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English language teachers’
conceptions of assessment
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Department of English Language and Literature, Faculty of Education, Masaryk University, Brno,
Czechia

Conceptions of assessment are critical to implementing new assessment
policies since they influence how teachers understand, interpret, and
implement new policies. This small-scale qualitative study investigated
12 secondary school English language teachers' views about the current
secondary school assessment policy and their conceptions of assessment.
The data were collected through in-depth interviews in Maputo, Mozambique.
The findings suggest that most participants are unfamiliar with the current
assessment policy. The participants conceive of assessment as extrinsically
motivating students, improving teaching and learning, holding students
accountable, reporting, compliance, and irrelevant. Some participants
reported pure conceptions of assessment (either improvement or student
accountability), while others reported mixed conceptions (either mixed
school and student accountability and improvement and mixed student
accountability and irrelevant). The emerging profiles of teachers’ conceptions
of assessment are expected to provide a starting point for a discussion about
designing effective professional development programs in assessment literacy
in Mozambique.
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Introduction

Mozambique has undergone several school reforms since it became independent from
Portugal in 1975. The first comprehensive school reform occurred in 1983 when the
government laid out the national school system, intended to replace the colonial education
system deemed inappropriate to the newly independent Mozambique (INDE/MINED,
2003). In 1995, the government adopted the national education policy, which complemented
and operationalized the national school system.

The post-independence curriculum was irrelevant, prescriptive, and rigid, leaving little
room for adjustments necessary to meet the needs of local communities (INDE/MINED,
2003). Therefore, the country underwent a second comprehensive school reform in 2004 and
2008, targeting elementary and secondary education, respectively. In the realm of teaching
English as a foreign language, the school reforms brought several innovations to public
schools, such as the introduction of the English language in elementary education, the
adoption of the communicative language teaching approach, and the adoption of an
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assessment policy that emphasizes formative assessment rather than
summative assessment (INDE/MINED, 2003; INDE/MINED, 2007).

The focus on formative assessment represented a significant
shift in educational assessment in Mozambique since assessments
tended to fulfill mostly summative functions. Although the policy
emphasizes formative assessment, the use of internal and external
summative assessments has been maintained (MINEDH, 2019),
suggesting that teachers have to play a dual role—that of
“facilitator and monitor of language development and that of
assessor and judge of language performance as achievement”
(Rea-Dickins, 2004, p. 253). Research in other contexts shows that
teachers struggle to establish a synergy between summative and
formative assessment assessments, especially in contexts where the
two forms of assessments are disintegrated (Bonner, 2016). Brown
and Remesal (2017) emphasized the need to reduce the dominance
of high-stakes assessments so that formative assessment initiatives
can come to fruition.

Besides reducing the dominance of tests, the successful
integration of formative assessment into the existing summative
assessment framework may require helping teachers develop new
skills and knowledge about assessment (Muianga, 2022) and
positive conceptions of assessment. Positive conceptions of
assessment (e.g., assessment improves instruction) are associated
with beneficial assessment practices, while negative conceptions
(e.g., assessment is bad for students) are linked to teachers’
resistance to new assessment policies (Deneen and Boud, 2014;
Deneen and Brown, 2016). Conceptions of assessment mediate
how teachers understand, interpret, and implement assessment
knowledge (Fives and Buehl, 2012; Barnes et al., 2015, 2017). Thus,
the effectiveness of professional development programs and the
successful implementation of innovative assessment policies rely on
teachers’ conceptions of assessment (Brown, 2008). Following the
assessment policy change in Mozambique more than a decade ago,
it becomes critical to explore teachers’ conceptions of assessment.

There is extensive literature on teachers’ conceptions of
assessment. However, the Mozambican assessment context
remains under-researched. Additionally, few of the studies on
conceptions of assessment were conducted in the field of foreign
or second language teaching. This small-scale qualitative study
aims to supplement the existing body of research and expand
knowledge in the field by exploring the conceptions of assessment
held by secondary school teachers of English in Mozambique. The
emerging profiles of teachers’ conceptions of assessment are
expected to provide a starting point for a discussion about
designing effective professional development programs in
assessment literacy in Mozambique.

Literature review
Teachers' conceptions of assessment

Research suggests that teachers’ conceptions of assessment
vary depending on the assessment context (Barnes et al., 2015;
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Bonner, 2016). Brown et al. (2019) divided assessment contexts
into low-stakes (e.g., New Zealand, Queensland, Cyprus, and
Catalonia) and high-stakes (e.g., Hong Kong, China, Iran, Egypt,
India, and Ecuador). Low-stakes assessment contexts require
students to take fewer national examinations, and all assessment
decisions are usually made locally. On the other hand, high-stakes
assessment contexts use national examinations to make decisions
about students (e.g., progression). Teachers in low-stakes
assessment contexts are inclined to view assessment as serving
improvement and school accountability. On the other hand,
teachers in high-stakes assessment contexts are more likely to
conceive of assessment as serving student and school
accountability and associate student accountability with
improvement (Brown et al., 2011a; Gebril and Brown, 2014).

Low-stakes assessment contexts

Brown (2004) examined secondary school teachers’
conceptions of assessment in New Zealand. He found that teachers
believed that assessment improves teaching and learning. The
participants also accepted the notion that assessment is used to
hold schools accountable. However, they rejected the idea that
assessment is used to hold students accountable and that
assessment is irrelevant. These findings were expected since, in
New Zealand, schools have the autonomy to make assessment
decisions, and teachers use assessment to track students’ progress
toward the standards.

These findings are remarkably similar to Brown et al. (2011b)
in Australia. The authors explored primary and secondary school
teachers’ conceptions of assessment in Queensland. The
participants agreed to the view that assessment improves learning
and teaching. Nevertheless, primary school teachers were more
inclined to believe that assessment improves instruction than
secondary school teachers. The participants who believed that
assessment improves teaching and learning were more likely to
agree that assessment holds schools accountable. The difference
between primary and secondary school teachers was partially
attributed to policy differences between the two educational levels.
When the study was conducted, secondary school students were
expected to take externally monitored school-based assessments.

Segers and Tillema (2011) explored Dutch teachers
conceptions of assessment. They found that teachers believe that
assessment is used to (1) inform student performance and
learning; (2) hold school accountable; (3) is inaccurate and
unreliable and contains measurement error; and (4) is the basis for
making instructional decisions and it measures high order
thinking skills. These findings partially echo Brown’s (2004)
findings in New Zealand. However, the teachers in Segers and
Tillema’s (2011) research did not distinguish between formative
and summative assessment functions. The first conception of
assessment (inform student performance and learning) includes
improvement and student accountability conceptions. This was
attributed to the fact that Dutch secondary school teachers’
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assessment practices include both formative and summative
assessments. Therefore, they do not view the two forms of
assessment as separate.

Unlike the studies reviewed above, Yates and Johnston’s (2018)
research involving high school teachers in New Zealand found
that the participants’ conceptions of assessment were similar to
those of teachers in high-stakes assessment contexts and different
from Brown’s (2004) findings. Yates and Johnston (2018) found a
correlation between student accountability and improvement
conception. This was expected since the primary and high school
assessment policies differed significantly. The high school
assessment policy required teachers to engage in school-based
assessment for qualifications. These findings substantiate the claim
that teachers’ beliefs about assessment tend to align with the
assessment policy and practices endorsed in their work context
(Brown and Michaelides, 2011; Fulmer et al., 2015).

High-stakes assessment contexts

Brown et al. (2011a) explored teachers’ conceptions of
assessment in mainland China and Hong Kong. The participants
agreed to three conceptions of assessment: improvement,
The authors found that
improvement positively correlated with accountability conception.

accountability, and irrelevant.
These findings were consistent with Brown et al. (2009) previous
study in Hong Kong. Akin to Chinese teachers, Egyptian and
Ecuadorian teachers also associated student accountability with
improvement despite the governments’ attempts to strike a
balance between large-scale testing and formative assessment
(Gebril and Brown, 2014; Brown and Remesal, 2017; Gebril, 2017).

Research into conceptions of assessment is also characterized
by tensions and conflicts between external high-stakes assessments
and formative assessments. Bonner (2016) noted that teachers
struggle to synergize externally mandated high-stakes assessments
with their positive conceptions of formative assessment,
particularly in contexts where the two forms of assessment are
disintegrated. The lack of synergy between summative and
formative assessments often results in the former assessment
overriding the latter due to the need to satisfy accountability
demands (Buhagiar, 2007). Brown and Remesal (2017) rightly
pointed out that the success of the new formative assessment
initiatives relies on reducing the dominance of high-stakes
assessments. For the authors, it is not simply a question of adding
a new “soft” policy of formative assessment into the existing
“hard” policy of high-stakes assessments.

Overall, teachers’ conceptions of assessment are overly
complex. Conceptions tend to vary depending on the assessment
policy espoused in an educational context and the educational
level teachers teach. Primary school teachers are more likely to
endorse the improvement conception of assessment, while
secondary school teachers are more inclined to view assessment
as making students accountable. The call for teachers to use
assessment to improve instruction in the classroom while
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maintaining the dominance of external high-stakes assessments
has created tensions between summative and formative
assessments, which teachers might have to learn to balance.

Theoretical framework
Conceptions of assessment

The terms beliefs, conceptions, and views are often used
interchangeably in the educational assessment literature (Pajares,
1992). Thompson (1992, p. 30) defines conceptions as “a more
general mental structure, encompassing beliefs, meanings,
concepts, propositions, rules, mental images, preferences, and the
like” The term conception was used for this study because it
encompasses knowledge and beliefs (Opre, 2015). This enables
researchers to view knowledge and beliefs as a single construct,
which provides an essential conceptual framework for analyzing
teachers “overall perception and awareness of assessment” (Barnes
etal, 2015, p. 285).

Brown (2004, 2008) proposed a conceptual framework of
conceptions of assessment. His framework comprises three major
purposes of assessment and a counter-purpose: improvement,
school accountability, student accountability, and irrelevant. The
first conception is grounded in the premise that assessment should
be used to improve classroom instruction (Black and Wiliam,
1998; Black et al, 2003). This conception of assessment is
associated with formative and diagnostic assessments (Barnes
etal,, 2015). School accountability conception centers on the idea
that assessment should be used to determine how effective a
school is or how well teachers are doing their job (Butterfield et al.,
1999) and how well schools use their resources (Brown, 2004).
Teachers and schools can either be rewarded or penalized
depending on whether they succeed or fail to meet the standards
defined by the government (Opre, 2015; Nichols and Harris,
2016). The fundamental tenet of the school accountability
conception of assessment is that schools and teachers have to
demonstrate to the public in general that they are delivering high-
quality instruction to students and that they are enhancing the
quality of instruction in the classroom (Brown et al., 2011b,
p. 211).

The third conception of assessment, student accountability,
rests on the notion that assessment should be used to hold
students responsible for their learning by assigning grades to their
work, comparing their achievement to predefined performance
standards, reporting their grades to parents, future employers and
other teachers, and granting certificates according to their
achievement (Harris and Brown, 2009; Segers and Tillema, 2011).
While some teachers believe high-stakes assessments are necessary
to motivate students to learn, some believe that tests have a
negative impact on students (Brown et al., 2011b).

The last conception of assessment, assessment as irrelevant, is
based on the belief that external summative assessments are
irrelevant to the learning and teaching process (Brown, 2004).
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Assessment is also deemed irrelevant “if it is seen as diverting time
and attention away from teaching and learning, if it is viewed as
unfair or negative for students, or if it is viewed as invalid or
unreliable” (Harris et al., 2008, p. 3). Assessment can also
be considered irrelevant if conducted but not used, or if teachers
conduct it just to conform with the government legislation or
assessment policy (Harris and Brown, 2009).

Another model of conceptions of assessment has been
proposed by Remesal (2011). She put forward a continuum model
of teachers’ conceptions of assessment based on the role of
assessment in teaching, learning, teacher accountability, and
student accreditation. Remesal placed the pedagogical conception
(improvement conception) at one end and the societal conception
(teachers’ accountability and certification of teaching) at the other
end. Between the two ends, the author placed some mixed
conceptions of assessment.

Although conceptions of assessment were discussed
individually, teachers hold multiple conceptions of assessment
simultaneously, sometimes complementary or contradictory
(Fives and Buehl, 2012; Barnes et al., 2017). Brown et al. (2011b)
argue that this is because educational assessment is used for
multiple purposes concurrently. This small-scale qualitative study
explored the conceptions of assessment held by secondary school
teachers of English in Mozambique. The study sought to answer
the following research questions:

RQ1: What are the teachers’ views about the current
assessment policy adopted by the government of Mozambique?

RQ2: What conceptions of assessment are held by secondary

school teachers of English in Mozambique?

Study context: Assessment in
Mozambique

Primary education is compulsory and free in Mozambique:
every student must complete all the first 7years of compulsory
schooling (from grade one to grade seven). After completing
primary education, students may enroll in secondary education,
which encompasses 5years of optional schooling. To enter
university, students need to pass an entrance examination, which
is highly competitive.

The government of Mozambique adopted the current
secondary school policy in 2008. The policy prescribes various
informal and three formal assessments to be conducted each term:
two planned formative assessments and one summative
assessment (MINEDH, 2019). The classroom teacher usually
administers the formative assessments, which involve grading,
suggesting that the assessment information is used for both
summative and formative purposes. This is in accord with the
view that separating summative and formative assessment is
unproductive (Taras, 2005, 2009). The teachers’ written
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assessments have comparatively the same weight on the student
grade average as the final tests. The summative assessments are
either internal or external and are done at the end of each term.
According to guideline documents, the purpose of summative
assessments is to monitor students’ mastery of the curriculum,
diagnose their difficulties, and provide them with timely
pedagogical interventions, suggesting that teachers have to use all
forms of assessment to improve learning and teaching. Although
the policy emphasizes formative assessment, Mozambique is
relatively dominated by examinations. Therefore, Mozambique
could be classified as what Brown et al. (2019) called a high-stakes
assessment context.

Materials and methods
Research design

An explanatory sequential mixed-methods design was
adopted. This design consists of collecting quantitative data first,
analyzing the data, and then using the results to plan the
qualitative phase of the study (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). The
quantitative phase of the study explored teachers perceived
language assessment literacy (Muianga, 2022). The findings
suggest that the participants attained the recommended language
assessment literacy level in scores and decision-making and
theories and principles. However, their perceived language
assessment literacy remains below the recommended in technical
skills and language pedagogy, emphasizing the need for a
professional development program in assessment.

The qualitative phase of the study focused on two distinct
aspects: teachers’ conceptions of assessment and formative use of
summative assessment practices. The findings on teachers’
formative use of summative assessments will be reported
elsewhere (Muianga, in review). Thus, this paper concentrated
exclusively on teachers’ conceptions of assessment. The two papers
are closely related since the participants of the studies are the same
and the data were collected concurrently. However, the two studies
differ greatly. While the current paper concentrated on
conceptions of assessment, the other focused on use of summative
assessment formatively.

Given that the conceptions of assessment remain unexplored
in the Mozambican context, the interview guide approach was
used to collect the data (Johnson and Christensen, 2016). This
approach enabled the researcher to obtain elaborate descriptions
of the teachers’ conceptions of assessment.

Participants

The target population was secondary school teachers of
English as a foreign language in Mozambique. The study was
conducted in Maputo, involving 12 teachers from different schools
in Maputo City and Maputo Province. All the teachers participated
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in the first phase of the study: they responded to a survey on
English language teachers’ assessment literacy. The extreme-case
sampling technique was employed to select teachers for interviews.
This technique involves identifying and selecting outstanding
cases and notable failures for further examination (Johnson and
Christensen, 2016). Before selecting the participants for
interviews, the mean of their responses to the survey was
computed using IBM SPSS 28.0 Software. Then, the selection
process was based on their perceived assessment literacy: teachers
who reported the highest and the lowest perceived assessment
literacy were selected for the interviews. It is presumed that the
two groups might differ in how they conceive of assessment,
enabling the researcher to capture different conceptions.

Initially, 20 teachers were invited for the interviews. However,
only 15 showed interest in participating. Unfortunately, three
potential participants withdrew from the interview at the last
minute. Twelve separate interviews were scheduled with teachers;
each teacher received the interview protocol a day before the
interview. The interviews revolved around teachers” views about
the current secondary school assessment policy and their
conceptions of assessment. The participants were informed of
their right to withdraw from the study without giving explanations.
All the participants’ identities were kept confidential. The
information about the respondents is provided in Table 1.

Then, the participants were divided into two groups based on
their perceived assessment literacy. The first group comprises six
participants who reported high perceived assessment literacy. The
second group comprises six respondents who reported the lowest
perceived assessment literacy. An independent sample ¢-test was
conducted to compare the two groups. The high perceived
assessment literacy group produced a higher mean score
(M= 3.70, SD=0.24) than the low perceived assessment literacy
group (M=0.94, SD=0.24). The difference between the two

TABLE 1 Overview of participants.

10.3389/feduc.2022.972005

groups was highly statically significant #(10) =19.68, p<0.001,
two-tailed. The difference between the means was large
(difference =2.75; 95% CI: 2.44 to 3.06; Cohen’s d=11.46). The two
groups were examined for variations in teachers’ conceptions.

Data collection

The data were collected through in-depth interviews. Fontana
and Frey (2000) consider interviews “one of the most common
and powerful ways in which we try to understand our fellow
human beings” (p. 645). The duration of the interviews varied
between 40 and 70 min, and all the interviews were recorded with
the permission of the interviewees.

The interview protocol (see Appendix) consists of several
open-ended questions intended to elicit participants’ views about
the new assessment policy and their conceptions of assessment.
Open-ended questions allow interviewees to share their personal
experiences with the interviewer however they want (Creswell,
2012; Johnson and Christensen, 2016).

The interview protocol was based on the review of the
literature on teachers’ conceptions of assessment and secondary
school assessment policy documents (Brown, 2008; Azis, 2015;
MINEDH, 2019). The questions were divided into three sets. The
first set of questions aimed to elicit teachers’ general
understanding of assessment, summative assessment, and
formative assessment. The questions were also intended to
capture teachers’ views about the relationship between
summative and formative assessment. The second set of questions
concentrated on the assessment process, the use of assessments
teachers conduct in the classroom, how assessment information
is used, and their conceptions of assessment. The last questions
were intended to elicit teachers” understanding of the current

Participant (P) Years of Academic Age Gender Nelglelo]l Perceived

experience qualifications location language
assessment
literacy

P1 13 years B.A. 38years old Male Maputo City High

P2 11years B.A. 32years old Male Maputo Province High

P3 18years B.A. 42years old Male Maputo City High

P4 17 years B.A. 40years old Female Maputo City High

P5 10years B.A. 39years old Male Maputo City High

P6 13 years B.A. 37years old Male Maputo City High

P7 9years B.A. 34years old Male Maputo Province Low

P8 7 years B.A. 35years old Male Maputo City Low

P9 3years B.A. 33years old Male Maputo City Low

P10 12years B.A. 43 years old Male Maputo Province Low

P11 25years B.A. 49years old Male Maputo Province Low

P12 7 years B.A. 31years old Male Maputo Province Low
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assessment policy and how it influences their daily assessment
practices. To ensure reliability, the same interview protocol was
used consistently with all the interviewees (Cohen et al., 2002).

Data analysis

The deductive thematic analysis approach was used to analyze
the data about teachers’ conceptions of assessment and teachers’
views about the assessment policy (Creswell and Clark, 2017).
The research study followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006, p. 87)
guidelines for thematic analysis. The data were transcribed
verbatim and re-read entirely multiple times. Subsequently, the
researcher started generating the initial codes (e.g., reporting,
extrinsically motivating students, and student accountability).
The initial coding was done by highlighting and writing notes on
the data extracts.

After the coding process, the codes were arranged according
to the major themes (e.g, improvement and school
accountability). The study used categories of conceptions of
assessment described in Harris and Brown (2009) and Brown
(2004, 2008). The following example illustrates the coding
process. While reading the transcripts, the researcher noted that
some teachers kept stating that assessment provides data for
reporting to school administrators, who also report to the
Ministry of Education. The code “reporting” was assigned to the
corresponding extracts. Subsequently, the code “reporting” was
placed under the main theme of school accountability. Then, the
researcher reviewed how well the coded extracts fit the themes.
Lastly, excerpts were selected to illustrate the points the researcher
tried to demonstrate.

To ensure the trustworthiness of the coding and the
arrangement of the codes under the preconceived themes, the
researcher sought the assistance of an external coder, a
Ph.D. student. The minor discrepancies in coding were resolved
through a discussion. In addition, the researcher sought to obtain
feedback from the participants. However, the researcher could get
hold of only nine out of twelve participants, with whom he shared
and discussed his interpretations and tentative conclusions.

Results

Teachers' views about the new
assessment policy

The teachers were cognizant of the concepts of summative
assessment and formative assessment. For example, P4 defined the
two forms of assessment in the following terms:

Summative assessment is designed to measure students’
knowledge and decide whether the student passes or fails.
This type of assessment is done at the end of a unit or term.
On the other hand, formative assessment aims to check
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students’ progress in the classroom. This kind of assessment
may be done in each lesson and provides teachers with
diagnostic information about student learning (P4).

The teacher distinguished between summative and formative
assessments based on their functions, consistent with the
distinction made in educational assessment literature.

The participants were asked about their opinions about the
current assessment policy. Most of them (11/12) were not
familiar with it. For instance, the P2 commented, “is there a
new assessment policy? Where is it? ’'m not aware of a new
assessment policy. I have never seen or heard of it since
I started teaching more than 10years ago” Similarly, the P4
said, “what policy are you talking about? Is there a new
secondary school assessment policy? I'm not aware of it if it
really exists in schools”

The teachers’ lack of familiarity with the assessment policy
that is supposed to guide their assessment practices is concerning.
The only participant aware of it, P8, seems to have a positive
outlook on it. However, he laments the lack of its implementation
in schools.

The issue of evaluation here in Mozambique is not very clear.
We do not have diagnostic evaluation at all. We just assess
students after they have started studying, after a month, or a
unit. I think the new assessment policy is good because it
encourages the use of various types of assessment, including
diagnostic assessment. Unfortunately, it is not being
implemented in schools. We focus on formal evaluation
because we have to report the development of students at the

end of the term. That is all that is required from us.

The teacher speculates that some teachers remain unaware
of the assessment policy because the normative documents are
in electronic form. This could constitute a barrier to many
teachers since most secondary schools in Mozambique do not
have access to information and communication technologies.
The teacher has become familiar with the policy recently on his
own initiative.

I've seen the new assessment policy basically now that we are in
this situation of the pandemic [between 2020 and 2021]. I have
read it. Assessment is not being implemented the way it should
be in the schools. Some teachers do not know that an assessment
policy exists in the schools. The normative documents are there,
and teachers should have access to them, but they're not
physical. This is why some of us do not know if it exists or not.
But there is an assessment policy that we should follow in order
to do things in the right way, but that’s not what happens.

Overall, most participants are unaware of the school
assessment policy that should guide their assessment practices.
The single participant who is familiar with it seems to have a
positive attitude toward it.
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Teachers' conceptions of assessment

The participants were divided into two groups based on their
perceived assessment literacy: high and low perceived assessment
literacy groups. The teaching experience of the participants
varies between 3 and 25 years. The data were analyzed based on
the categories described in Brown’ (2004, 2008) and Harris and
Brown (2009). Six categories of conceptions of assessment were
identified in the data: reporting, extrinsically motivating
students, improvement of teaching and learning, student
accountability, compliance, and irrelevant (see Table 2 for
more details).

Structure of teachers’ conceptions of
assessment

Initially, Brown’s (2004, 2008) model of conceptions of
assessment was used to examine the structure of teachers’
conceptions; however, it did not fit the data well. Therefore,
Remesal’s (2011) framework, which seems to be a good fit, was
used while maintaining the main categories described in
Brown (2004, 2008). Before putting teachers into categories,
with the help of the second coder, the researcher identified
individual teacher’s overall conceptions of assessment and,
subsequently, located them in the four categories described in
Brown (2004, 2008): improvement, student accountability,
school accountability, and irrelevant. Teachers whose overall
beliefs of assessment fell under a single category were put into
that category and classified as holding a pure conception of
assessment. Teachers whose beliefs fall under multiple
categories were categorized as holding a mixture of those
conceptions (i.e., they were categorized as holding mixed
While
conceptions (either improvement or student accountability),

conceptions). some participants reported pure
others reported mixed conceptions (mixed school and student
accountability and improvement and student accountability

and irrelevant).

Improvement conception

Two out of twelve (2/12) teachers reported a pure
improvement conception of assessment. They both value the
power of assessment in improving learning and teaching.

...Assessment serves to assess students’ level of progress,
development, and identify their needs. So, assessment is a
diagnostic tool through which the teacher can know where
students are and how to take them where they are supposed
to be. In a few words, I can say that the role of assessment is
check students’ understanding of the content in the classroom.
Without assessment, you would not know how effective your
teaching is (P10).

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2022.972005

TABLE 2 Categories mentioned in interviews.

1. Reporting: assessment as an
instrument used for reporting student
performance to schools, the ministry

of education, and parents.

Categories Examples

...We have to report the test results
to the headmaster and parents. The
headmaster has to report to the
Ministry of Education that we have
achieved the targets. So, test results
enable us to show to everybody that
we are doing what we are supposed

to do (P1).

2. Extrinsically motivating students:
assessment is used to motivate
students through competition, social

pressure, and praise.

...Also, it’s a way of motivating
students to study hard or making
them aware of the importance of
what you teach. If you do not test,
some students think that what

you teach is not important (P8).

3. Improvement of learning and
teaching: assessment is viewed as an
essential tool in facilitating learning

and teaching.

Assessments are meant to give
feedback to all participants in [the]
teaching and learning process so
that they reconsider the
methodology applied if the goals are
not being achieved (P11).

4. Student accountability: assessment is
used primarily to make students
accountable for their learning by
assigning grades to their work, placing
them into classes based on
performance, and reporting grades to
parents, future employees, and

educators.

I think the reason why we assess is
definitely to determine who passes
and who fails according to the
marks. 10 [cut-off score] is pass and

9 is fail, you know (P6).

5. Compliance: assessment is used
mainly to comply with school or

Ministry of Education mandates.

...I, myself as a teacher, just assess
the students [formally] as it is
compulsory, but I just look in the
classroom and decide which group
of students is capable of having 10
(P3).

6. Irrelevant: assessment is seen as
diverting time from teaching and
learning, unfair and negative for

students, and unreliable. It is also

irrelevant if conducted but not used.

...You cannot report the real results.
Then, there is no reason to assess
[formally]. I really do not do it. But
I give them papers. I give them tests
just to sign, but I do not even look at
them. I do not even squander a
second of my life checking those
tests (P3).

This view is corroborated by the second teacher, P11, who also

conceives of assessment as an instrument that provides feedback

on the effectiveness of instruction to teachers and students.

Assessments are meant to give feedback to all participants in

[the] teaching and learning process so that they reconsider the

methodology applied if the goals are not being achieved.
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However, assessments are being used as an instrument to
decide who passes and who fails. So, assessment seems to have
lost its purpose in Mozambican schools (P11).

The teacher strongly believes the assessment improves the
quality of instruction and laments the use of assessment just to
make high-stakes decisions about students. There seems to be a
discrepancy between the teachers’ values and beliefs about
assessment and the assessment practices espoused in
his institution.

The first teacher (P10) views summative assessment as another
critical dimension of assessment which can provide feedback on
the quality of learning and teaching.

...Well, I think that summative assessment is also important
for the teachers and students, you see. It is used to select who
passes and who fails, but it can provide some type of feedback
about how students learned during the course or program, and
how the teacher taught. So, this assessment provides feedback too.
This feedback can also be used by the teacher and students to
promote good teaching and learning (P10).

The teacher’s conceptions of assessment seem to align with the
current secondary school assessment policy, which urges teachers
to use both summative and formative assessments to promote

learning and teaching.

Mixed accountability and improvement
conception

Of 12 teachers, five seem to conceive of assessment as making
students and schools accountable and improving teaching and
learning, meaning they hold mixed conceptions of assessment.
Although they seem to hold multiple conceptions of assessment,
their conceptions are not evenly distributed. Three teachers
prioritize accountability functions, while the other two stress the
formative functions. Due to space limitations, one example was
provided for each case for illustration purposes.

The first instance corresponds to a 38-year-old teacher with
13 years of teaching experience. His beliefs about assessment seem
to lean more toward school and student accountability than
improvement. He emphasizes reporting and making high-stakes
decisions about students.

Tests are used for reporting and determining who passes and
who fails. When students get 9, that is fail and when they get
10 that is a pass. You also have to test students to know how
much they have learned. This is the only way we can find out
how much students have learned and who passes and who
fails (P1).

The teacher also attaches significant importance to improving
students’ test performance. This can be seen in his concern with
ensuring that his students obtain high grades to demonstrate his
effectiveness to parents and the headmaster.
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...Well, at the end of each term, we, we have to report the test
results to the headmaster and parents. The headmaster has
to report to the Ministry of Education that we have achieved
the targets. So, tests results enable us to show to everybody
that we are doing what we are supposed to do. As teachers,
we are responsible for students’ learning. So, I would say that
we are expected to meet the goals and present good results.
Students’ grades may also have an impact on how the
headmaster rates your performance at the end of the year,

you know (P1).

In addition, he engages in informal and continuous assessment
in the classroom. This assessment enables him to obtain diagnostic
information about the effectiveness of ongoing instruction.
However, he views formative assessment as an opportunity to
prepare students for the written assessment.

I usually assess students in the classroom through questions,
exercises, and homework. This allows me to find out if
students have understood the lesson being taught or not. If
they still have not understood the materials, I may give them
more exercises to practice, you know. The exercises and
questions is like preparation for the written test. We sometimes
practice grammar that is usually evaluated. As I mentioned
before, it comes to a point when we have a written assessment,
and its when we would assess everything that we've done
probably in a fortnight. We have to ensure that students do
well on the written test (P1).

The second case corresponds to a 39-year-old teacher with
10years of experience. Unlike the previous teacher, he emphasizes
the improvement function of assessment. He believes that the key
role of assessment is to track students’ learning toward the
learning targets and guide teaching.

Evaluation allows the teacher to assess information being
taught to students. If they have not understood the content,
I might change the approach that I might have used.
Probably, the approach I used is not the best one for them.
So, evaluation helps determine if I should move forward or
I should teach the topic again. For example, you teach the
present simple in the classroom and give students notes,
examples, and exercises about the present simple. Those
exercises allow you to know what students have understood
about the present simple and what they haven't. I think
that’s the main role of assessment. Without evaluation,
you wouldn’'t know what to do next. It’s like a guide,
you see (P5).

The teacher views assessment as the activities carried out daily
to enhance the quality of instruction. He also acknowledges the
importance of examinations to different assessment stakeholders.
Nevertheless, he does not seem to endorse them. Examinations
compel him to rush through the lessons to cover the exam’s
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curriculum, depriving students of opportunities to engage in deep
and meaningful learning. The emphasis on examinations and
examination-related activities contradicts the teacher’s views of
learning and assessment.

I also evaluate my students at the end of the unit, or chapter,
or semester. We are supposed to. These tests are used to decide
who should pass and who shouldn’t. Of course, these tests are
important for the school, parents, teachers, and students
because they can give feedback about the quality of school and
teachers. But, sometimes, they force teachers to rush things in
the classroom because we have to complete all the book by the
end of the year for the exam. You never know what will
be evaluated in the exam. Do you understand what I mean?
No time to assess, not time for feedback, no time to make sure
that students understand the content. No time at all. So, it feels
like we care about completing the books and not if students
understand something or not. This is the reason why we have
students in grade 12 who cannot speak any English. We do not
focus on learning English. We focus on completing the book
for the exam (P5).

Mixed student accountability and
irrelevant conception

Three out of twelve (3/12) teachers seem to conceive of
assessment as simultaneously holding students accountable and
irrelevant. All three participants’ conceptions lean more toward
student accountability than irrelevant. Two detailed accounts were
provided for illustration purposes. The first case pertains to a
34-year-old teacher with 9years of experience. He believes that
assessment is an instrument that categorizes students based on
performance. Nevertheless, he feels that it no longer fulfils any
purpose since school administrators pressure him to alter the test
results when he fails to achieve the pass rate set by the Ministry
of Education.

Assessment is used to classify students, but this classification
is conditioned by the school superiors... In public schools, in
a class of 50 students, teachers have to ensure that more than
90% of students obtain a passing grade so that our superiors
may demonstrate work to their superiors. So, assessments
become somehow paradoxical or useless view that if students
get low marks in some schools, teachers have to rearrange the
marks, or they will be seen as non-effective workers...When
I started teaching, I remember presenting test results that were
below what the headmaster wanted, so he told me to arrange
them. At first, I denied it, but then I had a meeting with the
headmaster, where I was asked if I wanted to keep my job or
not. T had to arrange the students” grades to keep my job...So,
now we assess because we have to, not because they have any

purpose (P7).
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The failure to improve students’ test scores results in him
being instructed to modify students’ grades by the school
administrators, which makes him question the role of assessment
in education. He conducts assessments just to comply with the
school or Ministry of Education mandates, contradicting his
beliefs about assessment. Although he seems not to condone it,
little can he do due to fear of repercussions. Altering students’
grades enable the schools to obtain illusionary results that meet
the authorities’ expectations, allowing them to keep their jobs.

The second instance corresponds to a 42-year-old teacher with
18 years of teaching experience. Akin to the previous example, this
teacher believes that assessment is used to make high-stakes
decisions about students. However, confronted with the need to
attain a high pass rate set by the education authorities, which
seems unattainable to him, he started conducting formal
to fulfil the
Education mandates.

assessments school or the Ministry of

Assessment determines who can pass and who does not pass,
but in our school, I know that these students are not capable
of communicating in English. In a classroom of 50 students,
Perhaps, 20 students are capable of obtaining good results.
This means that less than 50% of the student have good
marks. Even those teachers who are dealing with Primary
schools, they are supposed to show results that the
headmaster wants, and the headmaster is following
instructions from the Ministry of Education. If you showed
these results to the headmaster, you would face a problem.
You cannot report the real results. Then, there is no reason
to assess. I really don’t do it. But I give them papers. I give
them tests just to sign, but I don’t even look at them. I don't
even squander a second of my life checking those tests. If
I took the real results and showed them to the headmaster,
I would be crucified. So, you have to produce results.
You don’t have to produce tests. I, myself as a teacher, just
assess the student as it is compulsory, but I just look in the
classroom and decide which group of students is capable of
having 10. If a student shows me that he can perform
accordingly, this one deserves a passing mark. There’s a
group of students, let’s say, quiet. They are likely to have a
failing mark because they do not show me how good they
are (P3).

The teacher’s belief about his students’ academic abilities
seems to shape his assessment and grading practices. Assessing his
students formally against the standards would result in many
failures, which would have repercussions on him. Therefore,
he conducts formal assessments in the classroom just to comply
with the school assessment policy, but they do not serve any
purpose. The grades attributed to students are based on informal
assessment and reflect a myriad of qualities, including
participation and effort. This strategy might enable most students
to succeed in the classroom, allowing the teacher to achieve the
predefined pass rate.
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Student accountability

Two out of twelve (2/12) participants reported a pure
student accountability conception of assessment. They conceive
of assessment as an instrument used to make high-stakes
decisions about students, particularly student progression
and accreditation.

Assessment measures students’ learning. When I focus on
reading, for example, I have to check how well the student
performs in reading. When it comes to grammar, I also have
to check how they perform in grammar at a certain level.
I think the reason why we assess is definitely to determine
who passes and who fails according to the marks. 10 is pass
and 9 is fail, you know (P6).

The teacher’s beliefs about assessment seem to have been
shaped by his previous experience as a student and teacher. Based
on his age, 37, it is safe to conjecture that when the new assessment
policy was introduced in k-12 education, he had already graduated
from high school. Before then, assessments fulfilled mostly
summative functions, which might have influenced his beliefs
about assessment.

The teachers also believe that assessment is used to select and
place students in a class or educational level suitable for their
academic abilities.

...I used to teach grade 3. Some students had abilities
above the others, so I may use it to determine if the
student should go to the next class or not. Assessment
determines how they can fit in other classes because he’s
got abilities that the other students do not have. They
cannot go with him. Keeping him would not be good. It’s
like holding him back. helped to
do that (P6).

Assessment

In Mozambique, there is an apparent lack of specialized
programs for gifted and talented students. In elementary
education, students with higher academic abilities than their peers
take a high-stakes assessment, and if they pass it, they are usually
promoted to the upper classes, where it is believed their
educational needs will be met.

In addition, the teachers conceive of assessment as an extrinsic
motivation device, which encourages students to study hard. They
use the power of assessment to influence the content students
should focus on.

...Also, it’s a way of motivating students to study hard or
making them aware of the importance of what you teach.
If you do not test, some students think that what you teach
is not important. Some content may be ignored by
students if it is not assessed because it is not important.

That’s one of the reasons for testing students (P8).
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Conceptions of assessment and teachers’
perceived assessment literacy

Table 3 shows the distribution of conceptions between the first
group (high perceived assessment literacy group) and the second
group (low perceived assessment literacy group). In the first
group, the participants’ age and years of experience vary between
32-43 years and 10-18years, respectively. In the second group, the
participants’ ages vary between 31 and 49 years, while years of
experience vary between 3 and 25 years.

The teachers in the two groups hold slightly different
conceptions. In the first group, more than half of teachers (4/6)
reported mixed school and student accountability and
improvement conception compared to only (1/6) in the second
group. This may suggest that participants in the first group were
more likely to have mixed school and student accountability and
improvement conception than in the second group. In addition,
in the first group, (1/6) indicated mixed student accountability
and irrelevant conception compared to (2/6) in the second group,
indicating a slight difference between the two groups. The last
difference between the two groups is that, in the first group,
nobody holds a pure improvement conception compared to (2/6)
in the second group. The only similarity that the two groups have
is that, in each group, one out of six teachers (1/6) hold a pure
student accountability conception.

Overall, it is impossible to draw solid conclusions about the
relationship between teachers’ conceptions and their perceived
assessment literacy due to the sample size. However, the teachers in
the first group were more inclined to hold mixed school and student
accountability and improvement conception than teachers in the
second group. On the other hand, teachers in the second group were
bound to hold a pure improvement conception and mixed student
accountability and irrelevant conception of assessment.

Discussion and conclusion

This small-scale study investigated English language teachers’
views about the current secondary school assessment policy and
their conceptions of assessment. Regarding the first research
question, the findings suggest that most participants are still
unfamiliar with the policy. The teachers’ unfamiliarity with the
policy could be partially attributed to the fact that it was
introduced before most of them became teachers. Concerning the
second research question, participants reported different
conceptions of assessment: reporting, extrinsically motivating
students, improvement of teaching and learning, student
accountability, compliance, and irrelevant. There were some
variations in teachers’ conceptions of assessment. While some
teachers self-reported pure conceptions of assessment (either pure
student accountability or improvement), others indicated mixed
conceptions (mixed school and student accountability and
improvement and mixed student accountability and irrelevant).
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TABLE 3 Distribution of conceptions between groups.

10.3389/feduc.2022.972005

Category High perceived Low perceived group Total Percentage
group

Improvement 0 2 2 16.6%

Mixed student and school 4 1 5 41.6%

accountability and improvement

Mixed student accountability and 1 2 3 25%

irrelevant

Student accountability 1 1 2 16.6%

Total 100%

In addition, the teachers’ conceptions are not evenly distributed,
echoing Remesal (2011), who found that teachers’ conceptions of
assessment tend to incline either toward the pedagogical or
accreditation function and are often mixed.

About half of the participants reported the student
accountability conception, or their mixed conceptions tended to
incline more toward the student accountability conception,
corroborating the claim that secondary school teachers tend to
endorse the student accountability conception of assessment (Yates
and Johnston, 2018). This finding could be partially explained by
the fact that secondary school teachers engage in various
certification-related assessment activities, which have significant
consequences on students (e.g., retention or progression) depending
on their performance (MINEDH, 2019). Teachers formal
assessments involve grading, and such grades have relatively the
same weight on students’ grades average as external summative
assessments. In addition, the findings show that few participants
hold mixed conceptions that incline toward school and student
accountability. One of the possible explanations for this finding is
that despite the recent shift from summative to formative
assessment, Mozambique continues to be dominated by tests, which
may affect teachers’ views about assessment. According to Fulmer
etal. (2015), teachers’ conceptions of assessment tend to align with
the assessment practices espoused in their teaching context.

The results also illustrate that about another half of
participants indicated pure improvement conceptions or mixed
conceptions that inclined toward the improvement conception.
These findings are encouraging since previous research
demonstrated that teachers’ conceptions of assessment influence
their assessment practices (Xu and Brown, 2016; Barnes et al,,
2017), and they are in line with the current secondary school
assessment guidelines, which urge teachers to emphasize
formative assessment rather than summative assessment (INDE/
MINED, 2007). This finding is relatively similar to those reported
in Remesal (2011).

The findings reveal teachers’ struggle to reconcile summative
assessment with formative assessment activities. Bonner (2016)
already reported teachers” struggle to balance summative and
formative assessments, particularly in contexts where they are not
integrated. Although the assessment guidelines encourage the
integration of summative and formative assessments by using the
same assessment information for both accountability and
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improvement purposes (MINEDH, 2019), a few participants who
hold positive conceptions of assessment lamented that some
stakeholders (e.g., school administrators and parents) endorse the
former function of assessment rather than the latter. So, teachers
feel compelled to focus on improving students” performance on
tests by maximizing the coverage of the curriculum before they
focus on helping students master the curriculum contents (Barnes
et al,, 2015). Previous research reported that cultural norm or
societal perception of assessment poses a serious obstacle to
implementing formative assessment (Yan et al., 2021).

In addition, the assessment policy itself exacerbates the
tensions between summative and formative assessments. Adopting
formative assessment initiatives can push teachers to implement
formative assessment (Kim, 2019). However, as Brown and
Remesal (2017) pointed out, its successful implementation in
high-stakes assessment contexts depends on reducing the
dominance of high-stakes assessments. It is not simply a question
of adding a new “soft” policy of formative assessment into the
existing “hard” policy of high-stakes assessments. The current
assessment policy emphasizes formative assessment; however,
schools and teachers are still evaluated based on students’
performance on summative assessments. In these circumstances,
teachers tend to prioritize summative assessment more than
formative assessment (Brown and Gao, 2015).

The findings also reveal the ineffectiveness of using test results to
evaluate the effectiveness of teachers and schools. The fear of
repercussions for failure to improve students” achievement compels
some school administrators to instruct teachers to inflate student test
scores, a practice that may lead to misleading information about
teachers’ quality and the students’ achievement (Rose, 2015; Morgan,
2016). Another strategy that undermines the use of tests for school
accountability is not following the recommendations for assessment
and grading practices. Some participants rely entirely on informal
assessment and academic enabling behavior (e.g., participation and
effort) rather than academic performance. This strategy enables the
teachers to obtain a higher success rate than they would if they used
formal assessment and assessed students’ achievement against the
standards. However, it also provides misleading information about
students’ achievement. Previous literature reported that teachers often
consider a myriad of factors in their assessment and grading practices,
but they include academic performance— it tends to be the most
critical factor (McMillan, 2001; McMillan et al., 2002).
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Some participants in the study did not report positive
conceptions of assessment, calling for professional development
programs in assessment. Training in assessment has been found to
help teachers develop positive conceptions of assessment (Levy-
Vered and Alhija, 2018). The professional development program
should focus on helping different assessment stakeholders (e.g.,
school administrators and teachers) develop skills and solid
knowledge about assessment. Parents will also need training in
assessment based on their participation in the assessment process
(Taylor, 2013; Kremmel and Harding, 2020). However, training
stakeholders while maintaining the use of tests for school
accountability might not lead to substantial changes to the
assessment system.

Appropriate assessment development program should
include disciplinary knowledge and pedagogical content
knowledge; knowledge of assessment purposes, content, and
methods; knowledge of grading; knowledge of feedback;
knowledge of assessment interpretation and communication;
knowledge of student involvement in assessment; and
knowledge of assessment ethics (Xu and Brown, 2016, p. 156).
Besides knowledge and skills, the professional development
program should consider assessment conceptions (Deneen
and Brown, 2016; Xu and Brown, 2016). Conceptions of
assessment influence teachers’ understanding, interpretation,
and implementation of new assessment knowledge (Opre,
2015; Barnes et al., 2017). The course should help teachers
raise awareness of their conceptions of assessment, reflect on
them, and subsequently reshape them.

It is also highly recommended that the professional
development program incorporates six features deemed
critical to its effectiveness (Dunst et al., 2015; Maandag et al.,
2017). First, it should be long-term rather than short-term
2015).
development program would enable the participants to

(Cordingley et al., A long-term professional
master and revisit the new assessment knowledge. Second, it
should involve a community of practice (Dunst et al., 2015).
Communities of practice would allow the participants to
work collaboratively, providing an opportunity to challenge
Third,
professional development should be voluntary rather than

one another and dispel misunderstandings.
mandatory. In cases where it is mandatory, teachers need to
understand the rationale and the benefits of participating in
the program (Timperley et al., 2007). Forth, it should involve
teachers’ training in the subject matter (Garet et al., 2001; Xu
and Brown, 2016), which means that assessment knowledge
and subject knowledge would be delivered to the participants
concurrently. Fifth, it should involve outside rather than
inside school expertise (Walter and Briggs, 2012). This would
enable the participants to be exposed to innovative ideas
about assessment. Sixth, it should be practice-based rather
than exclusively theoretical (Dunst et al., 2015). Combining
theory and practice would allow the participants to put the
new assessment knowledge into practice.

This small-scale qualitative study is not devoid of limitations.

Firstly, the sample size was small, which reduces the power of the
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study. Secondly, the study was conducted only in Maputo,
Mozambique. Consequently, these findings cannot be generalized to
other regions. There is a need for large-scale quantitative research on
the issue. Such studies should involve language teachers at different
educational levels (primary, secondary, and tertiary education) in
different regions of Mozambique. Thirdly, our data were collected
through interviews, which “rely on self-report, which is more
susceptible to distortion and error” (Gall et al., 2013, p. 106). Lastly,
there is a complete lack of previous research on the issue in the
Mozambican context, upon which this study would build.
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Appendix
Interview Protocols

1. What is assessment, and what is your view on assessment?
1.1. What is your understanding of summative and formative assessment?
1.2. How important are these two forms of assessment in your classroom?
1.3. What is the relationship between summative and formative assessment?
2. What is the use of language assessments that you conduct in your classroom?
2.1. In your opinion, what is the use of language assessment?
2.2. How do you usually test/assess your students’ performance in the classroom?

2.3. Do you provide students with feedback based on their performance on tests/assessments? If yes, how do you do it? How is

3. The government of Mozambique introduced a new assessment policy in 2003 and 2008, targeting elementary and secondary
education, respectively.

3.1. What is your view on the new assessment policy introduced in secondary education in 20082
3.2. To what extent the new assessment policy guides your assessment activities?
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