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Abstract: Despite numerous quantitative studies on teachers’ conceptions 
and practices of assessment, little research exists regarding the unique 
assessment environment of Indonesia.  This study uses both quantitative and 
qualitative data to examine how Indonesian junior high school teachers 
understand assessment and how their conceptions of assessment relate to 
their assessment practices. This mixed methods study adopted a participant 
selection model in which quantitative data was analysed to select participants 
for the qualitative phase. Participants of this study believed that the purpose 
of assessment was to improve teaching and learning and also to demonstrate 
the accountability of students and school. They tended to disagree with the 
view that assessment is irrelevant. Further analysis of the data revealed that 
teachers’ conceptions of assessment were conflicted. They were keen to use 
assessment practices to improve their classroom teaching, but felt that the 
state-wide examination policy requirements constrained their efforts. This 
suggests that government, policy makers, and curriculum developers must 
work to build a strong synergy among themselves in order to share consistent 
goals with teachers. If cultural expectations of school assessment and 
government policy were aligned, Indonesian teachers may be better able to 
resolve conflict between their beliefs and assessment practices.  
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Assessment is crucial for both policy makers and practitioners. It could be con-
ducted for purposes of accountability which includes establishing how well 
students have learned, or to inform the design of instruction (how to improve) 
in educational contexts (Danielson, 2008). These two purposes sometimes sup-
port one another, and sometimes compete or conflict with one another, which 
indicates that assessment is a complex process (Earl, 2003).  

A conception is a lens through which a teacher views, interprets and inter-
acts with his/her understanding of the world (Pratt, 1992). This means that con-
ceptions influence the way an individual defines his/her work (Nespor, 1987) 
including teachers’ teaching and students’ learning (Calderhead, 1996; Pajares, 
1992). Conceptions are related to shared social and cultural phenomena (van 
den Berg, 2002). People’s beliefs and the norms of their social environment 
appear to be crucial in shaping their type of behaviour and practices (Brown, 
2008). Griffiths, Gore and Ladwig (2006) report that beliefs affect teaching 
practices to a greater degree than teaching experience and socioeconomic 
school context.  

An early study of teachers’ conceptions of assessment was conducted by 
Wolf, Bixby, Glenn and Gardner (1991) who distinguished between assessment 
culture and testing culture. These authors believed that teachers’ understanding 
of intelligence, the process of teaching and learning, the nature of tasks and the 
evaluation criteria influenced teachers’ conceptions and practices of assess-
ment. Delanshere and Jones (1999) also proposed three dimensions to identify 
teachers’ conceptions of assessment. Those dimensions are (a) students’ 
placement according to achievement level; (b) teacher’s perceptions of curricu-
lum and professional self-efficacy; (c) teachers’ beliefs about teaching and 
learning and about students as learners. All these authors consider the relation-
ship between assessment and teaching and learning. 

Significant studies of teachers’ conceptions of assessment have been con-
ducted by Brown and his colleagues since the early 2000s. In his study of New 
Zealand teachers, Brown introduced four teacher conceptions of assessment 
(TCoA): a focus on improvement or teachers’ views of assessment as a tool to 
improve teaching and learning; assessment as driven by school accountability 
purposes; assessment for student accountability; and perceptions of assessment 
as irrelevant or a meaningless practice in daily school life (Brown, 2002). This 
model has been subsequently validated in several studies (Brown, Lake, & 
Matters, 2011; Calveric, 2010; Segers & Tillema, 2011). Brown’s model has 
also been adjusted and modified to fit Asian contexts by adding examination as 
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another crucial dimension for high-stakes assessment settings (Brown, Hui, & 
Yu, 2010; Brown, Kennedy, Fok, Chan, & Yu, 2009). 

However, Remesal (2009) found that the TCoA model did not suit Spanish 
teachers. This challenged her to develop a continuum of assessment purposes. 
At one end she places pedagogical conceptions (assessment for monitoring of 
teaching and learning) and at the other extreme she identifies a societal-
accreditation view (assessment for teachers’ accountability and certification of 
achievement) with some mixed conceptions between the two poles (Remesal, 
2011). The continuum is based on four roles of assessment according to how 
teachers used assessment in learning, in teaching, in the certification of learn-
ing and for accountability when students’ achievement is used as an indicator 
of the teachers’ professional capacity. Despite the differences in their studies, 
both Brown and Remesal agree with previous authors that assessment could 
and should benefit both teachers and learners. 

A more recent study on the issue of teachers’ conceptions was conducted 
in Helsinki, Finland (Postareff, Virtanen, Katajavuori, & Lindblom-Ylanne, 
2012). These authors identify conceptions as being either reproductive or con-
structive. The reproductive conception emphasises students’ understanding 
through memorisation of the content of the study module and how it is applied 
in real life. The constructive conception on the other hand, looks at deeper un-
derstanding including reflection and justification for an argument. Unlike for-
mer studies, Postareff and her colleagues focus on the impact of assessment on 
learning. 

Although these researchers use different terms to address assessment con-
ceptions, they appear to refer to the two classic purposes of assessment: sum-
mative (Broadfoot, 2007; Wiliam & Black, 1996) or formative purposes (Black 
& Wiliam, 1998b).  

Based on the literature on assessment purposes I have drawn a continuum 
of assessment with two different focuses (see Figure 1). At one pole is assess-
ment for learning (AfL) while assessment of learning (AoL) is at the other end 
of the continuum. 

Assessment for learning (AfL) or formative assessment (FA) focuses both 
on students’ learning and teacher’s teaching and these functions are inseparable 
(Black & Wiliam, 1998b; Harlen, 1998). In other words, the purpose of using 
FA to assess students’ learning and its application to make beneficial changes 
in instruction creates a tight link with instructional practices (Boston, 2002). 
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These assessment purposes reflect both improvement conceptions (Brown, 
2002) and pedagogical conceptions (Remesal, 2011). 

 

 
Figure 1: Continuum of Assessment 

Assessment for learning (AfL) or formative assessment (FA) focuses both 
on students’ learning and teacher’s teaching and these functions are inseparable 
(Black & Wiliam, 1998b; Harlen, 1998). In other words, the purpose of using 
FA to assess students’ learning and its application to make beneficial changes 
in instruction creates a tight link with instructional practices (Boston, 2002). 
These assessment purposes reflect both improvement conceptions (Brown, 
2002) and pedagogical conceptions (Remesal, 2011). 

Assessment of learning or summative assessment (SA) is a way of looking 
back or summing up learning (Broadfoot, 2007; Wiliam & Black, 1996). SA 
involves marking and grades which require unified procedures that enable 
comparability among the results of all students (Harlen, 1998). This assessment 
type focuses on measuring the extent to which students reach or do not reach 
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required standards (Firestone, Mayrowetz, & Fairman, 1998). It is used as a 
means to record the nature and level of students’ achievement throughout their 
academic careers (Hill, 2000). SA or AoL can be conducted by teachers as well 
as external agencies. External agencies often use the results for accreditation, 
accountability and monitoring (Harlen, 2005), selection, placement and certifi-
cation (Black & Wiliam, 1998a), as well as for public reporting (Guthrie, 
2002). 

Brown’s (2002) student accountability and school accountability concep-
tions or Remesal’s societal conceptions reflect AoL. This conception type fo-
cuses on institutional goals or communal and societal perspectives and inter-
ests. Accountability conceptions seems to be preferred by teachers in educa-
tional settings in which priority is given to summative assessment (Chan, 
2007), the condition that is similar to the context of this study. 

Nevertheless, teachers may hold various combinations of conceptions like 
those falling between pedagogical and societal (Remesal, 2011), improvement 
and accountability (Brown, 2002), transformational and reproductive 
(Postareff, et al., 2012). This condition potentially brings internal disagreement 
or negative impressions of the purposes of assessment among teachers which 
Brown identifies as irrelevance (Brown, 2002). There is very limited study on 
how Indonesian teachers understand assessment and how their understanding is 
reflected in practice. 

This study is conducted to explore junior secondary school English teach-
ers’ conceptions of assessment and to investigate how and why teachers be-
lieved in particular assessment conceptions. It is carried out to answer this main 
question: How do Indonesian junior secondary school teachers understand the 
role of assessment and how do they perceive that assessment impacts upon stu-
dent learning?  

METHOD 

The participants of the study are 107 English junior high teachers in one 
region of South Sulawesi, Indonesia. They were recruited by accessing the da-
tabase held by the Department of Education to identify teachers of English who 
were actively participating in a professional development (PD) programme cur-
rently being conducted in the Gowa Region, South Sulawesi. Teachers working 
in the Gowa region were specifically targeted as Gowa is fairly typical in size 
and population of a region in the South Sulawesi province. There are nineteen 



134 TEFLIN Journal, Volume 26, Number 2, July 2015 
 

districts in this region, and each district has a minimum of two junior second-
ary schools. Recruitment of participants for the study was through their PD 
groups which were organised according to district. 

Table 1 summarises the demographic characteristics of participants includ-
ing age, gender, qualification level and teaching experience.  
 
Table 1. Basic Demographic Information of Participants 
Characteristics Category Number % Total 

N=107 
Gender Female 

Male 
78 
29 

72.9 
27.1 

Age Under  23 years 
23-30 years 
31-40 years 
41-50 years 
Over 50 years 

1 
32 
30 
40 
4 

0.9 
29.9 
28.0 
37.4 
3.7 

Education level Diploma 
Bachelor 
Master 
Doctor 

2 
100 
5 
0 

1.9 
93.5 
4.7 
0 

Teaching experience Less than 3 years 
Between 3-10 years 
Between 11-20 years 
Over 20 years 

15 
46 
27 
19 

14.0 
43.0 
25.2 
17.8 

 
It was notable that the largest group of participants were female teachers. 

Participants mostly belonged to the 41-51 year age group and the majority of 
them had attained a Bachelor’s degree. Almost half of the participants had been 
teaching between 3-10 years and only 14% of the total respondents reported 
having less than three years teaching experience.  

In this mixed methods study, I connected the quantitative and qualitative 
phases during stage two by selecting participants for the qualitative phase from 
those who responded to the survey in the quantitative phase. Secondly, I con-
nected the phases by using the quantitative survey findings to inform the de-
velopment of relevant interview questions to explore in greater depth the par-
ticipants’ beliefs. The third integration is conducted during the discussion of 
findings. A visual model of how the study was integrated is presented in Figure 
2. 
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Figure 2: Visual Diagram of Sequential Explanatory Design: Participant 
Selection Model (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, p. 73) 

 
In the quantitative phase, participants completed the Hong Kong model of 

teacher conceptions of assessment (TCoA) questionnaire (Brown, Hui, & Yu, 
2010) during October 2012 to January 2013. I chose to use the validated Hong 
Kong model of TCoA (Brown, et al., 2010) because I anticipated that Indone-
sian teachers might hold similar conceptions to teachers in Hong Kong and 
China. 

I prepared a translation of the Hong Kong model of the TCoA survey, 
which was then approved by Brown, and piloted with individuals similar to the 
intended participants in Indonesia. Feedback from the trial was used to revise 
the questionnaire into its final form and this was checked with Brown. 

The main part of the questionnaire consists of several subscales. Im-
provement subscales comprise eleven items that evaluate teacher agreement 
against three dimensions. Five items address assessment and student develop-
ment and three items measure teachers’ responses to the function of assessment 
to improve students’ learning. The remaining three items belong to the dimen-
sion of accuracy in assessment. There is only one dimension asking about irrel-
evance. The third subscale (accountability) contains the most items. There are 
eighteen items which investigate three dimensions: eight items belong to the 
examination category, two items address error in assessment and the five re-
maining items measure the accountability purposes of assessment in terms of 
illustrating the quality of teacher and school. Table 2 summarises the meta-
factors, factors, and examples of items in the TCoA survey. 

Table 2.  Dimensions of the Teachers’ Conceptions of Assessment 
(TCoA) Survey 

Conceptions of 
assessment 

Dimensions Examples of Items 

Improvement Students development (5 
items) 

 Assessment is used to provoke 
students to be interested in learning. 
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Conceptions of 
assessment 

Dimensions Examples of Items 

  Assessment cultivates in students a 
positive attitude towards life. 

Help learning (3 items) 
 

 Assessment helps students improve 
their learning. 

 Assessment determines if students 
meet qualification standards. 

Accuracy  (3 items)  Assessment results are trustworthy. 
 Assessment results can be depended 

on. 
Irrelevance  (5 items)  Assessment has little impact on 

teaching. 
 Assessment forces teachers to teach 

in a way that is contrary to their 
beliefs. 

Accountability Examination (8 items) 
 

 Assessment prepares students for 
examination. 

 Assessment selects students for 
future education or employment 
opportunities. 

Error (2 items) 
 

 Teachers should take into account 
error and imprecision in all 
assessment. 

 Assessment results should be 
treated cautiously because of 
measurement error. 

Teacher and school con-
trol (5 items) 
 

 Assessment results contribute to 
teachers’ appraisal. 

 Assessment is an indicator of a 
school quality. 

 
In the qualitative phase, qualitative semi-structured interviews and docu-

ment analysis were utilized to construct three case study groups to understand 
how and why teachers believed in particular assessment conception. The inter-
views were conducted during January to April 2013 involving 12 teachers.  

Data obtained from the questionnaire was analysed using SPSS version 
19. Descriptive statistics were employed to anlyse respondents demographic 
information. Percentages and frequencies were calculated to ascertain the 
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extent to which respondents belived in the function of assessment to improve 
learning, the extent of their confidence in assessment being irrelevant and the 
extent that they believed in the accountability purposes of assessment. 
Cronbach’s Alpha was conducted to determine the internal consistency and 
reliability of the questionnaire. In addition, the validity of the questionnaire 
was also tested by executing exploratory factor analysis. Qualitative analysis 
involved both manual thematic analysis and Nvivo 8. The researcher identified 
main themes from participants’ interviews, categorized, coded and grouped 
them according to the themes that emerged.  

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Findings  

Overall Results of Teachers’ Conceptions of Assessment 

Findings regarding overall results of participant responses to the TCoA 
questionnaire can be seen in Table 3. 

Table 3. Agreement Level of Teachers for Components in TcoA 
(N=107) 

Components Mean SD 
Improvement 4.99 1.09 
Irrelevance 1.94 1.27 
Accountability 4.66 1.25 
 

Table 3 reveals that assessment for improvement received the highest 
agreement (M=4.99) followed by the accountability conception (M=4.66). The 
two conceptions were not widely different and participants tended to answer 
mostly agree. On the other hand, the irrelevance conception gained the lowest 
response (M=1.94) and participants generally chose mostly disagree. All sub-
groups indicated similar standard deviation above 1 %. The irrelevance sub-
group received the highest score (SD=1.27), while accountability received 1.25 
and improvement 1.09 respectively. This suggests a minimal variation in com-
parison to the other two subgroups. 

This table also shows that participants in the study believed in conducting 
assessment for improvement purposes as well as to describe accountability of 



138 TEFLIN Journal, Volume 26, Number 2, July 2015 
 

students and school. Teachers also revealed that assessment was important by 
giving a low rating to items testing for irrelevance. This response pattern is 
consistent with previous studies using the same instrument such as those con-
ducted in New Zealand (Brown, 2002), Virginia, USA (Calveric, 2010) Anka-
ra, Turkey, (Vardar, 2010) and the Netherlands (Segers & Tillema, 2011).  

The analysis of key ideas involved coding, merging codes, and naming 
and renaming themes. The interview data revealed that teachers’ understanding 
of assessment purposes fell into two groups. They differentiated between inter-
nal assessment and external assessment. Teachers’ understanding of these as-
sessment types are illustrated along with supporting quotes in the following 
section. In this paper I only present and discuss finding of one case study 
group: Improvement (IM). Participants of this group gave the highest agree-
ment toward improvement conception. 

Intan, Emma, Andin and Lisa (pseudonyms) are examples of teachers 
holding a conception of assessment which valued improving teaching and 
learning. Their responses to the questionnaire reflected their strong advocacy 
for using assessment for students’ development, to help learning and develop 
accuracy. In addition, they agreed with accountability purposes in assessment 
and were unsure whether assessment could be considered irrelevant.  

Internal Assessment 

IM teachers’ values of assessment fall into the two main categories of in-
ternal and external assessment. Internal assessment in the improvement case 
consists of the themes of openness to change, authentic formative assessment 
practices, and grading to show achievement.  

IM teachers favoured internal assessment where they could adjust teach-
ing, develop values and practise with numerous assessment strategies. Their 
statements about assessment revealed that they were open to change, believed 
that assessment was an effective way to teach students good values and indicat-
ed an agreement to score students. 

Openness to Change 

IM teachers believed that the main purpose of assessment was to inform 
teaching. Through internal assessment teachers could measure the quality of 
teachers’ teaching. IM teachers reported that it was crucial for them to reflect 
upon students’ assessment results.  
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I question myself, is my teaching effective? Do my students understand the 
lesson? (Lisa) 

These teachers worried about the efficacy of their teaching and signaled a 
willingness to modify their teaching continuously. IM teachers tended to articu-
late a belief in formative assessment because they used their classroom assess-
ments to inform their teaching. In their consideration of students’ results, IM 
teachers involved their students in the reflection process. This two-way com-
munication tracked the efficacy of teachers’ teaching: 

Every semester I ask my students to comment on my teaching…do they like 
the strategies I use, how they want the learning process run. (Lisa) 

To IM teachers, internal assessment could also bridge a better relationship 
with students. IM teachers seemed to hold themselves accountable for students’ 
motivation in addition to their academic success. They took responsibility for 
encouraging low-achieving students through personal conversations: 

I try to motivate them, I give them feedback, I ask what causes such unsatis-
factory results, what is the problem, which part is hard and so on…So I as-
sist them to realise reasons behind their failure. (Intan) 

IM teachers appreciated that a low score could affect students’ confidence neg-
atively so these teachers encouraged students not to be pessimistic: 

I convince them that they have many opportunities to improve and I give 
them those chances. (Emma) 

Teachers’ reflections and communication with students resulted in chang-
es to their teaching approaches: 

This strategy might work well in class A or B but does not necessarily work 
in Class D. Sometimes I almost give up, but at the same time, it motivates 
me to continuously search for the right strategies. (Emma) 

This is an example of how IM teachers adjusted their teaching in order to 
meet the students’ needs. IM teachers responded to assessment results positive-
ly in the sense that they were encouraged ‘to learn more in order to be a good 
teacher’ (Intan). This might explain why they valued classroom assessment. 

My assessment is 99.9% reliable…I assess my students based on their profi-
ciency and I am confident that it is accurate; I am opposed to those who ma-
nipulate students’ scores. (Emma) 
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Thus, IM teachers favoured internal assessments as an evaluation tool in 
order to improve the quality of their teaching. They trusted that internal as-
sessment generated trustworthy results. 

Another way that IM teachers showed their openness to change was in 
supplementing the set textbook. IM teachers relied on the textbook as the main 
source of teaching materials. IM teachers were confident in the validity of the 
textbook as a teaching tool. The textbook published by the Ministry of Educa-
tion contains all key competencies and tasks that are accessible to both students 
and teachers. However, they were willing to include additional materials. 

I use the textbook as the main resource of my classroom activities but also 
combine with other resources especially for listening activities. (Intan) 

This extract signals that IM teachers were open to supplementing the text-
book with extra resources:  

I love going to bookstores to find additional resources. I use all [kinds of] 
relevant materials in my teaching including CDs and cassettes. (Intan) 

Teachers from this group also showed me some teaching materials they 
used in the classroom. Few of these were taken from the textbook. Most were 
colourful, laminated and taken from a newspaper, magazine and other authentic 
sources. These teaching materials and the portfolio assignment suggest that IM 
teachers are interested in the use of authentic materials to assess students’ 
learning.  

Authentic Formative Assessment Practices 

IM teachers based their teaching and assessment on the four micro skills: 
reading, writing, listening and speaking. They recorded these scores in their 
modified scoring grid document. They reported that authentic English teaching 
requires all four modes of the language to be taught.  In the current curriculum, 
called the school level curriculum, English language scores are composite. This 
means that scores for listening, speaking, reading and writing are collapsed into 
a single overall score and some teachers prefer to concentrate their teaching on 
reading and writing at the expense of skills that are not examined. Nonetheless, 
teachers in the improvement group reported teaching and assessing students ac-
cording to all four language skills.  
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…I measure speaking, listening, reading and writing. So students are scored 
based on these skills. (Lisa) 

IM teachers reported that they specifically taught each of these skills and 
tried to involve their students in assessments that would inform their learning. 
These teachers reported using oral tests in speaking, listening and some reading 
classes, and employed written tests in writing and reading comprehension clas-
ses.  

IM teachers wished to use assessment that matched each skill which 
would ensure the validity of the test. These teachers insisted that it was neces-
sary to use several criteria to determine students’ scores such as looking at stu-
dents’ responses in listening, as well as whether or not they followed the com-
mands given by teachers. Speaking skills were challenging in that there were 
multiple aspects to evaluate. 

I use some criteria such as content, fluency, intonation, and pronunciation”. 
(Emma) 

IM teachers also reported developing particular criteria and rubrics in as-
sessment to assist student learning. These teachers insisted that sharing the as-
sessment criteria with students was important in improving students’ learning 
because it helped them to realize the measurement aspect. 

 This understanding indicate that teachers tried to communicate their ex-
pectations in order to guide students towards performing work that would meet 
the set criteria (Martins, 2008). It also suggests that the IM teachers tried to 
share responsibility for the learning and assessment process with their students.  
IM teachers illustrated authenticity in assessment by assessing students per 
skill. They also utilised what they believed as the appropriate pedagogy in 
teaching English. They felt that contextualising teaching materials and creating 
interesting learning experiences could support student achievement. 

Grading to Show Achievement 

IM teachers believed in authentic classroom-based assessment that would 
inform teaching and learning. However, they also indicated a strong interest in 
grading practices. IM teachers believed that assessment should be useful in re-
vealing student learning. They argued that testing was a preliminary instrument 
to measure the quality of students’ work.  One confidently stated that it helped 
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…to measure students’ proficiency, how well they comprehend the lesson. 
(Intan) 

IM teachers appeared to believe that students have different levels of 
competency; assessment assisted them to recognise students’ position among 
their fellows. IM teachers assumed that the higher the score, the more learning 
a student had achieved. IM teachers seemed to be happy in using assessment 
results to map student achievement levels. These teachers appeared to believe 
that assessment and scoring were inseparable.  

…it is a sign, whether students master the teaching materials or not, if they 
get 10 (ten), it means they understand the lesson well. (Andin) 

In other words, IM teachers viewed a score as a symbol of achievement. 
This understanding appeared to be strong and was reflected in these teachers’ 
teaching and assessment practices. Teachers also contended that a good score 
was important for students’ self-actualisation and provided an indication of 
their further education level. 

…when students have a good score or when they have good achievement, 
they will be recognized in our society. (Intan) 

It seemed that both teachers and students believed that scores reflected 
students’ achievement, suggesting that scoring and grading were a valued part 
of learning. Students were ‘happy when their work is scored’ (Andin) and re-
quested every task to be rated by asking ‘will you mark this or not?’ (Lisa). 
Students appeared to ‘study only to get a good score’ (Lisa). IM teachers be-
lieved that assessment could be used to identify students’ position against the 
standards, acknowledge students’ positions among their fellows and build posi-
tive impressions among community and society.  

This phenomenon indicates a communal assumption that grading is crucial 
for communicating the quality of learning. This shared perception of the value 
of grading suggests that scoring and grading is a significant part of the partici-
pants’ culture. The IM teachers did not find an emphasis on grade to be incom-
patible with a focus on formative assessment. 

External Assessment 

IM teachers believed that exam-based external assessments are an im-
portant means of evaluation to certify students’ learning, teachers’ teaching, 
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and the accountability of a school. However, they also felt that external exami-
nations had a negative impact on a teacher’s autonomy, equity among students 
and they doubted the credibility of external tests. This ambivalence was reflect-
ed in the themes that arose which related to conflicting conceptions, teacher au-
tonomy and the credibility of external assessment practices. 

Conflicting Conceptions 

IM teachers believed that external assessment could assure teachers’ ac-
countability. These teachers believed that the collection of students’ assessment 
results was an indication of the quality of teachers’ teaching.  

It tells me whether I am able to transfer knowledge to my students. (Andin) 
 

This understanding suggests that IM teachers supported conventional or 
behaviourist views of learning. These teachers assumed that students’ success 
in learning was visible when they could reproduce teachers’ knowledge. In 
short, IM teachers considered that assessment was a powerful way to com-
municate the standard or quality of students’ learning and teachers’ teaching.  

...they [parents] look at the result. When it is good, it means the teachers are 
qualified. (Emma) 

In addition, IM teachers agreed with the government’s use of external as-
sessment to evaluate the quality of a school. IM teachers understood the main 
function of this high-stakes external assessment was to assign each school a 
rank in the region, province and country. 

The students’ proficiency indicates the quality of a school (Lisa) 

This extract illustrates that IM teachers acknowledged the role of society 
in assessment. The strong confidence placed in examination scores as a meas-
ure of students’ proficiency by students, teachers and the community appeared 
to be underpinned by the National Examination. While IM teachers supported 
the use of high-stakes assessment to fulfill the above purpose, they appeared to 
have mixed feelings about it. In contrast to their support for assessment as a 
means to hold schools accountable, IM teachers also argued that using a score 
as the indicator of quality placed schools in a difficult situation. IM teachers 
reported that some schools felt obliged to engineer acceptable scores to fulfil 
the demands of society, or to encourage new enrolments.  
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We are required to report scores which are acceptable or above the standards, 
otherwise teachers’ and the school’s reputation is contested”. (Emma) 

The effect of student achievement in external examinations on the wider 
community was obvious to this teacher. 

Students’ examination results determined the reputation of a school, influ-
encing prospective parents seeking to identify and select prestigious schools for 
their children. IM teachers seemed to be in doubt about the validity of using ex-
ternal assessment to hold a school accountable in this way. They suggested that 
this also led to several unintended consequences for teachers’ autonomy and 
the credibility of tests. 

IM teachers reported assessment practices that accorded with their under-
standing of assessment. Being unable to mitigate against the dominant role of 
external assessment in their context, they conformed to practices that fit as-
sessment of learning. In informal classroom assessment situations where their 
autonomy was acknowledged, IM teachers confidently implemented construc-
tivist assessment practices. However, these appeared to only receive a very 
small portion of the teaching time because teachers used the opportunities pre-
sented by other internal assessments like teacher tests or mid-term semester 
tests to familiarise students with the format used in external assessment. 

However, their focus on external examinations seemed to conflict with 
their other, formative practices. These teachers reported that assessments were 
an exercise to ‘familiarise students with the final examination’ (Andin).  For 
this reason, the semester test was intended to shadow the final examination and 
teachers created internal tests that resembled models used in external assess-
ment.   

I use matching, multiple choice, particularly for the ninth grade students. (In-
tan) 

IM teachers’ decision to familiarise students with external assessment 
formats indicated their focus on external assessment.  In extreme cases, teach-
ers engaged in intense examination preparation providing extra classes and ex-
ercises similar to the examination formats. 

In the second semester of the third year, we give extra lessons to students 
which are conducted after school. Moreover, four or five weeks before the 
examination, the curriculum section [of the school] will design a new lesson 
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schedule so that students will learn only the subjects tested in the examina-
tion. (Intan) 

Teachers seemed to be unaware that such practices limited the subject 
matter content as well as potentially limiting students’ engagement with the 
content. It seems that the National Examination influenced both these teachers 
and their schools to maintain a focus on summative assessment practices. 

Case Summary 

IM teachers reported divergent understandings of assessment purposes that 
could be categorised as both formative and summative. They favoured teacher-
driven assessment (formative) where they had room to develop and implement 
strategies to improve teaching, learning, and felt that their own assessments 
were likely to be effective and reliable.  In contrast, they reported less faith in 
exam-based assessment conducted by external agencies. Although they appre-
ciated that exam-based assessment (summative) was necessary to certify stu-
dents or to make teachers and schools accountable to the community, they ar-
gued that external assessment could impact negatively upon teachers, students 
and the credibility of tests. Their understanding and practices of assessment il-
lustrated a conflict between internal and external assessment. IM teachers 
demonstrated formative assessment practices to reflect their understanding of 
internal assessment and more summative types of assessment to reflect their 
focus on external accountability. The emphasis placed on summative types of 
assessment despite their strong belief in assessment for learning revealed their 
conflicting conceptions. 

Discussion 

The pattern of TCoA responses shown by IM teachers in the quantitative 
phase of this study is not consistent with their perceptions and practices. In 
their response profile they favoured improvement conceptions the most fol-
lowed by accountability conception and they tended to disagree with irrelevant 
conceptions. This pattern should represent a strong commitment to the use of 
assessment result to improve teaching and to enhance learning. Teachers with 
this conception should also maximize the utilization of classroom and authentic 
assessment. However, data from the qualitative phase reveal that they actually 
held mixed conceptions which eventually influence their assessment practices. 
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IM teachers’ perceptions and practices of assessment 

IM teachers appeared to have bi-dimensional perceptions and practices of 
assessment which resulted from these socio-ecological influences. Figure 3 il-
lustrates the bi-dimensional perceptions of internal and external assessment and 
compliance and defiance assessment practices.  I use the term bi-dimensional to 
signify coexisting but inconsistent perceptions of assessment which existed 
within every teacher. As teachers revealed conflicting perceptions based on 
their consideration of internal (teacher-driven assessment) and external assess-
ment (examination-based assessment), their assessment practices combined el-
ements deriving from both. I call this compliance and defiance practice and 
subdivide this into several components: authentic vs. reproductive practice, us-
ing additional teaching materials and grading practices.  

 
 

 
 
 

Figure 3: IM Teachers’ Perceptions and Practices of Assessment 

Perceptions and practices are interrelated as denoted by the two-headed ar-
row. The strong arrow connecting perceptions to external assessment indicates 
teachers’ focus in this assessment. The compliance and defiance practices con-
sist of several mixed practices combining authentic and reproductive. Internal 
assessment refers to teacher driven assessment during or after instruction which 
is conducted for quality assurance; this assessment is also called classroom as-
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sessment (CA) (Harianti, 2005). To assure quality, teachers reported conduct-
ing CA both to evaluate the process and results of learning. This understanding 
was aligned with the MoNE expectation (Ministry of National Education, 
2005c) which recommended evaluation through classroom tasks, teacher tests, 
a mid-term semester test and semester tests. This means that teachers’ percep-
tions of CA reflected the published fitness of purposes of the assessment sys-
tem in Indonesia. The focus of internal assessment shared between students as 
well as teachers might suggest a similarity to the improvement conception 
(Brown, 2002) or a pedagogical conception (Remesal, 2007, 2011).  

The intention of the Indonesian model of classroom assessment is to moni-
tor the on-going achievement of students and to summarise achievement at a 
particular time (Harlen, 2005; Segers & Tillema, 2011). This conceptions of 
classroom assessment is similar to the exclusively normative use of assessment 
in the USA (Shepard, 2000). In the normative use of assessment, students usu-
ally do tasks and perform ’to please the teacher or to get good grades rather 
than to pursue a compelling purpose’ (Shepard, 2000, p. 31). This argument 
perfectly illustrates the condition of classroom assessment in the context be-
cause teachers believed that students’ understanding of teaching materials was 
reflected in their grades. They believed that the higher the grade, the better the 
quality of teaching, so higher grades reflected more effective teachers. When 
interpreted through such conceptions, the intended purposes of classroom as-
sessment were forgotten. Shepard (2000) contended that the compelling pur-
pose of classroom assessment was to find shared understanding between teach-
ers and students on what makes sense and what doesn’t, and this could be used 
to design learning strategies. In other words, in their assessment practices, 
teachers in the context of the study appeared to only focus on what works ra-
ther than on what does not. This finding implies teachers were interested in 
evaluating the results of teaching rather than the process of learning. 

Nonetheless classroom assessment policy was set by the MoNE and teach-
ers simply performed their role as policy implementers. Indeed, the Indonesian 
classroom assessment model appeared to only partially support the empirical 
prototype of classroom assessment suggested by Resnick and Resnick (1992) 
or Airasian (1991) who proposed that classroom assessment should focus on 
teachers and students. Participants’ classroom assessment evaluated instruction 
but results were rarely used to identify students’ personal needs; classroom as-
sessment seemed to only inform instructional changes but not students’ learn-
ing. My participants supported internal assessments and demonstrated a prefer-
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ence for policies in which their assessment practices promoted classroom tasks 
and teachers tests. Teachers argued for a version of classroom assessment in 
Indonesia focused on process where they could use and develop several as-
sessment strategies to improve teaching. This understanding reflects formative 
purposes of assessment where teachers could continuously make changes dur-
ing instruction (Boston, 2002) in order to improve teaching quality and stu-
dents’ learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Harris & Brown, 2008). 

However, my participants were constrained to evaluate and summarise 
students’ achievement at particular times. These assessment practices included 
traditional assessments like paper and pencil tests with items covering multiple 
choices, true/false, matching, fill in /completion, short answers and essay tests. 
Any teaching adjustments were included in a remedial programme made after 
the teacher test which involved re-teaching the same materials with or without 
significant changes in strategies or giving students another chance to re-do the 
tests. This conception and practice contradicts earlier interpretations of class-
room assessment (Resnick & Resnick, 1992; Stiggins, 1999). These authors 
contended that changes in teaching instruction should be conducted in day to 
day operation in order to maximise the diagnosable function of assessment to 
improve teaching and learning. 

Teachers’ confidence in the impact of CA on teaching was interesting be-
cause they tended to differentiate between the purposes of assessment for 
teaching and learning, components that are inseparable to some scholars (Black 
& Wiliam, 1998b, 2007; Stiggins, 1999). However, the findings from my study 
indicated a different understanding of connections between modifications to 
teaching and a possible improvement in learning. These teachers may have 
agreed in theory with the relationship between teaching and learning as ex-
plained in formative assessment (FA) but they interpreted these factors differ-
ently in practice. Teachers appeared to concentrate on one aspect only (teach-
ing) assuming that teaching would automatically impact the other side (learn-
ing). This reasoning shared by participating teachers might signal the need for 
further investigation into the impact of assessment on teaching and learning. In 
other words, there is potential to separate the purposes of assessment for teach-
ing and learning into two different components. This means that researchers 
need to clearly classify or separate the purposes of assessment such as for 
teaching and for learning in order to avoid confusions among teachers (Frey & 
Schmitt, 2010). This idea (which suggests a need for PD) seems not to have 
been considered by policy makers in Indonesia. Therefore, my participants’ 
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conceptions that classroom assessment impacts on teaching and thus on learn-
ing could not truly be categorised as formative assessment (FA) or assessment 
for learning (AfL). 

CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS 

IM teachers superficially demonstrated an interest in FA or AfL in 
their classroom practices but a deeper examination of their beliefs revealed a 
closer affinity with summative assessment (SA). Even though these perceptions 
may seem inconsistent, they fit the purposes of the existing assessment system 
in Indonesia (Ministry of National Education, 2005a) that focuses more on ex-
ternal assessment. In other words, teachers’ blurred perceptions that did not ful-
ly fit within parameters set by international scholars (Airasian, 1991; Black & 
Wiliam, 1998a; Resnick & Resnick, 1992) may have developed as a result of 
the Indonesian education system. Therefore, although participants in this study 
reported that the purpose of assessment was to inform teaching and improve 
students’ learning, their understandings do not precisely align with an im-
provement conception (Brown, 2002), a pedagogical conception (Remesal, 
2011), or a transformative conception (Postareff, et al., 2012). These partici-
pants’ perceptions of assessment fit more closely within a societal or mixed so-
cietal conception (Remesal, 2011) or to accountability conceptions (Brown, 
2002). At the same time, unlike participants in other studies, participating 
teachers also balanced improvement, pedagogical and irrelevance conceptions. 
As a consequence, their assessment practices signify a conflict which resulted 
in a combination of authentic and reproductive assessment. This might signify 
teachers’ confusion of assessment conceptions which requires serious consider-
ation from policy makers. The government should attempt to understand teach-
ers’ perceptions, knowledge, readiness and responses to any planned reform 
particularly on assessment. Otherwise, the result could be mixed if not useless.  
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