).

Nisbet (1993) pointed out that alternative assessment can be seen within two
contexts of reform, narrow and wide. In the narrow sense, alternative assessment
can be restricted to the introduction of new forms of assessment, that is, portfolios,
records of achievement and continuous assessment. The 1988 Education Reform
Act in England and Wales has been associated with these new initiatives in
assessment such as Records of Achievement (RoA) and Graded Tests (Torrance,
1989 and Gipps, 1994, chapter 6). This type of practice, in the long term, is likely
to affect students’ motivation and their independency. Thus, alternative assessment,
in a wider sense, could be extended to include self-assessment,

the capacity to judge one’s own standards of

achievement and to use that judgement diagnostically

and formatively to promote further learning, as a
prime aim of education (Nisbet, 1993, p. 35).
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The insertion of assessment into pedagogy is still a matter of debate. Critical issues
still have to be considered. The acceptance of alternative forms of assessment is
related to several conditions. As Worthen (1993) points out, these include:
teachers’ competence to perform quality assessment, technical quality and
truthfulness (whether assessment is authentic or merely authentic-looking), the

acceptability to stakeholders, and their appropriateness for high-stakes assessment.

Given the impact of performance assessment on instruction and learning outcomes,
the validity of such assessment must be taken into account. Messick (1988), for
instance, called for an expanded view of validity. He argued that validation
involves, in addition to the traditional evidential basis of validity, attention to the
consequences of tests’ use and test interpretation (see chapter 8 of this thesis).
Consideration of validity is also identified by Linn, Baker and Dunbar (1991) as a
major issue in performance assessment. Linn et al made a similar point to
Messick.

Considering validity in terms of consequences forces

our attention on aspects of the assessment process that

may not be intended or anticipated by the designers of

the instruments. We know from experience that results

from standardized tests can be corrupted ... It should

not be assumed that new forms of assessment will be

immune to such influences (p. 17).
Linn et al also pointed out the need to consider the issue of fairness and equity in
the new approach. The shift from traditional to performance assessment does not

necessarily mean fair assessment. Equity is essential in all forms of assessment

and, thus, must be ensured. Six other criteria were also emphasized by Linn et al
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by which performance assessment could be judged: transfer and generalizability,
cognitive complexity, content quality, content coverage, meaningfulness and cost
and efficiency. They concluded that alternative assessment models should give
primacy to validity. They stated that ’the criteria for judging the assessment must
correspond to the purpose, regardless of the nature or form of the assessment’ (p.
20). Gipps (1994) also pointed to the same conclusion, that assessment must be
guided by the purposes of assessment. That is, 'fitness for purpose’ is the guiding
concept: ’each assessment must have acceptable levels of reliability and validity for

its purpose’ (p. 103).

Other points of interest were made by Nisbet (1993). He stated three issues which
raise problems in applying alternative assessment. The first point is the conflicting
requirements of public accountability and instructional improvement. Using
alternative forms of assessment for accountability purposes raises wider issues.
They may be useful for classroom assessment but, at the same time, they may be
less effective for public accountability purposes. Performance assessment, for
example, relies on teachers’ professional judgement and it is closely tied to
individual students’ needs. It does not yield a simple score which can be used for
assessing standards. But comparability and generalisability still need to be
addressed. 'Problems of comparability in the new forms of assessment and doubts
about teachers’ subjective judgements load the balance in favour of the status quo’

(Nisbet, 1993, p. 130).

The second point that Nisbet made is the cost which should be rendered for
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alternative forms of assessment. On the one hand, testing for accountability is a
large-scale process in which the application of performance assessment is less
efficient in terms of time and cost. In a large-scale assessment, testing should cover
a wide range of qualities and skills, that is to ensure content coverage of the
domain to be tested. Since alternative forms of assessment are mainly able to
sample a small area of skills and qualities, multiple-choice items are relatively
more suitable for large scale assessment. On the other hand, the use of alternative
forms of assessment in classroom setting is also not without problems. It requires
extra time, cost and administration work from teachers. This was also pointed out
by Torrance (1995) in his conclusion derived from the first pilot trial of the new
Standard Assessment Tasks (SATs) in England and Wales. He stated that

teachers had enormous difficulty in interpreting,

conducting and assessing the task - precisely because

they were "authentic’, they were too complicated to

communicate easily to teachers and too demanding for

teachers to conduct under ordinary classroom

conditions (p. 55).
Finally, Nisbet highlighted the important of teachers’ professional development for
achieving effective assessment and raising standards of education. The importance
of enhancing teachers’ classroom practices was also highlighted by Torrance (1993,
see also Torrance and Pryor, 1995). He accepts that evidence for this approach is
indicative of positive possibilities. But he pointed out the need for much more
detailed observation-based studies of assessment. He pointed out that assessment
for formative purposes is more complicated than it is presented in theoretical terms.

He, therefore, emphasized the importance of teacher-pupil interaction and, in

particular, the role of language in constructing teaching and learning process in
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action, in which assessment for formative purposes could be articulated.

This latter argument leads to the second aspect for understanding assessment. That
is, to understand its nature within the context of normal classroom practices, the

focus of the next chapter.
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Understanding Classroom

Assessment

The previous chapter reviewed assessment from an historical perspective. It showed
that assessment, as a concept and as a process, has undergone substantial change in
the twentieth century. This chapter locates assessment within the every day
activities of classroom life. It explores the question, *What is classroom
assessment?’ by reference to the processes of interpersonal judgement, human

interaction, and information-gathering. And it concludes by considering classroom

assessment as an intentional activity.

What is classroom assessment?

Despite the extensive literature in the field of assessment, no agreed and satisfying
definition for the concept has yet been formulated. The reason for this, probably, is

that assessment is not a neutral activity. Assessment, as Rowntree (1987) pointed
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out, is:

awash with hidden assumptions, unstated values,

partial truths, confusions of ideas, false distinctions,

and irrelevant emphases (p. 4).
It is naive, therefore, to expect that there should be an exclusive definition of
assessment. Writings on assessment (e.g. Erwin, 1991; Rowntree, 1987; Satterly,
1989; and Harlen, et al 1992) have offered different definitions, each concerned
with a particular aspect of assessment. Despite their differences, however, they all
make reference to four important aspects of assessment. In this all-embracing
sense, assessment is

* concerned with the appraisals of learners;

* based on a comprehensive review of qualities such

as intellectual competence, affect and behaviour;

e part of classroom informal activities.

e directed towards taking further actions, mainly

concerning the learner.
The above synthesis is, however, also offered by Erwin (1991) in an extended
definition of assessment as

the systematic basis for making inferences about the

learning and development of students. More

specifically, assessment is the process of defining,

selecting, designing, collecting, analysing, interpreting

and using information to increase students’ learning

and development (1991, p. 15).
This definition shows how assessment is part of the whole process of education. It
is part of curriculum planning, of defining and selecting the knowledge, skills and

qualities that student should possess. It is part of the instruction process, of

presenting knowledge and skills in a way that fits students’ needs and aspirations.
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It is part of any interaction between teacher and students, of collecting, analysing
and interpreting information. It is, finally, a purposeful activity which uses such

information to improve students’ learning.

Such a definition may also mean evaluation. In the American literature, the term
*evaluation’ can also mean ’assessment’. This is because evaluation and assessment
involve similar acts: defining criteria for making judgments, gathering information,
decision-making and taking-action. But there are also differences between the uses

of these two terms.

The first distinction between the two terms inheres in their scope. Harlen (1980, p.
56), Rowntree (1987, p. 7) and Choppin (1990, pp. 7,8) suggested that educational
evaluation is concerned with broader activities than merely the assessm&;.nt of
learners’ qualities. Evaluation can also be applied to courses, teaching, programs,
curricula and organisational measures. Any information concerning individual

learners is only considered as part of a wider evaluation picture.

The second distinction between assessment and evaluation can be seen in the main
interest of the two processes. Assessment is concerned with revealing the reality, or
substance of the learners’ quality without making judgement about the programme
involved; whereas, as discussed in chapter 2, evaluation goes beyond this to use
such measures as an indication of the effectiveness of a programme. In these terms,

evaluation is carried out as a guide to political and social action (Cronbach, 1980,

p.16).



53

For this reason, the evaluation process emphasizes the objectivity of measurement.
Assessment, on the other hand, is a subjective process. Eisner (1993) pointed out
that assessment is a new term used in education which responds to society’s recent
needs and concerns to get down to brass tacks, to go back to the basics, to
measure, to monitor, to mandate’ (p. 224). The joint development, evaluation
theory and political pressures, generated the need for a new conception of
assessment.

[A]ssessment (the new term) needed to be more

generous, more complex, more closely aligned with

life than with individual performance measured in an

antiseptic context using sanitized instruments that

were untouched by human hands (Eisner, 1993, p.

224).
In this sense, Eisner highlights the importance of viewing assessment as .an

objective process mainly concerned with individual progress and development. The

remaining part of this chapter considers assessment from this perspective.

Assessment As Interpersonal

Judgement

The process of judgement involves the recognition of attributes of a person,
categorising him/her within a certain group or characteristic (Downey, 1977,
chapter. 1). Shavelson (1987) also refers to judgement as ’the process of evaluation

or categorizing a person or an object’ (p. 486). The ostensible aspect of personal
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judgement is evident in our daily life in the use of evaluative or descriptive terms

about human behaviour. That is, when describing a person, for example, as ’polite’,

’quiet’ or ’nervous’.

Judgement is a central element in the assessment process. It informally and

intuitively takes place during the ongoing interaction between teacher and students.

It takes place when a teacher tries to interact with individual students, to collect

and accumulate evidence, to categorize them and to make suitable responses to

these categories.

In the same way, teachers’ judgements are manifest in the way they label students

between negative and positive attributes. Hargreaves (1975) identifies four aspects

of students’ behaviour in which a teacher differentiates between pupils:

General:

Instructional:

Disciplinary:

Peer:

Positive label

good lad
Sound
Promising
Nice
Making progress
hard worker
Bright

Neat

quiet

Polite
Leader
friendly
Popular

Negative label

nuisance.
Pain-in-the-neck
Fool
Trouble-maker
Going to the dogs
idler

Thickhead

Untidy

chatterbox
Cheeky
Ring-leader

bully

Lone-wolf (p. 128).

The teacher’s decision that a student belongs, or does not belong to particular

categories depends on the matching process between the behaviour of what would
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constitute, in the teacher’s perception, an ideal attribute with the actual behaviour
of the student. But the process is not as neat as it seems. Teachers’ perceptions
also play a very important role in considering what is a good or ideal behaviour.
When a teacher labels a student positively and calls him, for example, ’promising’
s/he at the same time incorporates different attributes such as, disciplinary and peer
group behaviour. As Hargreaves (1975) pointed out, judgement of students’

personality always incorporates a teacher’s judgement of other qualities.

This is so because the process of judgement of each quality involves a selection
from a wide range of information such as, the students’ appearance, their home
background, and their behaviour with others. Abercrombie (1960) pointed out, *we
are continually selecting from the information presented, interpreting it with
information received in the past, and making predictions about the future" (p. 14).
When students come to the school for the first time, teachers are supplied with
initial information about them, such as their social and economic background and
their previous academic progress. Such information would be combined with other
information that the teacher could get by her/himself, such as the students’
behaviour and physical appearance. The teacher makes a selection from this initial
information, interprets it and makes an initial judgement about the students. As the
teacher interacts with students, s/he gets further information. The teacher combines
the new with the old information, and again develops his/her conception of the

student.

This process is inevitable in the classroom. As Downey noted, judgement is part of
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social life. But judgement could be biased when teachers makes an inappropriate
initial judgement about a student’s quality such as regarding children from working
class families as dull. For this reason, more formal and visible techniques of
assessment may be preferred and gain more acceptance since they provide
objective information about learners. Some educators, however, view assessment as
a human activity and accept judgement as part of the process. Reality is a
refraction of human perception and objectivity in human sciences can not be
completely achieved. This view point can be clearly seen in the following
statement.

Educational assessment, therefore, must be recognized

as being a highly imprecise activity at all but the most

basic of levels, and as being judgemental rather than

metric in character, as requiring the making of sound

professional judgements rather than of objective,

mathematical measurements (Kelly, 1992, p. 5).
But judgement for a teacher is a professional and pedagogical responsibility. It
should be used, therefore, in efficient ways. Judgement can be more sensitive if a
teacher uses description of student’s competence and behaviour rather than using
value-laden words such as 'good’ or ’bad’. The descriptive form can work as
feedback to students as much as to teachers. Bias can also be reduced and possibly
disappear. To avoid the side-effect of teacher’s initial judgment, Downey (1977)
pointed out that the teacher needs to realize and comprehend new evidence which
might be inconsistent with her/his initial judgement (p. 5). He, for this reason,
recognizes the importance of observation and responding to the changes in

students’ behaviour in making a fair judgement.
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Teachers in particular can learn to sharpen their

powers of observation, to be ready to accept new

evidence and to perceive changes in their pupils’

behaviour. They can avoid making over-hasty

assessment, thus labelling pupils and setting in motion

a self-fulfilling prophecy, by reserving judgement until

they have sufficient evidence to make fair comments

on their pupils (p. 91).
This latter point explains why teachers’ judgement is very important in determining
and shaping the assessment process. The act of judgement in itself, as recognized
in Abercrombie’s definition, involves prediction of future behaviour, or in other
word, expectations. Teachers make inferences about a student’s present academic
achievement and also about their general behaviour and, accordingly, make
predictions about their future academic improvement and behaviour. These
inferences form a basis for teacher expectations. Broadfoot (1979a) stressed the
importance of teacher expectations as part of an assessment process that
continuously takes place in classrooms. A teacher’s expectation, as Broadfoot
suggested, has an influence on students’ subsequent success or failure. She stated
that:

assessment in the classroom is a dynamic cumulative

process in which the expectations aroused in the

teacher by his or her initial characterization of the

pupil’s home background are reinforced in the

interaction of the classroom to compound failure or

success (p. 113).
In general, Broadfoot’s comment relates to the phenomenon of the self-fulfilling
prophecy referred to above by Downey. Brophy and Good (1974) defined self-
fulfilling prophecy as

an expectation or prediction, initially false, which
initiates a series of events that cause the original
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expectation or prediction to become true (p. 35).

The self-fulfilling prophecy is an example of a teacher’s stereotyping. For example:
a teacher might hold the initial judgement that pupils from working class families
are 'low achievers’ or ’badly behaved’. This initial judgement is communicated to
students through their continuous interaction with the teacher. Brophy and Good
suggested a sequence of relations whereby a teacher’s expectations influence
student performance and, thus, work as a self-fulfilling prophecy. They explained
that this might occur as an outcome of a series of cause-and-effect relationships
between a teacher and students. For a valid instance of expectation, Brophy and
Good’s model outlined this phenomenon on a series of six steps.

a) Initial expectations are being formed using several sources of information. Some
of these expectations for some students are inappropriate, ’and some are relatively
rigid and resistant to change even in the face of contradictory student behaviour’
(p. 39).

b) On the basis of some, or all, of the information available, a teacher might offer
different messages to pupils. Some students will receive positive comments as
evidence of success and others will receive negative comments as evidence of low
achieving or perhaps failure. *"Where teacher expectations are inappropriate and
rigid, treatment of the students will be inappropriate’ (p. 39).

c) Students respond to the teacher differently as a factor of different personalities

and of differentiated treatments.

d) Students’ responses and behaviour complement and reinforce the teacher’s

particular expectations.

¢) When this process continues with students of whom the teacher holds
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inappropriate and rigid expectations, it will affect students’ motivation, self-
concepts, opportunities to learn and their relationship with the teacher. The
students’ behaviour and progress will gradually approximate the teacher’s initial
expectation.

f) Differential treatments will show differential effects and outcomes. The end of
year result will be likely to fulfil the teacher’s initial expectation. The initial

expectation becomes self-fulfilling.

Research interest in this area was generated by Rosenthal and Jacobson’s

Pygmalion in_the classroom (1968). In their study, the authors carried out an

experimental design in one elementary school in an urban lower-class community.
Their aim was to test the question whether a teacher’s expectation for students’
intellectual competence would serve as a self-fulfilling prophecy. At the i)eginning
of the school year, all students in the school were pretested with a nonverbal
intelligence test. Teachers did not know the nature of this test. They were led to
believe that the test was one that would predict the intellectual performance in the
coming academic year. Twenty per cent of students were randomly selected and
presented to their teacher as those children who are likely to *bloom’ or ’spurt’.
The experimenters retested students after one semester, after a full academic year
and after two full academic year. The result suggested positive findings which
support Rosenthal and Jacobson’s teachers’ expectation hypothesis. Rosenthal and
Jacobson’s study generated further research on the effect of teachers’ expectations,

not all of which supported their widely-publicised hypothesis.
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Their research results, as Rogers (1982, p. 37) pointed out, do not provide an
immediately obvious and consistent picture of the phenomenon. It is naive,
therefore, to state that any expectation that a teacher holds about his/her students

will necessarily bring changes in a student behaviour. As Rogers (1982) pointed

out

There will be many occasions where no suitable
expectations will be held by the teacher for a
particular pupil, and even if there are, there is no a
priori reason to suppose that those expectations will
give rise to the sequence of events that will lead
eventually to a self-fulfilling prophecy taking place
(pp. 43, 44).

The Rosenthal and Jacobson study, however, indicates that a teacher’s expectation
might work in a positive way. But whatever their conclusions, they did much to

draw attention to the complexities of classroom assessment and teacher-pupil

interaction.

Assessment As An Interaction

Process

Rowntree (1987) regarded assessment as interaction process. He stated that:

assessment in education can be thought of as
occurring whenever one person, in some kind of
interaction, direct or indirect, with another, is
conscious of obtaining and interpreting information
about the knowledge and understanding, or abilities
and attitudes of that person. To some extent or other it
is an attempt to know that person (p. 4).
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This definition recalls the original Latin root of assessment, assidere, which means
to sit beside. To sit beside children means a direct encounter and more often a
close relationship with them. This term is also close to Erwin’s (1991) meaning of

assessment as ’a one-to-one relationship between assessor and student’ (p. 14).

Rowntree’s definition considers assessment as a social act which occurs in every
setting of our life but it involves a conscious action to obtain information about the
other person. In classroom interaction, both teacher and students are trying to find
out something about each other. Teacher and pupils are observing each other,
evaluating their actions and accordingly passing their own judgement. Each has a
clear set of goals and roles in which interaction takes place. Interaction in
teaching/learning situation, however, embodies a particular pattern of relationships.
Teacher and pupils are not in equivalent positions. The teacher has a task or job to
undertake. S/he has power and authority to decide a pupil’s school life. Pupils are
in a, relatively, passive and power-less position. Their interaction with the teacher
is dependent on how the teacher defines and executes his/her role. In short, it
depends, as Hargreaves (1975) pointed out, on the teachers’ definition of situation;
that is, the role the teacher plays in the classroom and how s/he thinks such a role
should be implemented. Hargreaves (1975) identified two basic sub-roles that a
teacher always plays in the classroom: teacher as instructor and teacher as
disciplinarian (p. 117). He pointed out that a teacher perceives and evaluates pupils
against these two sub-roles. S/he assigns rules to the pupils which conform to
his/her own definition. Students’ conformity to the teacher’s rules form a basis for

the teacher’s evaluation of his/her students and also his/her relationship with them.
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Using a symbolic interactionism argument, Hargreaves (1975) explained how

teacher’s interactions work as an assessment process.

On the basis of further interaction with the pupils and

repeated perception of them, he develops a conception

of individual pupils (and classes) who are evaluated,

categorized and labelled according to the degree to

which they support his definition of the situation. He

then responds to pupils in the light of these evaluative

labels (pp. 129 - 130).
Patterns of teacher-pupil interaction have been examined in several classroom
research initiatives. A well-known device to examine this issue is Flanders
Interaction Analysis Categories (FIAC). Flanders and Amidon (1965) designed a
system for classifying teachers’ verbal interaction in the classroom. Their
interaction system contains three main categories, teacher’s talk, pupil’s talk and

silence or confusion. Patterns of teacher’s interaction were also identified in

another 10 sub-categories. These are:

1. Accepts feeling.

2. Praises or encourages.
Teacher 3. Accepts or use idea of students.
talk 4. Asks questions.

5. Lectures.

6. Gives directions.

7. Criticizes or justifies authority.
Student 8. Student talk-response.
talk 9. Student talk-initiation.
Silence 10. Silence or confusion (p. 12).

Looking for implications in such analysis for teachers’ assessment, these categories
still do not tell much about the nature of interaction. They, therefore, require

deeper consideration. In a typical classroom situation the situation is complex and
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dynamic. The teacher deals with 30 to 36 students of different personalities. The
teacher is required to balance the needs of individual students together with
covering the content of the subject. This is constrained by the limited time and
other resources available. In reality, therefore, a teacher can only interact with each
student for few minutes or even few seconds. Galton et al (1980) called this the
asymmetry’ of teacher-pupil classroom interaction.

(W)hile the typical teacher spends most of the lesson

time interacting with pupils (either individually, as a

member of a group, or of the class), each individual

pupil, by contrast, interacts with the teacher for only a

small proportion of his time (p. 60).
In such situations, it is important to have some kind of perception of what are the
important aspects of teacher-pupil interaction and how these are going to be
illuminated in classroom observation. There are several important aspects in which
teachers’ interaction with students could be further examined. The aspect of the
teacher’s questions in the classroom is related to the teacher’s approaches in
assessment. For example, what types of questions the teacher asks and to whom
and what type of answers s/he accepts from students. Such aspects reveal the
convergent or divergent approach of assessment the teacher adopts in the classroom
(see, for example Torrance and Pryor, 1995). Another important aspect in studying
the pattern of teacher-pupil interaction is differences in the form of teacher

responses. For example: what kind of support, feedback and praises characterizes a

teacher’s interaction with students.

The differentiated pattern of interaction with individual students, with groups and

with the entire class is also relevant to assessment practices. Assessment in the
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individual differences are an important fact of human interaction which is also
recognized in several classroom studies. Mortimore et al (1994) identified several
dimensions of difference among learners. These are, age, social class, sex, race,
ability and behaviour. They stated:

Any pupil appearing in the less positive category of

all or more of these dimensions may be more likely to

be treated differentially (p. 107).
Brophy and Good (1974) also reviewed several studies that focus on teacher
interaction with individual students or with separate sub-groups of students. They
reported many students’ attributes which have been found to influence a teacher’s
perception of students and their patterns of interaction. These are:

Group differences: Social class, race and sex.

Individual differences: Student achievement, students’

personality, physical attractiveness, seating location,

writing neatness and speech characteristics

(chapter. 1).
One study which followed a deeper approach and threw some light on this issue is
Keddie’s *Classroom knowledge’ (1971). In this study, the author used a classroom
observation technique, together with tape-recordings and questionnaires, to study
teachers’ ideological conceptions of knowledge and how this conception is linked
to students’ ability. The study was conducted in a comprehensive secondary school
where students were streamed across three ability brands A, B and C. The course
under concern was an undifferentiated programme in humanities. The author found

that although teachers were committed to the integrated curriculum, they tend to
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hold different conceptions of what counted as suitable knowledge for A, B and C
pupils. Keddie showed how teachers hold different ideological conceptions about A
and C pupils. For example, she explored two different patterns of teacher’s
response to the pupils’ questions. Questions from A pupils are approved whereas
questions from C pupils are dismissed. She argued that this practice was a result of
teachers accepting pre-existing categories relating to educational ability.

It seems likely that the hierarchical categories of

ability and knowledge may well persist in unstreamed

classrooms and lead to the differentiation of

undifferentiated curricula, because teachers

differentiate in selection of content and pedagogy

between pupils perceived as of high and low ability

(p. 156).

Individual differences are, therefore, of importance in shaping the pattern of

teacher-pupil interactions and, thus, the conduct of classroom assessment.

Assessment As An Information-

Gathering Process

Definitions usually agree that assessment is a process concerned with gathering
information. But this process relates to two distinct areas of assessment - the what

and how of assessment.

What to assess?

Rowntree (1987) points out that the question of what to assess must proceed the
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questions of how to assess. Wood (1991) also asserts that ’only by spelling out
what people were supposed to know and be able to do would it be possible first to
test and then to report in those terms’ (p. 84). This consideration highlights the
issue of determining clear sets of objectives for teaching. Specification of
objectives is essential for several reasons. It facilitates the identification of goals
and objectives for planning the curriculum. It also permits the selection and
organization of the content and instruction. Finally, it allows the assessment and
evaluation of outcomes to take place. Objectives, for this reason, need to be clearly
specified. Popham (1969) associated the clarity of objectives with evaluation

process. He noted that:

Clearly stated instructional objectives permit us to

discern more readily whether an instructional

program’s goals have been realized, thus, permitting

an evaluation of the program’s worth in promoting

those goals (p. 48).
Objectives provide teachers with criteria on which they can base their own
judgement. It makes teachers interested in students’ progress in relation to
predetermined criteria rather than in relation to the achievement of other students.
Determining objectives in advance also helps both teachers and students to have a
clear idea of what are the goals of each task. Thus, objectives can be discussed

with students in advance, so they can orient their efforts towards achieving them.

By such a process, therefore, a common ground can be established between

teachers and students.

Such a criterion-referenced approach may be intuitive in the classroom. Every

teacher has a set of objectives to achieve for his/her class. They orient their



teaching and assessment towards achieving these objectives. But the process also
involves other considerations. Two important aspects of the specification of
objectives are worth considering. The first is the issue of how the objectives of
education can be specified. The second is, what are the impact of such

specification on learning, teaching and assessment.

The desired outcomes of education are so broad and so numerous as to defy full
specification. There remains, therefore, the question of whether it is possible or
realistic to articulate objectives for all the desired outcomes of education. It has
been argued, however, that such a thing can, indeed, be achieved for many
educational outcomes. As Ebel (1969) pointed out:

A weakness of many statements of educational

objectives is their abstractness, generality and

ambiguity. One way of overcoming this weakness is

to define the goals in terms of the overt behaviour

which indicates achievement of the objective. This

helps to make the statements concrete, specific and

definite (p. 485).
If such a task is possible, as Ebel and others agreed, the impact of specification of
objectives on teaching and learning remain to be considered. Formulating
objectives for the desired outcomes can result in a large number of objectives that
are impossible to assess in their entirety. Teachers can not pursue all these
objectives, either in their instruction or in assessment. Some objectives, when they
are highly specified, might seem too insignificant to be assessed. That is, they are

treated as unimportant. Teachers may trivialize and disregard them. Some

objectives, therefore, would be sacrificed for others.

67
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On the other hand, some objectives of education, as Eisner (1985) pointed out, are
not amenable to measurement (e.g. creativeness and novelty). In such cases,
assessment might sacrifice these objectives because they require personal
judgement rather than measurement. Thus important objectives would be neglected.
In Wood’s terms the use of highly specified objectives in terms of observable
behaviour which can be measured and tested, is to run the risk of assessment
driving the curriculum (Wood, 1991, p. 3). It narrows the curriculum and

instruction to what could be tested, ignoring other objectives which could not be

specified in such narrow terms.

The chief value of the pre-specification of objectives of instruction is, however,
that it provides teachers with an explicit characterisation of what should be
achieved. At the same time, it is important to recognise the limitation of sbecifying
objectives in advance. Specified, short-term educational objectives may be a
necessary, but not a sufficient, condition for effective assessment. By becoming
sophisticated in pre-specification, teachers may be inhibited from assessing

unexpected outcomes or the broader objectives of education.

How to assess?

This is concerned with the context of assessment procedures. Teachers in the
classroom engage in informal assessment as much as they engage in teaching. They

obtain information; they interpret, and they act accordingly. Assessment is an

ongoing process, integrated with teaching.
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On the other hand, teachers might put students into formal assessment situations.
They will conduct tests, mark them, describe the results in terms of numerical or
lettered scales and use norm-referenced criteria for distributing assessment scores.

Assessment in this mode may be continuous, but it is, relatively, separate from the

teaching and learning process.

In classroom contexts, teachers have a variety of techniques for collecting
information (e.g. oral, written test, application activities, classroom observation and
students’ work). The teacher’s choice of assessment techniques depends on the
selection of objectives. Thus, the justification of the use of an assessment technique
can only be derived from its contribution to assessment and whether it gives valid
information about the attainment of particular objectives. Whenever a teacher
focuses on narrowly specified objectives, they might be encouraged to chc;ose one
technique, such as a test. But when broader objectives are considered, a wider

range of techniques might be more appropriate.

The selection of an assessment technique is not, however, an end in itself. There
are other technical problems to be considered, notably, the validity and reliability
of assessment. It is important, for instance, to ensure that test items match the
intended outcomes and not something else. Items which assess students’ ability to
"identify numbers up to 100" are not the same items when the objective is to
"write numbers up to 100". Too often, assessment of this kind of objective (highly

specified basic skills) is more reliable than the assessment of general objectives

(e.g. problem solving).
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On the other hand, the assessment of all specified objectives within a particular
construct does not imply the assessment of the construct itself. For instance,
teacher’s assessment of isolated skills in writing (spelling, constructing different
sentences, and recognising vocabulary meaning) does not mean that a student who
could perfectly accomplish such an assessment is able to write an extended essay.

In this sense, the teacher will need to address other modes of assessment.

The main question arises: how can the reliability of teachers’ assessment be
maintained without sacrificing their validity? There is an extensive literature in this
problem. (see, for example, Harlen (1994) and OECD, (1993). In the context of
classroom assessment, then *how to’ questions are not only related to the gathering
of specific information about the *what’ of assessment. They are also related to a
clear understanding of the superordinate purposes or intentions of assessmént.

These, too, help to shape the pattern of classroom life.

Assessment As An Intentional

Activity

The published literature has tackled this issue from different perspectives. Erwin
(1991), for example, grouped purposes into four major areas, political, economical,
educational and social (p. 2). But he later grouped them into two major purposes:
purposes for improvement (formative) and purposes for accountability (summative)

(p. 7). Rowntree (1987) lists six main purposes for assessment. These are:
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selection, maintenance of standards, motivation to students, feedback to students,
feedback to teachers and preparation for life (chapter. 2). Gipps and Stobart (1993)
explored six main purposes of assessment: screening and diagnostic (termed as
professional uses), certification and selection (termed as managerial uses), and
record keeping and feedback on performance (serving both professional and

managerial purposes) (chapter. 2).

Others have judged assessment from a functional view point. Pennycuick (1990, p.
114) devised a map of assessment functions with two dimensions:

formative/summative and individuals/group as shown in the table below.

Formative functions Summative functions
Student motivation Selection and social control

Individuals Monitoring, feedback and guidance Certification and qualification
Diagnosis and remediation Prediction

Clear recording and reporting of student attainment

Curriculum evaluation Curriculum control
Group Feedback on teaching Accountability
Teacher motivation Standards (p. 114)

These functions are actually perceived by Erwin, Rowntree and Gipps as purposes.
It is important, at this point, to make a distinction between purposes and functions
of assessment. Purposes are actually perceived by society and individuals as hopes
of the future but they may not always be realized. Functions are the real - perhaps
unintended - outcomes of assessment and possibly need to be uncovered. When
purposes are achieved or fulfilled, they might be perceived as functions but they

still remain purposes. Functions may not always be positive as assessment
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sometimes brings undesired outcomes.

Scriven (1967) was the first to draw attention to the distinction between formative
and summative evaluation. Although Scriven’s distinction was made in the context
of curriculum, the two terms are employed in the context of learners’ assessment.
The main distinction between formative and summative assessment is between the
assessment of the on-going process of learning for the purpose of improving such

learning and the assessment of the product of learning for the purpose of evaluating

the merit of the completed process.

At the present, formative purposes are breaking down the traditional practices of
assessment. Theoretically, formative assessment seems to be part of the learning
and teaching process. It is a continuous, ongoing process and could not ea.'sily be
realized in isolation. But how can formative assessment be applied in the real
teaching /learning context? Harlen et al (1992) provided a rationale for formative
assessment in classroom practice. Formative assessment, they suggested, includes
three stages: First information is gathered about the learner’s existing ideas and
skills. At this stage, the teacher identifies the competence required in subsequent
learning, and the students’ initial weaknesses. Second the teacher matches learning
experiences with the pupil’s abilities. The teacher provides learning tasks and
activities which are not too easy and not too difficult. Meanwhile, the teacher also

provides guidance and support. Assessment, in this sense, is to help and not to

grade students.
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The third stage of assessment for formative purpose is that the teacher provides
effective and continuous feedback to students. Gipps (1994) pointed out that
formative assessment ’involves using assessment information to feed back into the
teaching/learning process’ (p. 124). Feedback is important for both teacher and
students. The teacher needs to know how students are performing their tasks to
identify their learning difficulties and to remedy their weaknesses. Students need to
know where they stand, not in relation to each others but, in relation to a clear

criterion of performance. They need to understand their strengths and weaknesses

in order to improve future learning.

Finally, Harlen et al (1992) recommended that, for formative assessment to be
effective, curricular objectives should be articulated as intermediate goals on a
continuum rather than in the form of separate statements of attainment. In'this
sense, they argued, teachers could relate students’ learning to a criterion-referenced

description of progress and could, therefore, anticipate the course of further

development.

Formative assessment has an appeal in that both teacher and students hold a
common understanding of what are the desired outcomes and how they might be
achieved. The potential promise of formative assessment, as Torrance (1993)
pointed out, is that it takes account of the role of teacher-pupil interaction in the
learning process. Implicit in the formative assessment is the constructivist
perspective to teaching and learning. What is important in this approach is that the

teacher is expected to provide appropriate scaffolding in the learning process,
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which might be eliminated in subsequent tasks as students become independent.
Torrance, however, argued that studies of constructivist approaches to learning are
generated from experimental settings or small-scale classroom work and that issues
of assessment are not addressed explicitly. Torrance, therefore, drew attention to
the need for much more classroom interaction studies which ’provide a much
firmer basis of evidence about the relationship of assessment to learning which can

inform policy and practice over the long term’ (p. 341).

In contrast to formative assessment, summative assessment is concerned with
summarizing information about the achievement of students and reporting to
different interest groups, individuals, parents, employers, and policy makers (Harlen
et al, 1992). That is, summing-up students’ work is a key feature of summative
assessment. Such a purpose may be important because it provides a summ'ary of
manageable and readable information to all parties. It provides a broader view of
the performance of a system as a whole. It can be used, therefore, for public,

national accountability purposes (see chapter 8 in this thesis).

Summative assessment looks to the products of students’ work. It, therefore,
disregards the learning process, the ways students organise, interpret, and formulate
information. The weakness in such an approach to classroom assessment is that the
teacher is prevented from examining students’ working practices and from early
detection of weaknesses. A great deal of feedback between teacher and students is
lost. The students’ work is only reflected in their scores. These scores have little

value for improvement and also may be interpreted differently by different parties.
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They do not report student’s progress over time and thus, may distort
understanding of the teaching and learning. For example, the work of one student
may have progressed from grade C to B and then to A, while the work of another
student may have fallen back from A to B to C. Both students would have the

same average score at the end of the year, but their different progress is not

indicated.

Formative and summative purposes, however, may operate together in teacher
assessment. Teaching often includes a blend of formative and summative practices.
Teachers use a variety of techniques ranging from the informal to the formal.
These could embrace the improvement of student learning and the aggregation of
cumulative scores. Harlen et al (1992), for example, distinguished between
summing up and checking up. The former is the cumulation of formative
assessment, whereas the later is the collection of new information for summative
purposes.

The former is some form of summary of information

obtained through recording formative assessment

during a particular period of time and the latter the

collection of new information about what the pupil

can do at the end of a period of time, usually through

giving some form of test (p. 222).
Summing up attempts to blend summative and formative assessment. But it is not
clear how it can provide reliable information for different interested groups. The
main issue is, thus, how to achieve quality assessment and reconcile validity and

reliability. The answer, as Gipps (1994) pointed out, is consideration of ’fitness for

purpose’. When assessment is to be used for summative purposes (e.g.



76

accountability) reliability must be considered. When it is to be used for formative

purposes, then validity should receive priority.

Conflict between reliability and validity and its implications for summative and
formative purposes already exists in Bahrain primary schools. Interest is moving
towards the improvement of learning and the enhancement of teacher assessment.
But this new view of assessment for the improvement of teaching and learning
contrasts strongly with the long established view of assessment for public

accountability. The next chapter explores how such views have fared in the recent

history of Bahrain.
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An Historical Overview of

Primary Schools and Assessment in Bahrain

Schools are linked with the wider society. They are subject to constraints from
society in general and government in particular. School and classroom experiences
are the expression of the interests and expectations of society as a whole. Thus, to

understand classroom practices, it is important to examine their circumstances, their

culture and their historical heritage.

Bahrain is part of Arab society. It shares the same culture, language, religion and
history. Most Arab societies are muslim and they consist of two broad
communities, Sunni and Shia. Bahrain, however, has other distinct features. It is a
small country in terms of population and size. In 1991, the population was 516,446

of which 346,019 were Bahainis and 170,427 were non-Bahrainis. Non-Bahraini
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inhabitants, mainly in the labour force, come from the Far East, India, Pakistan and

some other Arab countries.

This chapter traces the development of the Bahrain educational system in the 20th
century with an emphasis on primary education. Four phases of development can
be distinguished. The first is the initiative period which started in 1919 and marked
the beginning of modern public schools in Bahrain. The second is the configuration
period which began around 1940, following the discovery of oil in 1932 and the
creation of oil refineries in 1936. The third period is the transitional period which
started around 1971 when Bahrain became an independent state. And the final
phase is the progressive period which started in 1982, and is mainly characterized
by the introduction of the class-teacher system in primary schools in 1983. These
four periods will be discussed in turn with particular reference to school

assessment. Table 1 indicates the pattern of school enrolment between 1940 and

1991.
Year Primary Total Population School
students students age
% of total % of school
population  age population
1940/41 1855 1500 2.6% N.A 6-14
1950/51 5422 5555 16.4% N.A 6-14
1960/61 18913 20409 16.6% 66.4% 6-14
1964/65 30428 35715 248% 82.8% 6-16
1970/71 36113 50072 28.1% 93.7% 6-17
1980/81 44109 92724 38.8% 101% 6-17
1990/91 57612 100658 31.1% 103% 6-17

Table 4.1. Enrolment development in Bahrain from 1940/41 to 1990/91.
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The Initiative Period

Bahrain is an archipelago of thirty three small islands with a total area of 694.15

sq km. It is located in the centre of the Arabian Gulf. The largest island is Bahrain,
where the capital Manama is located. Bahrain is twenty-four kilometres off the east
coast of Saudi Arabia and as important, on the trade routes linking Europe, the Far

East and Australia.

In the early 20th century, the country was economically poor. Pearl diving was the
oldest industry, on which the country had been dependent for a long time. Fishing
and trading were the other main sources of revenue. The requirement in these jobs
was not for advanced education as much as for honesty, sincerity and rudimentary

knowledge in reading, writing and calculation.

At that time, the majority of population in Bahrain was illiterate. Education was
non-formal and its ideology was mainly religious. AL-Kuttab was the name of the
Koran non-formal schools and they were operated separately by local Mullahs.
They operated anywhere, homes, mosques or shop corners. The school focused on
memorizing the Koran and inducting children into its moral values. In addition,
some tuition in reading, writing and arithmetic might also be offered. Memorization
was the main method of teaching, integrated with corporal discipline, rewards and
punishment. Mullahs were paid by families on a weekly basis, and they also

receive another payment when the child was able to recite the whole Koran.
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Besides these schools, mainly attended by the local and ordinary people, a few

national and foreign schools existed. They were attended by the children from the

families of foreigners and wealthy Bahrainis.

The importance of formal education for Bahrain society was recognized by some
privileged citizens who began to think of establishing modern schools. They
established the first modern school for boys in 1919. The school was named Al-
Hidayah which means ’guidance’, and it retains this name to the present day. It
was located in Muharraq, the old capital of Bahrain and was run by the Sunni
community. The syllabus of the school was adopted from other Arab countries,
mainly Syria, Egypt and Lebanon. In the following decade, another five schools for
boys were opened. By contrast, female schooling received less support. The first

school for girls was not opened until 1928.

These modern schools were financed by many individual merchants, and subsidized
by the government. School organization was in the hand of committees mainly
chosen for their financial standing. The demand for education was limited. Most
children were needed to work with their parents in trading, farming and fishing.

The enrolment in these schools did not exceed S00 boys and 100 girls in 1930/31

(The Government of Bahrain, 1930).

Changes in management and organization of the modern schools came when the
first Shia school was opened in 1929. This school adopted the Iraqi curriculum

while the Sunni schools adopted the Syrian curriculum. The emergence of the two
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systems was a reflection of social reality. The two communities have different life
styles which would be reflected in their schools’ ideology. The government did not
approve of such separation. The chance for central control came when members of
the Shia community resented an inspector who was appointed by the Sunni
committee. The government, therefore, decided to take over active control of

schools in 1932 (The Government of Bahrain, 1956).

The central Department of Education was given responsibility for the formation
and execution of education policy. In the 1930s, the extension of formal education
was slow. The value of such education had not yet been comprehended by many
people. By the end of the 1930s, only ten schools had been opened in main towns
and villages. Reports for that period, however, are vague about the first age for
attending school, the official levels of education, and the number of years for'
completing schooling. These reports, however, referred to some sort of lower
classes, (Atfal/Infant) which provided elementary subjects, and top classes which
provided more advanced subjects. These two levels seemed to be considered as

primary education, the only level existing at that time.

Two sub-systems were operated within the central Department of Education, the
Department of Education for Boys’ schools and the Department of Education for
Girls’ schools. These two sub-systems reflected a social situation which segregated
females from males in all aspects of life. This segregation was also reflected in
different educational aims and curricula. Education for girls conformed to the usual

domestic role for women. Work outside home was only accepted in two fields,
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medicine and education. Thus, girls’ schools provided different subjects. Arabic,
mathematics, religion, sewing and embroidery were the main subjects offered. In
boys’ schools, in addition to the core subjects, Arabic, mathematics and religion,
the curriculum included additional subjects such as, history, geography, algebra,
geometry, chemistry, physics and music. English language was also provided for
the top classes in boys’ schools. This differentiated programme for girls’ education
was obviously noted - and accepted - in the government annual report (The

Government of Bahrain, 1940).

The chief object of the school is not, as in the case of
boys’ schools, to train girls to earn their own living,
because at present, except in the Education and
Medical Departments, there is no employment for
women. The aim of the schools is to teach the girls
better methods of managing their homes and bringing

up their children (p. 33).
Differentiation also existed between village and town schools. Village schools
provided an inferior programme compared with town schools. The situation in all
schools, however, can be associated with Beeby’s (1966) first stage of development
"the dame school". They, in this sense, shared much of Beeby’s definition;
unorganized school, vague syllabus, narrow subject content, memorizing and ill-
educated teachers.This situation was highlighted by Adrian Vallance, a British
expert who was invited to the country in 1939 to investigate and review the
efficiency of schools. He also felt that primary schools were ill-resourced and

inefficiently organized:

These little boys are given no books from which to
study, nor are they provided with any kind of manual
occupation, so important in the early education of
children. They are expected to sit hour after hour,
morning and afternoon, watching each other’s efforts
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with a piece of chalk on a blackboard which only a
few of them can see. At other times they spend long
hours copying from printed books words or sentences
of which they do not even know the meanings. The
amount of education imparted by these methods is
practically nil - in fact this is not education at all, and
such a curriculum can only succeed in implanting in a
child’s mind a deep hatred of school and study, and
all connected with it (Vallance, 1939, p. 9)

The discovery of oil in 1932 and the emergence of an oil industry in 1936 fostered
a new concept of literacy. Arabic reading and writing was not enough to get a job
in the labour market. Koran schools, although still existing, did not meet the new
requirements. English language became important for working in the new sectors.
Technical knowledge emerged as another important requirement. As a result, the
first technical school, attached to the Department of Electricity, was opened in

1936. The importance of new ideas began to be realized and the public demand for

modern schooling started to increase.

With increasing opportunities for employment, education became more important
and a minimum formal schooling became necessary to enter the labour market. The
aim of primary education, the only level of education known at that time, was

acquiring employment in the labour market. The intrinsic social value attributed to

formal education was low.

I could not find, anywhere in the island, any sign
whatsoever of a desire for education for its own
sake... education is required in Bahrain solely as a
means to an end, the end being a lucrative post with
the Oil Company. And when one considers the
conditions of grinding poverty under which the
majority of the people are living, this is a view of
education which cannot be too hastily condemned
(Vallance, 1939, p. 31).
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As mentioned above, schooling was poorly co-ordinated and inefficient. It could
not meet the social and economic demands placed upon it. In his report, Vallance
(1939) identified seven causes for the inefficiency of schools at that time:
premature leaving, irregular attendance, overcrowded classrooms, lack of textbooks,
antiquated methods of teaching, lack of sound grounding and utter neglect of the

village schools (Vallance, 1939, pp. 4-12).

The Department of Education realized that the existing schools could not respond
to the new situation. The status of schools needed to be reviewed and a scheme for
educational development was essential. This recognition marked the beginning of

the next period in educational development.

The Configuration Period

In the early 1940s, male literacy was only 8.7 percent, while female literacy was
less than 2 percent. The total number of students enrolled in primary schools is

reported to be 667 girls and 1188 boys in 1940/41, only 2.6% of the total Bahraini

population (see school enrolment in table 1).

The low literacy level and the limited capacity of educational provision were
serious obstacles to educational development. A new system was proposed which

had two tasks. First, to provide a basic common education for ordinary people to
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help them acquire jobs, mainly technical, in the labour market. Secondly, to
provide advanced education for a minority of intelligent children. The educational
system was established around a new pattern. It consisted of three levels of
schooling: infant level from the age of 6 to 8, primary level from age 9 to 11 and
final level (secondary) from age 12 to 14. A curriculum programme for each level

of education was organized around a subject based syllabus.

This pattern was also associated with the beginnings of secondary education. The
first secondary school for boys, called Al-kullyah (The College), was opened in
1940/41. In the first year, it accepted only 33 boys since students who left primary

schools were employed directly in the labour market or joined the technical school.

The limit on places available at all levels of schooling led to the introduction of

procedures to regulate student progress. Three policy regulations were proposed,

and subsequently, adopted:

1. No child under the age of 6 is to be accepted in
school.

2. No child is allowed to spend more than four years
to complete a 3-year course.

3. Examinations at the end of each stage are to
determine those who are allowed to enter the
following stage (Vallance, 1939, p. 29)

According to these policies, two types of selection were undertaken. Selection
could take place during and at the end of each stage. At the primary level, for

example, those students identified by their school as dull students were eliminated
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from school before completing primary education; whereas those students who
proved, in the final examination, that they were qualified for the next stage were

accepted to continue their education.

These changes in primary education were, as noted, influenced by two
developments, the expansion of employment chances associated with the oil
industry, and the establishment of secondary schools. Primary education, therefore
had to fulfil two functions: to provide a rudimentary education for boys to enter the
labour market and girls to be more qualified as housekeepers, and a foundational
education for the minority of boys who wished to advance to secondary education.
Many boys who completed their primary schooling gained work in the labour
market as soon as they left school. Some girls were also accepted to work as
teachers when they completed their primary school. Secondary education pla;:es, on
the other hand, were restricted; and admission was based on ability and merit. Al-

Kullyah, therefore, aimed to

provide more advanced education for a limited

number of intelligent boys who entered it by

competitive examinations from the primary schools

(The Government of Bahrain, 1946, p. 36)
These policies of examinations and selection, as in other parts of the world, were
justified against the limited places available in both primary and secondary
education. As a result, examinations became the responsibility of the central
Department of Education, as had been suggested by Vallance: ’examinations

themselves should be conducted by the Education Department, away from the

schools’ (1939, p. 56). Examinations began to be used to legitimate policy, again
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with the cooperation of employees in labour market, as recommended by Vallance.
[W]e must ask the Oil Company, and other employers,
to co-operate with us, and to refuse to take into their

service any schoolboy who cannot produce a
government certificate to the effect that his education

is sufficient (1939, p. 5).
A certificate of completion of primary level became necessary for entry into the
labour market as well as to acquire a place in secondary school. Examinations
enhanced and fostered the credential view of education mentioned earlier. Passing

the examination, as noted by Al-Hamer (1969), had ’become an end rather than a

means in the educative process’ (p. 79).

The examination system followed the same pattern as in Egypt. It was highly
bureaucratic and centrally administered by the Department of Education. Perjodical

and final tests took 75 percent of the total mark while 25 percent was allocated to

the daily work (Al-Hamer, 1969, pp. 79, 80).

The system of examination was regarded as innovative at that time. It affected
other aspects of schooling, leading to the standardization of teaching and the
creation of a common syllabus (The Government of Bahrain, 1942, p. 43). Thus, in
addition to monitoring students’ progress, it promoted and fostered central control
of the education system. But two parallel systems of examinations still operated

within the Department of Education, as a natural consequences of the two sub-

systems, for boys and girls.

The demand for education in the 1940s increased steadily while Al-Kuttab schools
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began to disappear. During that time many other changes took place. The first
secondary school for girls was opened in 1951/52, and as a result of expansion of
commercial sector, commercial education for boys commenced at the secondary
level in 1952/53. The total number of primary students rose from 1,855 (1,188
boys and 667 girls) students in 1940/41 to 18,913 (12,677 boys and 6,236 girls)
students in 1950/51 (see table. 1). Secondary school in the same year

accommodated 133 boys only (Al-Hamer, 1969, pp. 44, 45).

By the mid 1950s, the relative value of primary education in the labour market
decreased as pressure was placed upon the secondary sector. Students in primary
schools wanted to continue their secondary schooling. The existing promotion and
selective policy did not fit with the changing situation. There were obvious
imbalances in schools’ enrolment between primary and secondary levels. In
1955/56, for example, there were only 462 boys and 39 girls in the secondary
school. The relative number of these students as opposed to those in primary
schools was 1:15 for boys and 1:84 for girls. It was, therefore, necessary to

reconsider polices in education to rectify these imbalances.

In the early 1960s, experts from Egypt and Lebanon were invited to Bahrain to
review the whole educational system. In regard to primary education, they focused
attention on the importance of providing educational opportunities for all children
in the country. Such a policy was a heated issue at that time. The high proportion
of repeaters in primary schools represented, they believed, the main obstacle to the

expansion of education since it obstructed the policy of providing more
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opportunities to the new comers (Al-Nahas and Katul, 1960, p. 34). The average
percentage of repeat students, they estimated, was 40 percent of the total enrolled
students in the primary level. Al-Nahas and Katul were in favour of more flexible
system of promotion as well as more tolerant examinations. As they pointed out

Children in primary education need to pass as
smoothly as possible through their first years of
schooling. A high repetition rate only reflects that
schools failed in their duties to develop the right

education and that they also conducted strict
examinations, in terms of questions and in marking

procedures (1960, p. 34)
Upon Al-Nahas and Katul’s recommendation, a new policy of assessment,
including automatic promotion, was implemented in the first three years of primary
school in 1962. The new assessment policy introduced continuous, school-based
assessment. Regular attendance, of not less than 75 percent of the school year,
along with teacher judgement of the quality of pupils’ performance, were the two
main criteria for promotion in years 1 to 3. Automatic promotion was implemented,

and remains in place, for primary years 1 to 3.

The second decision which had been taken, in response to the increasing demand
for primary education and the policy of providing basic education for all children,
was to change the pattern of primary education. The infant level was joined with
the primary level to form six years of primary schooling. Central examination at
the end of primary school, remained for the purposes of certification. But the
selection policy for the secondary level was abolished. that is, all children who

acquire the primary certificate could pass automatically to secondary level.
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The associated policy, which proposed reduction in central control of assessment,
was, therefore, not entirely accomplished. The Department of Education retained
tests as the main type of assessment in schools and preserve the central
examination at the end of primary level. Retaining tests and examinations in
primary schools allowed a degree of supervision over schools’ assessment
practices. This factor combined with poorly-qualified teachers who did not
recognize the value of continuous assessment and/or understand the implications of
automatic promotion, reduced the possibility that changes in assessment policies,
recommended by Al-Nahas and Katul, would have an effective result on teaching
and learning. As Al-Hamer explained that

the majority of the teachers working then in the

primary schools were neither ready nor properly

trained to adopt such an innovation ... out of the total

number of the teachers in Bahrain 92% female and

87% male teachers were un-trained, with an

educational level less than the completion of

secondary education (1969, pp. 81, 82)
Automatic promotion was not recommended for the upper grades (9 - 11 years) of
primary education. The assessment policy, (Act No. 67/72/62 dated 19/2/62), which
defined the basic principle for automatic promotion also described the assessment
procedures for the upper three years. The Department of Education issued a

directive stating that the total score of students should consist of 75% from the end

of year exam and the other 25% from daily course work.

In contrast to the lower primary level, less successful children in the upper three
grades were given the chance to repeat each class for another year. In the extreme

case, students who were identified as slow learners or retarded, could spend a
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maximum of 6 years in the upper three years of primary school. The policy
suggested, however, that no child over 15 years should remain in the primary
school. A leaving certificate, to be distinguished from the Primary Certificate, was
issued to help student to get a job or enter the technical school. This policy also
meant an expansion in educational opportunities. The risk of being eliminated from
schooling because of low ability, was reduced. But the new promotion policy did
not eliminate the problem of repetition. It only postponed it until later years in the
primary school. On the other hand, the Act did not state clearly that repeating in
the first three years should have been completely eliminated. This problem, as will

be demonstrate later, remained even with the automatic promotion.

The influence of the dual system for boys and girls on the effectiveness of the
school was, for the first time, indicated by Al-Nahas and Katul. There appea.red to
be a significant dualism not just in terms of organization but also in terms of
practice. The first stage towards integrating the two systems seemed to be started
when the first unified examination for both girls and boys was implemented in
1966/67. What was notable in this examination was the difference which emerged
in the passing rates between boys and girls. The passing rate for boys which had
been around 80% in the previous 5 years dropped sharply to 43%. Girls retained
their previous passing level of 80%. This result might have raised questions about
the differences in the previous assessment practice between boys and girls
schooling and the reasons behind the low level of successful students in boys
schools. But, there is no indication that these results attracted attention within the

Department of Education at that time.
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In 1962/63, secondary education was extended to five years. It was divided into
two stages: intermediate (2 years) and secondary (3 years), and three lines of
specialization: academic, commercial and teacher education. In the late 1960s, the

technical school was also upgraded to form another type of secondary education.

The changing pattern of the secondary level was also provided a pathway to higher
education. Three higher institutes were founded in response: the Teacher Training
Institute for men (1966), The Teacher Training Institute for women (1967) and the

Gulf Polytechnical College (1968).

The 1960s was a decade of substantial changes in enrolment. All children who
completed primary education were accepted into intermediate schooling and most
of those who completed the intermediate level joined the secondary schoo]s..
Extending years of schooling created further pressure to increase the available
places for education. As shown in table. 1, the total enrolment increased from
nearly 20,000 students in 1960/61 to about 50,000 students in 1970/71. Abolishing
the selection policy adjusted the balance between primary level and intermediate
and secondary levels. In 1971, the relative number of those enrolled in intermediate
and secondary schools to those in primary school became 1:4 and 1:7 for boys and

girls respectively.

By the end of 1960s, an educational structure had been laid down. The system was
divided into primary, intermediate and secondary schools. These were centrally

controlled, and followed a common curriculum developed by state-employed
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teachers. Nearly 28 percent of the total Bahraini population were in school as

opposed to nearly 16 percent in the early 1960s (see table. 1).

The Transitional period

Until 1970, the society as a whole had undergone rapid changes. The economy
expanded and diversified, modernization penetrated every aspect of life, such that a
wide gap between generations had become evident. On the eve of the 1970s, a
turning point in Bahrain modern history was reached. In 1971, the British

government agreed to terminate the special treaty relations between the United

Kingdom and Babhrain.

Underlying this transition period, were changes in attitudes and motivation which
formed the basis for new national policies in education. New aspirations and
perceptions for education were cultivated in post independence years. The Bahrain
view was that a national system of education and schools must promote, in addition
to a universal body of knowledge and skills, a set of local and regional values and
aspirations. It was accepted, therefore, that education should act as a tool of

citizenship as well as for achieving economic development (Nakhleh, 1976, pp. 14,

31).

At that time, the educational system faced many issues with regard to literacy,

economic performance and the formation of the citizenry. Almost 61 per cent of
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the total Bahraini population were still illiterate and another quarter could barely
read and write. Moreover, at least 6.7% of 10 to 14 years olds were also illiterate.
Foreign labour increased until it represented 37 percent of the total employed
population. The labour market was also troubled by unemployment, which was
estimated to be 3 per cent of the total employed population. Finally, an annual
population growth of 3.5 per cent placed additional pressure on school places. By
1970/71, 28% of the total Bahraini population were at school (36,000 in primary,

7,300 in intermediate and 6,100 in secondary education).

A review of the educational situation in Bahrain in the early 1970s was carried out
by Nakhleh (1976). He identified several critical issues. The system of education,
despite 50 years of modern education and the fact that over 25 per cent of the
population was enrolled in schools, had ’failed ... to halt the growth of illitefacy’
(p. 17). He also pointed out important differences in literacy rates between rural
and urban areas and between women and men. And he noted the imbalance
between compulsory schooling and higher education. He pointed out *only 426
Bahrainis received advanced degrees (college and above) between 1950 and 1972,

over 75 percent of whom were men’ (p. 22). Overall, Nakhleh felt that a new era

should commence if education was also to be advanced.

With the stimulus of independence, together with the rise in oil prices in 1973,
several important areas were enhanced. The issue of illiteracy was tackled with a
comprehensive programme for adult education. The term, ’basic education’ was to

include both primary and intermediate, the latter expanded to three years in 1978,
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to represent a minimum of 9 years of schooling (3 + 3 + 3). This last change led to
the abolition of the General Certificate of Primary education in 1979 and, as a
result, the central primary examination. Central examination and certification,
however, remained at the end of intermediate level. Despite the replacement of the
central examination with school-based examinations, overall assessment policy in
primary school remained within the pre-existing framework. Its main characteristics
were automatic promotion; a one year retention allowed in the upper three years;

and formal mid-year and end-of-term tests and final promotion reports.

As the expansion of school enrolment levelled off, the attention of policy-makers
shifted to the efficiency of schools. Schools began to be seen as a productive
system with three main phases: inputs, processes and outputs. It was assumed that,
as in any other production system, improving the inputs of eduction would .
necessarily enhance the flow of students within the educational system and improve
school productivity. Such an assumption was held world-wide educationally at that
time (Simmons, 1980). Bahrain was no exception. Stimulated by the increasing oil
revenues in the mid 1970s, measures were taken to enhance several inputs of basic
education. These concentrated on establishing modern curricula, constructing
objectives and aims for each year of schooling, improving schools’ buildings,
enhancing teachers’ qualifications and providing educational material (eg. visual
aids). These changes marked a turning point in attitudes towards primary education.
Schools began to be seen as qualifying agents for productive worker and also a
good citizens. Policy began to consider the dual aims of education: preparing all

children for life as both workers and citizens.
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From this point of view, the problem of retention in the primary school also
received research attention in the late 1970s. Al-Sulayti, who was Under-Secretary
in the Ministry of Education, suggested that:

retention... hinders the normal flow of students in the

educational system, inflates schools’ enrolments, and

thus lowers to a great extent the input/output

capacities of schools, depriving some students of

space in crowded classes (1983, p. 113).
Retention was estimated to be 20 percent of total enrolled students in primary
school (Al-Sulayti, 1983, p. 107). The average years for completing primary
education in the 1970s (normally 6 years) was estimated to be 9.51 years for boys
and 8.3 years for girls (Al-Sulayti, 1983, pp. 110, 111). In the early years of
primary schooling, automatic promotion seemed to have had less impact than was
expected in reducing the retention rate among students. Data indicated that
retention in the first three primary years was nearly 20 per cent by the early‘ 1970s

and had decreased slightly, to 16 per cent by the late 1970s (Directorate of Planing,

1981, p. 45).

Al-Sulayti recommended a revision and modification of retention practices in
primary education in order to

accelerate the movement of students in the educational

cycle and, thus, promote the input/output capacity of

schools (p. 115)
Nevertheless, this problem persisted and again generated concern about the quality

of education. The retention problem, as shown below, was behind changes in

assessment policy in the 1980s.
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In secondary education, the obvious development was the initiative of commercial
education for girls in 1970/71. A new class of only 38 students was opened to
encourage girls for vocational education. The demand for this type of education
was high in subsequent years. Total number enrolled increased to 746 in 1978/79,

estimated as 18.6 percent of the total female students in secondary education.

A five-year national plan was implemented in 1978. It aimed to integrate secondary
education with the requirements of the economy. The policy emphasized the
acceptance into secondary education of most students who complete intermediate
education. Nevertheless, the main priority was to increase places in technical and
commercial schools. New vocational sections were also introduced: catering and
tourism, agriculture & animal husbandry, textiles, and printing. Thus, students who
completed intermediate school could be divided between several sections of '
secondary education. General education (Art and sciences ) planned to accept only
30% of boys and 40 per cent of girls of the total secondary students. Technical and
commercial education planned to take 60% of boys and 50% of girls. The new
sections were expected to receive between 5% to 10% while the other students

(boys only), mostly with low attainment levels would be transferred to technical

vocational training outside the educational system.

By the end of 1980s, it was obvious that the plan of diversifying secondary
education failed to meet the required objectives. The demand for the new sections
was very limited. Until the late 1980s, total enrolment in these sections did not

exceed 2.7 per cent of total secondary students.
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In the early 1980s, 90 per cent of children between the ages of 6 and 11 were

enrolled in primary schools. Illiteracy rate decreased steadily to 20 per cent of total
Bahraini population in 1981 while those who could minimally read and write
formed 28 per cent. Foreign labour increased to 81,000 and competed for jobs with
the local labour force. Unemployment rate increased to 6 percent in 1981. Holding
certificates was no longer enough for gaining access to an appropriate job. There
was a need, therefore, for highly creative, efficient and productive workers. At the
same time, education began to face budgetary pressures. In the late 1960s and
1970s, it took nearly 20 percent of the total government budget. This share had
been reduced, reaching 10% in the early 1980s. While the government continued to

support education, education itself was expected to play an active part in the

national plan of development.

The educational advances of the mid and late 1979s, encouraged by the oil
revenues, slowed down under these new pressures. The increasing demand on
education still persisted. Nearly 9000 new students entered primary schools every
year and this number was expected to increase in the future. Policy-makers began
to consider the participation of the private sector by encouraging private schools in
the country. This policy was expected to reduce the pressure on public education.
In the wake of this government policy, public schools had to make concessions to

the Westernised education provided in private schools. These concessions

dominated the next period.
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The Progressive Period

After the death of the Minister of Education, Shaik Abdul-Aziz Al-Khalifa in 1981,
a new minister took over. Dr. Ali Fakhro believed that radical change in education
should start at once and cover the whole process of education including classroom
practice. This philosophy required educators to look at the whole cycle of
education, teaching and learning, inputs, processes and outputs. This wholesale

review first took place in primary education.

With the aspiration to catch up with the educational innovation in the developed
world, a child-centred approach seemed to be the best alternative. It was
recognized that the class-teacher is the appropriate system for implementing the
child-centred approach and also would enhance every aspect of classroom life. Six
educational principles were reflected in the innovations of this period. Classroom
life should revolve around:

1. The Integration of a child’s experience.

2. Child-centredness.

3. The environment as the main source of experience.
4. The development of the whole child.
5. Individualization of learning.

6. Independent self learning (Al-Ameen et al, 1993, Chapter. 1).

But the new system also required more resources which have to be planned in
advance. The scheme entailed working towards a different classroom size, a new
classroom lay-out, new design in school building and new kinds of teaching. To
implement an integrated child-centred approach, the Minister convinced the

government to allocate special funds for introducing the class-teacher system in the
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first three years of primary education. In addition, a new four year class-teacher
programme had been initiated in the College of Education in 1982/83. Graduates of
this programme were given priority in class-teacher primary schools. In 1983/84,
the class-teacher system was first put into practice in two primary schools (boys
and girls). By 1994/95, the number of classrooms following the class-teacher

system had risen to 690, 68 percent of the total primary classrooms.

Implementing the class-teacher system also prompted developments in the second
stage of primary education. In primary years 4 to 6, the integrated-subject teacher
had been implemented in 1986/87 to complement the class-teacher system. Five
subjects, which previously formed the basic or foundation subjects, were combined
in two groups. Humanities group; comprising islamic religion, Arabic and social
studies subjects, and sciences and technology group; comprising mathematic's and
sciences subjects. Each group of subjects is taught by one teacher. On the other
hand, English, Art and Physical education remained as autonomous subjects.
Subjects boundaries, however, are maintained in the textbooks and in the weekly
plan. Part of the curriculum was also organized on a topic basis for teacher to
employ integrated approaches. By 1994/95, 420 classrooms followed an integrated

subject-timetable, which represents 46 percent of the total primary grades 4 to 6

classrooms.

The integrated -subjects system, however, has not yet acquired a clear identity. The
original philosophy of the integrated-subjects system should follow the same

philsophy adopted in the class-teacher system. It seems, however, that more
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resources have been devoted to the class-teacher system in a way that much of the
requirements for the integrated-subjects system have been sacrificed. This appears

to be true in terms of teacher training and classroom facilities. Theoretically, it can
be said that the system is a short distance from the class-teacher system, but in real

terms, it is only another pattern of the subject-teacher system.

The wholesale review of schooling also included assessment. A new assessment
Act was introduced in 1983. But Act No. 25/168-1/83 contained organizational
rather than philosophical changes. These were:

1. The abolishing of tests and examinations in the first
three years, giving teachers complete freedom
to choose other means of assessment.
Observation and diagnostic assessment
appeared for the first time as new modes of
assessment.

2. Division of the academic year into two terms (4
months and two weeks each). Each term is
treated separately for curriculum and
examination purposes; but both are regarded as
one academic year for promotion to the next
level.

3. Automatic promotion of retained students in the
upper three years. Students are not allowed to
repeat a year more than once. The new Act,
however, obliged schools to provide remedial
lessons for these students. This system
afforded flexible promotion opportunities for
underachievers but at the same time created
sub-classes, named remedial, in primary
schools.

4. Retention of the testing system in the last three
years of primary school. Students’ marks at the
end of each term are made up of 30% for
continuous assessment, 20% for the mid term
test and 50% for the end of term test. The
overall pass mark for each subject is 50%.
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This distribution of marks means that promotion in the upper three years is highly
sensitive to the end of term test. Teaching is preferentially directed towards
achieving good performance in this test. The weakness of the 1983 Act was that it
gave insufficient attention to child-centred ideas and the six new principles of

classroom life. It did little to promote child-centred classroom practices.

This problem was quickly recognized and various attempts were made to remedy
this shortcoming. Notions of criterion-referenced, diagnostic and formative
assessment began to circulate. Assessment criteria were recommended for each
subject. Diagnostic tests were prepared in Mathematics and proposed for Arabic
(Yosif, 1991). Finally, the Fifth Educational Conference in 1989 was devoted to
new approaches in assessment (eg. formative assessment). But these attempts to fill
the gap remained rhetorical. Use of diagnostic testing was left to schools an'd
teachers. Teachers were not given assessment guidelines. And they received no
technical assistance. The integration of assessment with teaching/learning processes

received very little endorsement in practice. Procedures for assessing students

continued to be those indicated in the 1983 Act.

On the other hand, the 1983 Act had a direct influence on retention. Retention rates
dropped from 12 per cent in 1982/83 to 8 per cent in 1983/84 for the whole
primary level. The decrease continue in the 1980s until it reached only 5 percent in

1992/93. Table 4.2 shows the retention rates for 1974/75, 1988/89 and 1992/93.
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Year 1974/75 1988/89 1992/93
Sex
Females 17.0 7.7 54
Males 212 8.8 5.6

Table 4.2. Retention rates in primary schools in the 1970s, 1980s and early 1990s.

These changes have also reduced the number of students who are older than grade
level (age 6 to 11). As seen in table 4.3, in the mid 1970s these students
represented an average of 73 per cent of total students enrolled in primary schools.
A steady decrease occurred in the 1980s. By the early 1990s, the proportion of

over-age students decreased to 21.5 per cent of total enrolled students.

Year Age 1974775 1988/89 1992/93
Ist 7 years and above 524 17.7 §.6
2nd 8 years and above 674 28.6 16.7
3rd 9 years and above 770 333 19.6
4th 10 years and above 804 389 24.8
Sth 11 years and above 80.9 435 300
6th 12 years and above 81.2 432 28.7

Average 73 343 21.5

Table 4.3. Students above the regular grade age in primary schools.

These results indicate substantial changes in the flow of students within primary

education. It reflects what Al-Sulayti (1983), had recommended in his study of

students’ retention.

Whether these through-put indicators reflected real learning improvement became a

subject of investigation. In the early years of this decade, the Educational Research
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and Development Centre (ERDC), however, produced a series of highly critical
reports on education (Al-Ameen, et al, 1993 and Wehbeh et al, 1993). Doubt was
cast on the quality of teachers’ training, teachers’ academic standards, teachers’
practice and the outcomes of primary education. This research also generated a
public debate about falling standards. Moreover, the ERDC’s research resonated
with public dissatisfaction about the low standard of students promoted to
secondary and higher education. In short, classroom life came under scrutiny.
Attention returned to input-output considerations, but the main focus of interest

became the processes that link inputs and outputs.

Concern over this matter produced two significant changes in the areas of national
assessment and formative assessment. First, the formulation of National Testing
policy was delegated to a committee for assessing educational output (forxlned in
11/3/92, Act No. 36/169-1/92). The Committee was charged to:

a) Devise a vision and strategy for implementing
national assessment test.

b) Specify an appropriate organisational framework
for implementing this task.

c) Study the test results and provide feedback to the
Ministry.
Secondly, new guidelines for assessment in basic education were issued (Act No.
357/A.M/94 dated 19 December 1994). The new system embraced three cycles:

primary grade 1 to 3, primary grades 4 to 6, and intermediate grades 7 to 9

The intention of this Act, was that assessment should be: a productive, executive,
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analytical and constructive process. It should be regarded as an integral part of
teaching and learning. And it should focus on higher, as well as lower, ability

skills.

Using important ideas circulating internationally at this time, teacher assessment
should be naturalistic, authentic, formative and criterion-referenced. It should allow
for continuous development, be integrated with the curriculum, and minimize any
side-effects. Schools and school teachers should become responsible for ensuring

that students master all curriculum competencies (Assessment Act, 1994).

The new assessment policy specifies the following procedures:

1. Assessment of students’ performance in the first
three grades (first cycle) should be formative,
continuous and diagnostic. An assessment
portfolio should record, subject by subject,
students’ actual performance, student’ strengths
and weaknesses and teacher’s proposals
improvement.

2. Assessment of students’ performance in the primary
grades 4 to 6 (second cycle) and intermediate
grades 7 to 9 (third cycle) should be
continuous and diagnostic during the term and
summative at mid term and end of term.

3. Students should master at least 60% of Arabic and
Mathematics competencies. Mastering
competencies in Arabic and Mathematics are
the minimum requirement for the progression
of students to higher grades.

4. Schools are responsible for organising remedial
programme for under achievers, and to vary
their teaching strategies until remedial students
reach the required levels of competence.
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At present it is difficult to predict the likely effects of these proposals. Their
gradual introduction has been managed to establish initial agreement and
acceptance among schools and teachers. The timetable for their introduction was
agreed as: 1995/96 for grades 1 to 3, 1996/97 for grades 4 and 7, 1997/98 for

grades 5 and, and 1998/99 for grades 6 and 9.

At the end of this historical review, a brief description of the education system at

the present time needs to be given.

Bahrain schools today:

The present system of education consists of three main levels, primary (6 to 11
years old), intermediate (12 - 14 years old) and secondary (15 -17 years old).
Primary and intermediate levels are considered to be the basic minimum le\"el of
education that all children are expected to achieve. There is no selection until the
end of the intermediate level where children should pass the external examination.
Thus, all children from primary education go to intermediate level and nearly all of
them continue to secondary schools. They choose the type of secondary education
they want but their final marks in the different subjects determine what type of

education they receive.

Children in each grade of schooling may be of different ages because of the
retention policy that allows children to stay at least two academic years in each
grade. In 1990/91, there were 57,612 students in the primary level (of whom 9%

were above the normal primary age). In the intermediate level, there were 24,362
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students (of whom 25% were above the normal intermediate school age). In the
secondary level there were 18,373 students (of whom 27.5% were above the

normal secondary school age).

At the primary level, two types of teaching system are implemented: class-teaching
from years 1 to 3; and integrated-subject teaching in years 4 to 6. The class-teacher
stays with her/his students for three years (year-one to year-three). S/he teaches
five basic subjects, Arabic, religion, mathematics, social studies and sciences (20
sessions per week). The other subjects, art, music and physical education (5

sessions), are taught by other teachers.

With the integrated-subject teaching system, teachers have less independence. In
effect, there are two class-teachers instead of one. Arabic teachers at these grades
are required to teach three subjects (Arabic, religion and social studies, 11
sessions); and mathematics and science teachers are required to teach both subjects
(8 sessions). The other subjects (English, art, physical education, music and home
studies, 11 sessions) are taught by other teachers. To complete a teacher’s official
teaching load, integrated-subject teachers are expected to teach several classes
(minimum two classes). For each class, there is a fixed timetable. Teachers move
between classes according to the class time table and they may teach students for

only one academic year.

Classrooms for the class-teacher system should allow a space of at least 2m? for

each child. The size of the class is fixed at 30 students per class. Each child should
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have his/her own drawer. The classroom should be provided with a small library
and visual aids for children’s activities and learning. The traditional seating where
students sit in rows is discouraged and group seating is the recommended pattern.
Classroom furniture in the integrated-subject class is less like those of the class-
teacher system. Classroom layout follows the traditional pattern where students’
desks and seats are arranged in parallel rows. The average class size ranges from

32 to 35 students, and may be higher in some schools.

The school curriculum is determined by the Ministry of Education. The curriculum
of primary education is derived from the general philosophy of education which
stated at least 25 long-term general objectives. These objectives are abstract and
general. More concrete but medium-term objectives are, therefore, organized for
each stage of primary education. There are 95 objectives (competencies) for f'il‘St
stage (year 1 - 3), and 154 objectives (competencies) for the second stage (year 4 -
6). These objectives are descriptive and classified by subjects (see appendix 1 for
Arabic and mathematics). In addition, they are cumulative; that is, objectives in the

second stage build upon objectives of the earlier one.

For classroom instruction, the medium-term objectives are broken down into yearly
short-term objectives. Several devices are used to focus the teacher’s attention on
the short-term objectives. The use of standard textbooks is central to the classroom
teaching/learning process. Textbooks define the scope and the structure of the
session and also provide learning experiences that the teacher should use. Beside

the common textbooks, there are also guide books for teachers, weekly and termly
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time tables, a topics manual time table, inspection by headteachers, and curriculum

scrutiny by specialists from the Ministry of Education.

The assessment of both short-term and medium-term objectives is, however,
school-based. The official policy suggests a variety of methods for assessing
students’ learning: for example, oral, practical and written tests, using observation
cards and portfolios. Tests have been excluded in the first stage of primary
education. Assessment should be continuous and entirely teacher-based. It is,
however, used for summative purposes. Schools use it to promote students from

grade to grade and the Ministry uses it to monitor patterns of students’ promotion.

In the second stage of primary schooling, tests become the dominant method of
assessment. The present context of assessment allows schools to make and |
implement their own tests. Hence, there is considerable variation from one school
to another over matters of content and marking. Centralised management of
schools’ tests is only evident in three policy respects: tests should be conducted at
two points of time (mid-term and end of term), 70 percent of the total students’
score should be derived from testing, and a summative report should be submitted

to the Ministry of Education at the end of each term.

The mid-term test is the full responsibility of teachers. They set questions, organize
the test situation, mark students’ papers and report results. The end-of-term test is
the responsibility of both schools and teachers. In the end of term test, a set of

questions is proposed by teachers and sent to the headteacher. The final set of
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questions is selected by the headteacher in consultation with teachers. They are
then typed and retained in the administration office. This procedure is designed to
produce standardized tests which allow for comparison between classes and
students in the same school but not between schools. The end of term test is also
cumulative, in that it covers the whole syllabus of the course, while the mid-term
test is related to content taken in the first half of the term. Thus, the end of term
test provides a comprehensive picture of students’ performance during the term.
Decisions to promote students are also more sensitive to the results of the end-of-

term test. They contribute 50% of the marks, with the mid-term test contributing 20

per cent, and classroom work, 30%.

No measures are taken yet by the Ministry of Education to ensure comparability of
tests results between schools. Inspection of the test items might be conducted to
ensure the coverage of content of the curriculum and give guidance on the
construction of test items. These procedures are, however, not uniform. For
example, there are at least 80 curriculum specialists who are responsible for about
3,000 primary teachers in different subjects. Criteria for inspection reports may be
unified but there is no assurance that these criteria are followed by all curricular
specialists. Neither is there any unified procedure for inspection over the

assessment procedures in schools, such as test content, test construction, marking

and reporting.

Grades are the major tools used by the schools and the Ministry to judge and

evaluate the effectiveness of teaching. The letter grades are used in year 1 to 3 and
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consist of six categories, excellent, very good, good, fair, accepted and poor (fail).
Percentages are used for year 4 to 6 and correspond with the letter grades as
follows: 90 - 100 (excellent), 80 - 89 (very good), 70 - 79 (good), 60 - 69 (fair),
50 - 59 (accepted) and less than 50 (poor or fail). There is no obvious or ultimate
reason for using the two ways of reporting. Grades may be seen as less sensitive to
ranking, a procedure which began to be discouraged in early years of schooling. In
reality, teachers in year 1 to 3 use the percentile scores in marking but convert

these scores into letters in the students’ reports.

Conclusion:

This chapter has explored assessment in Bahrain. It suggests that, in fact, schooling
has been dominated by bureaucratic examinations rather than diagnostic or
formative assessment. Before 1960, examinations were used as a screening device.
Because of the limited places available and the increased demand for education,
students were selected at an early age of schooling. Examinations also functioned
to unify and equalise the social culture. Central examination, central grading and
marking contributed towards unifying the content of education and the methods of

instruction.

In the 1960s, the concept of equal opportunities and the policy of providing a
minimum level of education brought a variety of changes into education. Thus,
formal education had to be expanded and reach every child on the island. A policy
dilemma arose. Should investment be made to expand the quantity of education or

to raise the quality of education? With the high level of illiteracy and the high
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demand for both primary and secondary education, the choice was made to expand
the quantity of schooling. Providing places for the increasing number of children in
both primary and secondary education was the main concern. Educators
concentrated on the task of re-organization. This meant appointing qualified
teachers, expanding secondary education, establishing post-secondary institutions,
and finding a suitable design for new schools. Within this situation, ensuring high
productivity for the educational system was important. Examination results were

used, in this sense, as measures of the system’s productivity. Students were treated

as statistics rather than as learners.

In the early 1970s, when the organization of primary education had been completed
and students’ growth started to settle down, the issue of quality began to receive
attention. Attention shifted from inputs and outputs to school processes. Several

innovations were introduced in the organisation of schools to the enhancement of

classroom life.

In turn, primary education was released from the pressure of base-level economic
development. It became an autonomous institution in which national aims and
national curriculum began to be harmonized. The class-teacher system and the
structural changes associated with it in the 1980s represented the first wave of
attention to the quality of teaching and learning. Changes in assessment, however,
were minimal, which hampered changes towards a more child-centred view of
classroom life. Only in 1994 was assessment recognised as central to the whole

philosophy of education in Bahrain. Such changes are currently under
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consideration. Thus, classroom life must include different and progressive practices
in assessment. These are challenged, however, by - the subject of next chapter -

inherited practices which obstruct school innovation and reform.
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Classroom Life

This chapter moves from the theoretical conception of assessment and from tile
policies of Bahrain’s education system to the reality of classroom practices. The
analysis is mainly derived from small-scale observation in two primary schools.
The chapter begins with an account of teachers and teaching in Bahrain primary
schools. The second part moves closer to the daily classroom practices. It explores

teachers’ style, students’ behaviour and teacher-pupil relationships.

In studying teachers’ practices, two significant landmarks are first worth
considering. These are: variation in the provision of teachers in schools and the

common context of teaching and classrooms.
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Variation in provision of teachers:
This aspect can be understood within the history of teachers training programmes.
Before 1940 most teachers in public schools came from other Arab countries
mainly Syria and Egypt. Public schools, however, recruited Bahrain teachers when
they obtained a primary education qualification. This policy was adopted because
of the shortage of qualified teachers and also because education, at that time, was
mainly concerned with providing basic skills in reading, writing and arithmetic
necessary for jobs in the labour market. In the 1940s, changes took place. Among
these changes, public schools begun to provide an evening teacher-training
programme. This lasted until 1954 when the first full-time teacher education

programme was initiated at secondary school.

The need for better qualified teachers was reviewed in the 1960s. The Teache',r
Training College (TTC), established in 1966/67 for males and in 1967/68 for
females, provided two-year full-time courses in teacher education. Teachers
graduating from this college initially worked in primary schools. Some teachers

were subsequently moved to teach in intermediate schools.

The college was replaced in 1978 by the University College of Science, Arts &
Education (UCSAE). UCSAE provided four-year full-time teacher education
courses. In 1986, all the state colleges were integrated with the University of
Bahrain. Accordingly, teacher education is now undertaken in the College of
Education, which provides four-year full-time courses. Meanwhile, the Ministry of

Education has also created a second path of inservice training for teachers who had
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earlier joined the profession with less than a BA qualification. They receive one of
two modes of training. Special short-term courses organized within the Ministry of
Education and/or long-term training programmes leading to Diploma qualifications.
Bahraini students with BA’s who graduated from universities in other countries
(e.g. Kuwait, U.A.E and Egypt) are also recruited as teachers. In 1983, however,
The Ministry of Education stipulated a minimum qualification for teachers’
recruitment. New teachers should have an educational B.A qualification. Those
who have a non-education B.A and wish to enter teaching, are required to take a

one year, full-time teacher-training course in the College of Education.

Thus, the present population of teachers in Bahrain comprises an assortment of
qualified/unqualified and secondary/diploma/B.A teachers. Table 5.1 summarizes

the situation in 1994/95.

Qualification Women Men Total
(percent) (percent)

Secondary level and less 4.7 10.8 7.3
Secondary with educational

training. 3.2 8.0 52
Teacher Training College. 18.5 12.0 15.8
Educational B.A. 579 45.0 52.5
Non-education B.A. 55 14.1 9.1
Higher diploma. 9.2 8.7 9.0
Master, Ph. D and others. 1.0 14 1.1
Total 100 100 100

Table. 5.1 Teachers by qualifications in public schools in Bahrain in 1994/95.

The shortage of qualified men teachers and the shortage of female teachers in some
academic areas indicates another variation. Teaching is not an attractive occupation

for men. The shortage of male teachers has been covered in two ways. Teachers
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are recruited from Arab countries, mainly Egypt, and female teachers are recruited
to work in primary boys’ schools (age 6 to 10 or 11). In 1994/95, there were 23

boys’ schools which were entirely staffed by 566 female teachers.

There is also a shortage of female teachers in some areas such as English language,
fine arts, music, sciences and physical education. This shortage is also met by

recruiting teachers from other Arab countries.

Sex Nationality Total Primary primary
teachers teachers
(Percent)
Female teachers (Girls’ schools) Babhraini 3010 1272
Non-Bahraini 328 118
Female teachers (Boys’ schools) Bahraini 496 496
Non-Bahraini 70 70
Total (Girls’ and boys’ schools) Bahraini 3506 1768 904
Non-Bahraini 398 188 9.6
Total Female 3904 1956 100
Male teachers Bahraini 1883 644 91.6
Non-Bahraini 911 59 8.4
Total Male 2793 703 100

Table 5.2. Total number of teachers by sex and nationality in 1994/95.

As shown in table 5.2 the total number of teachers in public primary schools
comprises 1956 females and 703 males. This number does not include primary

teachers (300) who work in 21 mixed-stage, primary-intermediate, schools.

The pattern of job mobility, age and qualification for women and men marks
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another variation. The average number of years spent by men is normally longer
than women. This is so because some women leave after marrying while others
resign before the retirement age. Thus, generally speaking, girls’ schools experience
greater staff mobility than boys’ schools. This undoubtedly affects the age, years of
experiences and qualification patterns of male and female teachers. In 1994/95,
16% of men teachers had less than 5 years experience, compared to 24% among
women. On the other hand, 10% of men teachers have over 25 years teaching

experience while this proportion accounts for only 3 percent among women.

In a study of teacher’ training in Bahrain, Wehbeh (1988) pointed to these
variations in Bahrain teaching provision and highlighted their influence on
educational practices and, particularly, on assessment practices. He pointed out that
at least 50 percent of teachers in Bahrain schools derive their pedagogy from
‘unspecified, different or even unknown educational backgrounds’ (p. 4). He went
on to explore how these variations led schools to share the same view of school
effectiveness. The ’successfulness of the school’ (pp. 3, 4) was indicated by the
number of students who succeeded and passed to the next grade. He explained that,
as a result, unqualified teachers, Bahraini or non Bahraini, tried to pass as many as
possible students in their classes, to indicates their effectiveness and to confirm that

a lack of formal educational qualifications was not a barrier to good teaching.

This view of school effectiveness is valid to an extent but, at the same time, it
ignores the role of the Ministry of Education. A high through-put of successful

students is also accepted by the Ministry of Education as an indication of the
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effectiveness of schools. The Ministry, therefore, tacitly encouraged schools to raise
the number of students promoted. Whatever their causes, such practices have been

accepted in Bahraini education for many years. They are part of the school culture.

The organizational context:

Despite these variations in teacher provision, the Ministry of Education aims to
compensate for them with a common organizational context. Teachers in Bahrain
work within a bureaucratic and hierarchical structure of authority. They have low
autonomy. All teachers are state employees and have tenure for life. Their status,
recruitment, redeployment, training and their work loads are all centrally
determined. Teachers are not free to choose their schools. Those who wish to
change their schools have to do this through the Ministry of Education. A system
of inspections and guidance of individual teachers is carried on by the Directorate

of Curriculum. Another type of inspection is carried through by headteachers.

Teacher obligation to the syllabi and textbooks is extreme. It is expected that all
primary students at a certain grade, at a particular time of the year are exposed to
the same knowledge and skills. Individual differences are not considered. Common
textbooks produce common whole-class teaching. Teachers use a whole-class
instructional strategy as their main teaching style. The blackboard is central in
teaching and learning. Each teacher maintains uniform patterns in his/her class
which remain unchanged. This applies to their teaching style, their interaction with
students and their assessment practices. Classroom organisation remains fixed and

students rarely change their places. Their movement and talk are restrained. To use
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Bennett’s (1976) typology of teaching style, progressive and traditional, one can
conclude that traditional styles of teaching dominate current practices in Bahrain
schools. This is not to claim that practices are identical. There is evidence that
some class teachers are moving away from traditional styles of teaching (Al-
Ameen, 1993). Their practices may be a blend of both styles. But this anecdotal

evidence still needs to be confirmed by further research studies.

Although the official assessment policy recommends a comprehensive assessment
approach, tests dominate assessment practices in primary schools. Assessment
procedures are left to teachers. They devise their own types of tests, items and
correction criteria. In the orientation phase of the field work, six schools were
asked to indicate, on a specially organised calender, any test which they conducted

for students in one term. Three schools cooperated and provided the following

information:
School Isa Town Al-Quds Sitra

Subject Year 3  Year Year Year Year6 Year  Year  Year
6 3 4 3 4 6

Arabic 14 18 14 10 8 S 4 n.a

Mathematics 4 4 15 4 11 4 11 4

Social studies 7 7 3 5 3 1 5 2

Sciences 3 2 5 4 4 2 5 5

Total per class 28 31 37 22 26 12 25 9

Table 5.3. Number of paper and pencil tests conducted in three primary schools in one term in

1993/94.

The table shows that testing is extensively used in primary school. This use is also
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evident in year three where, officially, teachers are expected to use continuous
assessment rather than special test session. Testing procedures are the responsibility
of teachers. According to the data in table 5.3, class teachers in Sitra school (in
year three) have to correct at least 360 papers in that term. In Al-Quds school, this
number increases to 1110 papers. From the scrutiny of tests in several schools, it
appears that testing is based mainly on syllabuses and the content of the textbooks.
Objective tests are preferred but a mix of both essay and multiple choice items are

used.

Small-Scale Observation

in Two Primary Schools

The analysis in this part is derived from classroom observation in four primary
classrooms (year-three and year-six) in two schools (girls and boys). Observation
was carried out for 17 weeks from 25th September 1994 and ended on 25th
January 1995. Six teachers in these classes were observed for at least 23, 50-
minute sessions, a total of about 19 hours for each teacher. Table 5.4 shows the
distribution of these sessions by year group and sex. A full account of how

observation data were collected is provided in the first chapter.
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Sex Year three Year six
Class teacher Arabic Mathematics
Girls 24 23 26
Boys 25 25 23

Table. 5.4. Total sessions observed in four primary classrooms.

The two schools:

The two schools observed are situated in two towns. The girls’ school opened in
1980 and the boys’ school in 1985. Both schools’ buildings are of modern design.
The school buildings, like most public schools, are on two floors, organized in a
square format with open spaces in one or two corners. One block is occupied by
the staff (the headteacher, assistant headteacher, secretary, social worker, and
librarian). Teachers’ rooms are situated in the classrooms blocks. The schools also
have a library for students and a laboratory room. There is also a multipurpose
block which is used for sports, school celebrations and meetings with parents. In
1994, there were 6 staff (headteacher, assistant headteacher, secretary, typewriter,
social worker and librarian), 25 teachers and 574 pupils in the boys’ school; and 7
staff (headteacher, assistant headteacher, secretary, typewriter, social worker,
librarian and educational resources specialist), 37 teachers and 707 students in the

girls’ school.

The school year is organized in two terms. It starts on 25th of September and ends
on 15th of June with two weeks holiday starting on the 1st February. The teachers
and the staff, however, start 10 days earlier and stay two weeks more with 10 days

holidays between the two terms. Students go to school 5 days a week from



123

Saturday to Wednesday and have 21 (grade 1 to 3) to 25 (grade 4 to 6) hours in
their working week. The school day starts at 7.10 a.m and finishes at around 12.15
p-m for younger students (year 1 to 3) and 1.10 p.m for older ones. Ten minutes is

allowed for the morning assembly, and there is a 30-minute break at 10 a.m.

Both schools follow the class and integrated-subjects teacher system. The boys’
school, however, altered the main principle in the class-teacher system. The entire
class-teacher policy where students stay together with their teacher for three years,
is not applied in this school. Students of the same class are distributed at the
beginning of every year, when they have new class-teacher. Mr B, the class
teacher, explained this policy in terms of expanding students’ friendships and
promoting their learning if some students do not benefit from their teacher. Thus,

the school is still sticking to the old system.

Mrs A (class-teacher):

The classroom observed is year three. The classroom is quite large (about 60 m?)
and is situated on the ground floor near the administration block. Inside the
classroom, in one corner there are three set of divided shelves, an open-front
cupboard, two cupboards with drawers and a fixed sink. Two wall-mounted
notice/pin-boards are hung on the wall in two different areas. The teacher’s desk
and a table with a small divided shelf occupy a corner near the mounted board. A
book & magazine stand with another cupboard occupies the third corner to form
the classroom library. Pupils’ desks and chairs were arranged in six groups. This

arrangement lasted for one month (October). In the remainder of the term
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(November to January), the class seating was organised in a horseshoe shape.
Decorations also hang on the wall. The class is full of teacher’s drawings which
mainly relate to the syllabi. Students’ work and handiwork are also displayed in the

class.

There are 30 students in the class. All students are eight years old. According to
school records, most students are from middle class families. Table 5.5 shows

students’ end of year scores in Arabic and mathematics in 1993/94 (year-two).

Subjects Arabic Mathematics

Scores
91 - 100 28 28
81-90 1 -
71 - 80 - 1
61-70 - 1
51-60 1 -
50 - _
less - -

Total number of 30 30

student

Table 5.5. Girls’ end of year-two scores in Arabic and mathematics.

The above data in table 5.5 show that nearly all students have high scores in both
subjects in the previous year. A few students demonstrate more competence than
others, for example, fluent reading. The observation notes show that most students
appear at the same level of competence. A few students, however, need some help
and require the teacher’s attention in learning. These were pointed out to me by
Mrs A. Mrs A also differentiates between these students and another four students

who are slow in working.
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Students are responsible for cleaning and tidying the classroom. Each girl has her
tissue box, a glass for drinking, a towel and a tooth brush. Students seem to have
good relationships with each other. They seemed to cooperate together and act as

one group. Disruptive behaviour never occurred.

Mrs A, the class teacher took over the responsibility of the class in year-two when
their class-teacher moved to another school. She has class-teacher qualification and
had three years teaching experience. She also taught subnormal children for three
months. Mrs A actually knows a great deal about students’ home background and
keeps contact with parents. Parents can also