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EDITORIAL

Education Review Offi  ce (ERO) has been conducting various forms of educational assessments including National 

Assessment of Student Achievement at various Grades of school education and Performance Audit of educational 

institutions. Besides, ERO has been carrying out Early Grade Reading Assessment and conducting research studies 

on educational issues. Th e main aim of these assessments and studies is to provide feedback to the government as well 

as concerned agencies and persons for enhancing quality of and equity in education with improved accountability. 

Assessment results can be interpreted using either norm referenced or criterion referenced method. Th e fi rst one is an 

interpretation based on the achievement of other students or sometimes comparing the result with the average of the 

same group (the norm). Th e latter one is an interpretation of assessment results by comparing with the pre-determined 

criteria and standards. Th e previous assessments conducted by ERO at Grade 3, 5 and 8 two times each were norm 

referenced. But ERO has begun criterion referenced assessment at Grade 8 this year with the aim of continuing this 

kind of assessment at grade 5, 8 and 10 in the next round. Along with developing assessment framework for national 

assessment of student achievement, development of performance audit framework and early childhood learning and 

development assessment framework have also been completed which are expected to help enhancing the quality and 

creditability of these assessments.  

Th is issue of journal shares some innovations and good practices from the  assessments conducted by Education Review 

Offi  ces together with the results of some other studies and works related to educational assessment. Th is journal is 

disseminating and extending the knowledge and technology developed in the fi eld of educational assessment, especially 

student assessment and performance audit of educational institutions, therefore this can be considered as a forum 

for learning and knowledge building. It will also support creating an opportunity for sharing innovative practices, 

techniques and technologies, and reviewing the knowledge and practices in the fi eld of educational assessment. At 

this point, we take the opportunity to acknowledge all the contributors including authors and reviewers of articles.

We believe that readers in the fi eld of education in general and educational assessment in particular will be benefi ted 

from this issue of journal. Constructive suggestions and feedbacks from readers are always welcomed for further 

improving its forthcoming issues. We also invite scholarly articles from all authors to support our endeavour to build 

and share knowledge, techniques and innovative ideas in the fi eld of educational assessment.  
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Second Language Vocabulary Assessment: A Quest into Instrumentation for 
Addressing Receptive and Productive Dimensions

Dr Binod Luitel

Associate Professor, CERID, Tribhuvan University

binodluitel@yahoo.co.in

Abstract

 An attempt has been made in this paper to explore into the literature of second language 
vocabulary assessment and analyze the instruments used for testing word-meaning. Five diff erent 
formats of tests and their variants have been intensively analyzed, and their strengths as well as 
limitations are examined – considering the potentiality of measuring receptive and productive 
dimensions of vocabulary knowledge. Diff erent types of testing tool were found useful for assessing 
diff erent aspects of vocabulary competence; and it was concluded that one particular tool cannot 
address all aspects. An integrated framework for word-meaning assessment is proposed in the end 
– which ensures the coverage of the two major dimensions. It is expected that the framework can 
measure the aspects of ‘awareness’, ‘comprehension’, ‘abstraction’, ‘controlled production’ and 
‘free production’.

Key terms: Vocabulary competence, receptive dimension, productive dimension, awareness, 
comprehension, abstraction, controlled production, free production, ACACF framework

Introduction

Needless to say, words carry meanings. While reading or listening, one can hardly grasp 
knowledge in any subject matter without knowing the vocabulary items used therein. In this way, 
we can see vocabulary as an essential component in language. Highlighting the importance of 
this component while learning a second language (L2), Read (2004, p. 146) states: “…Lexical 
items carry the basic information load of the meanings they (L2 learners) wish to comprehend 
and express.” 

Thus, the relevance of vocabulary instruction and testing is quite obvious in teaching-
learning – as we have experienced that a learner is unable to express ideas unless s/he can use the 
vocabulary items that carry the ideas. So, vocabulary should be considered an essential part of 
teaching as well as assessment in general and language pedagogy in particular – whether we talk 
about it in the context of classroom instruction, or from research perspective. Read (2000, p. 40) 
has emphasized the dual purpose of vocabulary assessment – for teaching and research. While 
its assessment for measuring what learners have achieved in their learning career is important in 
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teaching, the task of exploring vocabulary acquisition on the basis of the data derived from testing 
has great relevance in research.

In the contemporary literature on vocabulary competence, we can see theoretical discussions 
regarding the quality of vocabulary knowledge – whereby ‘receptive-productive continuum’ has 
been an important phenomenon. Accordingly, diff erent stages of development in vocabulary 
competence can be conceptualized. In language learning, it is experienced time and again that 
knowledge of a word-meaning is not always ‘all or nothing’ phenomenon. As Waring and Takaki 
(2003, p. 133) have admitted, there are several “…stages, levels or degrees of word knowledge. 
These could range from knowing only that you have seen or heard the word-form without being 
able to recall the meaning, to a full understanding of the word and its various nuances….”

In this way, the dimension of ‘reception’ involves learner’s ability to recognize word-
meaning association, while ‘production’ entails one’s ability to use the item when needed. Nation 
(2001, p. 27) has stressed the point that, whatever the tiny aspect of lexical knowledge (word 
form, meaning, word associations, uses, collocations, constraints on use, etc.) being considered, 
vocabulary competence involves knowing these aspects receptively as well as productively. It 
is generally assumed that one becomes able to use an item productively only after acquiring it 
receptively but not the other way round. This continuum has also been referred in terms of the 
‘strength’ of lexical knowledge (Laufer et al., 2004) – whereby the items at receptive level are 
considered having poorer strength compared to those at productive level.

Once we take this point in consideration, we will be in a position to realize the need for 
testing vocabulary items by using receptive as well as productive measuring instruments. And, 
the two types of assessment inform us with diff erent pictures regarding the strength of learner’s 
word meaning knowledge – which have very signifi cant implications in the context of second 
language pedagogy.

Statement of the Problem

The need for considering ‘receptive-productive continuum’ discussed above demands the 
concern towards exploration into the various types of instruments that were employed for L2 
vocabulary testing in the past. So, examining the tools employed in the course of vocabulary 
testing and word-meaning learning research, synthesizing the fi ndings of such exploration, and 
then consolidating them towards modeling new framework/s of vocabulary assessment are some 
of the direct concerns in the context of L2 pedagogy. The study reported in this article is an 
attempt towards this direction.

Objectives of Study

The study has been undertaken to accomplish the following objectives:
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• To explore into the literature on language testing, and analyze the specifi c tools employed for 
assessing the receptive as well as productive dimensions of learner’s vocabulary competence 
in second language; and

• To model an integrated framework of vocabulary assessment for covering the two dimensions, 
based on the fi ndings of exploration

Methodology

Literature was the principal source of secondary data for the collection of information 
required in this study. Books on English language teaching and testing, scholarly journals in the 
same fi eld, and research reports/dissertations etc. were consulted for data collection. Diff erent 
types of vocabulary questions described in these sources were then analyzed as required to 
address the research objectives. In this analysis, basically the characteristics of the testing tools 
were thoroughly examined and the write up was prepared with relevant sub-headings. Details of 
the qualitative description-cum analysis are presented in the section that follows. Major fi ndings 
of analysis are synthesized, and then a new framework of assessment is presented based on the 
synthesis.

Exploring Literature: Instrument Analysis

The available literature was explored from 1960s to the running decade of the 21st century, 
and the relevant tools and instruments employed for vocabulary assessment were studied. Some 
important ones are described with critical scrutiny in this section, as presented in the sub-headings 
below.

Matching format

The practice of listing words in a column and meanings in the next one, and then assigning 
the task of showing connection between the two has prevailed for a long time in language teaching; 
and the same has been used as a vocabulary testing tool. This format has been demonstrated in 
the works of various scholars (e.g. Heaton, 1975; Ur, 1996) – whereby the testees are instructed 
to match the two sides on the basis of meaning relation – synonym, antonym, hyponym, or short 
defi nition, etc. This format is usable for testing multi-word lexical items as well. In the context of 
English as a foreign language (EFL) among Chinese learners, Li (2004) has used idiom-defi nition 
matching for the assessment of idiomatic words and phrases.

Matching test has been employed for research purpose as well – typically for assessing the 
learners’ receptive/passive knowledge of word-meanings. Fan’s (2001) use of this test, or Li’s 
(2004) work mentioned above are examples. ‘The Vocabulary Levels Test’, a widely established 
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test (proposed by Nation, 1990), has also employed this tool for research purpose.

This kind of test seems highly credible so far as the measurement of learner’s ability to 
recognize word-meaning is concerned. Thus, it works as a valid tool for receptive testing of 
vocabulary – whereby it can inform us the status of meaning abstraction in learner’s mind. However, 
as it involves basically “…a recognition rather than a recall task…” (Read, 2000, p. 171), it cannot 
demonstrate the learner’s ability to use the word for communication or overt expression. With a 
clear indication of being unable to assess the productive dimension of vocabulary competence, as 
such, we cannot expect that one’s successful performance in this tool can predict the occurrence 
of the item in their speaking or writing. Moreover, it tests learner’s word-meaning knowledge in 
a de-contextualized manner; so we cannot predict reading comprehension in context simply by 
seeing the learner’s achievement tested through this tool. In order to address these lacunas, some 
other instruments are required.

‘Yes/No’ (or checklist) format 

A long list of words is provided to the learners in this kind of test; and they are instructed to 
respond simply by indicating whether each of the words is known or unknown, by marking ‘yes’ 
or ‘√’ (if the item is known) and ‘no’ or ‘×’ (if unknown). Instead of asking if the items are known 
or unknown, testees can even be instructed to indicate whether they have heard or read the words. 
This format tries to correct the problem of reliability in marking ‘yes’ or ‘no’ by including several 
‘non-words’ (sequence of letters that do not form any real word in the language) within the list 
of the words being tested. For example, if we are preparing a list of 50 English words for testing, 
some letter sequences like ‘wascotil’ and ‘chetamor’ (both are non-words) etc. can be included in 
the list. When the testee marks ‘yes’ in the real words, the cases are called ‘hits’ and if non-words 
are marked ‘yes’, they are called ‘false alarms’ (Meara et al., 1994). We can say whether one’s 
response in the test is reliable or not after seeing the number of false alarms, if present at all in 
the response.

In a slightly modifi ed fashion, Shu and others (1995) had implemented the ‘checklist test’ 
model of vocabulary testing by using two kinds of non-words within the list of real words: (i) 
letter sequences which do not contain any meaningful item (neither a word, nor any free or bound 
morpheme) – ‘ushom’ for example; and (ii) letter sequences having the real ‘base’ followed by 
meaningless derivation (thus becoming non-words), which they have called ‘pseudo words’, e.g. 
‘birdable’.

Seemingly a “simple minded idea” (Meara and Buxton 1987) rather than being a ‘test’, 
in the beginning, one can say this format simply collects the learner’s reported responses but 
cannot give evidence of word-meaning knowledge. However, its use has much been appreciated 
in vocabulary learning research; and the practice of using non-words is found in reading passages 
as well. For example, Pulido and Hambrick (2008) have constructed such words according to 
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orthographic and morphological rules of Spanish, and used them in reading text.

One of the great problems in testing vocabulary size is related to covering a very large 
number of words within a limited time. A checklist test of the kind just described can solve this; 
that is why this format has also been called a “promising innovation” of L2 vocabulary testing 
(Meara et al., 1994, p. 298). A lengthy tool like multiple choice cannot help when we have to test 
a large number of items. Checklist format can be employed for seeing the learner’s awareness on 
given items – even if a few items are included in the test. From a learner’s positive response to a 
word in this tool, we can say that at least the learner is aware of the fact that the word exists, and 
has some vague idea regarding its meaning.

As Meara and Buxton (1987) pointed out, there was a good correlation between multiple-
choice test and checklist test. This tool has been used very widely among native speakers since 
1990 (Read, 2000, p. 88). Among the non-native speakers, the ‘Eurocentres Vocabulary Size Test’ 
developed in the 1980s used it for assessing the learners’ vocabulary size. (ibid., p. 126-27)

Despite the benefi ts, there are some points of caution in using this format. The most 
important thing is that we can assess only the superfi cial knowledge of words with this tool. In-
depth understanding cannot be measured, nor can it be used to test word-meanings in context. 
Therefore, it cannot be a valid tool for testing the quality of word-meaning knowledge. We must 
use other testing tools for assessing the depth of word-meaning knowledge.

Multiple choice formats

Tests in this format have been used for a long time in vocabulary testing. As Lado (1961, 
p. 188) had admitted, the multiple choice format has “…probably achieved its most spectacular 
success in vocabulary tests.” Following Meara and others (1994, p. 297), this test has been “the 
most widely used type of vocabulary test”.

This format involves two parts: the stem (or problem), and alternatives. The testees are 
instructed to respond after choosing the best option from the given alternatives. Considering the 
nature of contents presented in the stem and alternatives, some varieties of this format are found 
in vocabulary testing practices – including the ones introduced below.

i. Picture in the stem, followed by 4 alternative words as options – whereby the testee chooses 
the word that suits the given picture (Heaton, 1975)

ii. Defi nition in the stem, followed by 4 alternative words as options – whereby the testee 
chooses the word that suits the given defi nition (ibid.)

iii. One word in the stem, followed by 4 options that can include defi nitions or words (synonym, 
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antonym, or other type) – whereby the testee chooses the defi nition or word from the list of 
options that suits the word given in the stem (Heaton, ibid.; Lado, 1961)

iv. A sentence in the stem with an italicized word, followed by 4 alternative defi nitions or words 
as options – whereby the testee chooses the best option that suits the italicized word (Heaton, 
ibid.; Ur, 1996)

v. A sentence with blank space in the stem, followed by 4 alternative words as options – whereby 
the testee fi lls in the blank by choosing the appropriate word (Buchanan, 1992; Akbari, 2008)

vi. A short paragraph (with 2-3 sentences) in the stem with a blank space for a word, followed 
by 5 alternative words as options – whereby the testee makes choice that is appropriate in the 
blank space as per the context (Luitel, 2015b, p. 155)

Considering Read’s (2000) two-way distinction under ‘receptive’ dimension of vocabulary 
competence (recognition versus comprehension), the fi rst three instruments clearly fall under 
‘recognition’ category while the last three can be categorized under ‘comprehension’ – as 
comprehension involves knowing the item in context and ‘recognition’ requires understanding 
word-meaning association isolated from context.

Among these, the fi rst model looks more concrete than others, and accordingly it is 
applicable particularly for testing concrete words. The others can be applied for testing abstract 
words as well. The second and third models are helpful to test word-meaning association in 
absence of context. They can serve the purpose of testing the ability to recognize abstracted 
meaning of word. So, considering the focal content of the test, these two do not seem to be much 
diff erent from matching test. The only diff erence is that the testee has to face a single stem for 
4 options in these two models while matching test has, in essence, multiple stems for multiple 
options. Thus, it seems the diff erence is in format rather than in the content being tested.

The fourth, fi fth and sixth models have operationalized the idea of testing word-meanings 
in context. While the fourth one is concerned with the testee’s ability to recognize the word’s 
meaning stated in terms of defi nition or synonym, the last two models aim to test the ability of 
recognizing the word that best fi ts in given context. Giving a short paragraph for context rather than 
being limited within a sentence, the last model has been developed to test more abstract, formal 
and academic word-meanings – whereby somehow extended linguistic expression is required to 
make the context more explicit for the occurrence of targeted item. Besides, this model includes 
5 options – with a view to minimize the eff ect of ‘luck’ or ‘random guessing’ while responding.

Cloze formats

A text of appropriate length is selected for test preparation in this format. Then words in 
the selected text are deleted at fi xed interval. In the traditional cloze format, there are practices of 
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deleting every 5th, 7th, or 9th word and leaving a blank space for each of the deleted items in the 
text. The testee is instructed to supply the missing word in the blank spaces. An example of this 
format looks like the following.

For proper responding, this test demands the comprehension of the surrounding information 
(Read, 2000) as well; so cloze has been used not only as a vocabulary testing tool but also for the 
testing of reading comprehension. The assumption is that it can work as an instrument for holistic 
testing of grammar, vocabulary and overall comprehension (Madsen, 1983, p. 7).

The applicability of this format has been well appreciated in testing; but an important 
problem is that most of the times the targeted item does not occur in the ‘fi xed interval’. Therefore, 
it is diffi  cult to ensure the testing of the vocabulary items that are specifi cally targeted by the test 
designer. To resolve this problem, some modifi ed versions of cloze test have been developed and 
used. The following are some examples.

(i)  Selective deletion cloze, whereby, instead of the way followed in systematic deletion (which 
is a bit ‘mechanical’), words in the text are deleted as per the designer’s decision. This model 
was developed for testing the words actually targeted by the designer (Read, 2000). The 
target words can be decided as per the need for testing – considering what must be tested.

(ii)  ‘C-test’, whereby the test designer systematically deletes the second half of every second 
word from the text, and testees are instructed to complete the blanks. Having unnecessarily 
more deletions in the text, this format is highly demanding and causes confusion most of the 
times; so there are more demerits in it than in the original unmodifi ed cloze format described 
above. In addition to being less practicable in this way, it cannot ensure that the items 
intended by the test designer are tested and the unnecessary ones (those not intended) are left 
without being tested. Thus, this model is said to be “least promising as a specifi c measure of 
vocabulary” (ibid., p. 111), unless modifi ed.

(iii) Modifi ed C-test, which can be called the ‘C-test version’ of the selective deletion cloze 
(Read, 2000) introduced above; so words are deleted as per the test designer’s decision but 
the beginning part of the deleted word is maintained. This model can be used for testing 
comprehension of word’s meaning as well as learner’s accumulation of productive knowledge 
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of the word. If the deleted items are not so many, the possibility of learner’s confrontation 
with many word-meanings at a time can be minimized in this model; and the confusion 
caused will be decreased.

(iv) ‘Simple completion’, in which the beginning letter/s are supplied leaving the rest part of the 
word blank (Madsen, 1983). The focus here is the testing of word derivation rather than 
meaning recognition or word production – whereby the testees are instructed to supply the 
missing suffi  x of the base word. For example, blank space is left in the place of ‘ive’ for 
‘supportive’ (i.e. the problem word is presented as ‘support___’ in sentence). 

(v)  Modifi ed simple completion (Luitel, 2015a), whereby some features of simple completion are 
maintained; and only one word is deleted in the short paragraph (with 2-3 sentences) given to 
provide the context. Here, the beginning letter/s (1-3 letter/s depending on the length of target 
word) of the word that fi ts in the blank is/are provided. The focus of this model is on testing 
word-meaning rather than morphological derivation.

(vi) Defi nition-resource cloze (Malagarriga, 1998), whereby blank spaces are left for selected 
content words in the text; and defi nitions are given after the cloze text in the order that 
corresponds to the correct words to be supplied as answers in the blank. This model essentially 
tests the ability of producing words with the help of the given context and defi nitions.

Except for ‘simple completion’ model, we can notice strong lexical focus in all these cloze 
formats. While we may not become ready to prefer the use of traditional unmodifi ed (‘original’) 
model exemplifi ed above and the ’c-test’ model on practical ground (as argued in the respective 
paragraphs), the others (selective deletion cloze, modifi ed c-test, modifi ed simple completion, and 
defi nition-resource cloze) can be used for preparing the testing tools as per need and as per the 
competence level of testees.

These cloze test models are valid as well as useful for assessing learners’ vocabulary 
competence – whereby word-meanings are tested in “contextualized way” (Read, 2000, p.14). 
Among the 3 basic stages of the development of word-meaning knowledge pointed out by Laufer 
(1998) (which include: receptive, controlled productive and free productive), we can clearly 
notice the potentiality of assessing ‘controlled productive’ knowledge in these cloze modalities – 
whereby the tool can test how far the testee can produce a word when the occurrence of the word 
is prompted by a task.

As such, a controlled productive testing tool such as cloze format essentially “prompts 
subjects to produce predetermined target words” (Meara and Fitzpatrick, 2000, p. 20). The 
problem, however, is that using an instrument of this kind cannot help us in determining how far 
the learners can use the words voluntarily in free production. Therefore, some other sort of test is 
essential for eliciting free productive vocabulary from the respondent.
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Translation-based formats

Relevance of translation in second/foreign language testing has been recognized for a 
long time. Some modalities of translation test that demand the testee’s ability of linking the fi rst 
language (L1) and target language, as described in the literature, include the following.

(i)  L2-L1 translation: This involves the task of translating from target language to the testee’s 
native language; and it can be used for testing receptive vocabulary. Lado (1961) pointed out 
that it can be a useful tool if other ways of testing could not be applicable. By providing the 
target word in the stem and giving alternative words in testee’s L1, Lado’s (ibid.) demonstrated 
the use of L2-L1 translation in multiple choice format. In the model implemented by Webb 
(2008), translation has been used for vocabulary testing in two ways: (a) Testees are given 
the L2 word forms and instructed to translate into their L1. (b) Similar to Lado’s model just 
described, the testees are instructed to recognize the L1-translated version of L2 word form 
– that is part of the list of 4 options.

(ii)  L1-L2 translation: Here the testee’s native language words are given for translation into 
the target language. If other tools could not serve the purpose, its use for the measurement 
of productive vocabulary has been recommended (e.g. by Lado, ibid.) – whereby the L1 
equivalent of the targeted L2 word is given and testees are instructed to supply the target 
language word.

 With some adaptation in this model, the author has employed the idea of translation in 
vocabulary learning research among Nepalese learners of English (Luitel, 2005; 2012, 2015b) 
– whereby a short sentence, rather than isolated word, is given in L1 (where the L1 equivalent 
of the targeted L2 word appears). The testees are instructed to write in L2 by translating the 
sentence from L1. The research interest here is – whether the testee uses the targeted word in 
the L2 sentence while translating.

 The author developed the model just mentioned taking into account two important theoretical 
conceptualizations: (i) Read’s (2000) idea of two way distinction within ‘productive’ 
vocabulary knowledge that includes ‘recall’ and ‘use’ of vocabulary items, and (ii) Laufer’s 
(1998) idea of 3 basic stages of word-meaning knowledge mentioned above: ‘receptive’, 
‘controlled productive’ and ‘free productive’. First, testing isolated words through L1-
L2 translation could be a recall test – which can simply demonstrate successful rote 
memorization. Employing translation at sentence level, the author has been inclined towards 
testing how far the testee can use the word in context. Secondly, with reference to Laufer’s 
framework, learner’s ability to use a word in sentence (in whatsoever way demonstrated) can 
be considered ‘free productive’, since its use occurs here as a consequence of the learner’s 
own choice rather than as a result of prompted stimulation or any sort of rote learning. We can 
be more confi dent about the learner’s productive competence in word-meaning when such a 
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free choice of words is demonstrated by the learner in a more prolonged linguistic expression 
such as a sentence – whether written directly in L2 or translated from L1. This may not be the 
case for translating words in isolation.

(iii) Dictation translation: This has been used for testing productive vocabulary, whereby the 
teacher dictates the words orally in the testees’ L1 and they should write the L2 equivalents 
by translating the dictated words (Ur, 1996). This can also be used as a receptive testing tool 
by instructing the testees to write the L1 equivalents of the L2 words that are dictated.

 Overall, bilingual testing of vocabulary is justifi ed on practical grounds (Read, 2000) when 
learners have a common native language and the teacher is well profi cient in the learners’ 
language. Translation test has been proved a useful research tool. In the work of Ellis (1995), 
for instance, L2-L1 translation was employed as a testing tool in vocabulary acquisition 
research among Japanese learners of English.

Findings of Analysis: A Synthesis

Each of the tools reviewed so far has their own typical characteristics, uses and limitations. 
As we understand, coverage of a wide range of items is possible only through checklist test. But this 
does not go beyond the estimation of word-meaning awareness – failing to concretely demonstrate 
the status of deep level knowledge. Though L1-L2 translation at sentence level is usable to see the 
learner’s choice of targeted items in production, we must remember that translation is a special 
skill of linking two languages; so this tool cannot test word production unless the testee can 
establish link between L1 and L2 words. Use of cloze is desirable as a complementary tool to test 
productive knowledge of words, but this tool can test the production of targeted word only when 
it is ‘prompted’ by the clue. Multiple choice can assess the comprehension of word-meaning in 
context, but not production – so, using a test of this kind, we cannot say how successfully the 
testee can use the words in writing or speaking. In the same way, despite its success in informing 
the status of meaning abstraction, matching test cannot demonstrate the learner’s ability to use the 
word for communication or overt expression.

Thus, diff erent testing tools have attempted to assess learner’s word-meaning knowledge 
in diff erent ways; and a tool can test only some particular attributes of knowledge. Change in 
the tool (even if they are within the same category – whether ‘receptive’ or ‘productive’) causes 
diff erence in the attribute of word-meaning knowledge to be measured. Taken an instrument at 
a time, we can test either the receptive or productive dimension of vocabulary competence but 
defi nitely not the both. This reality implies the need for employing multiple tools and looking 
for some framework that can ensure somehow integrated assessment of several aspects of word-
meaning knowledge.
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Towards integrated assessment framework

In the light of insights from the analysis of tools, an integrated framework for vocabulary 
assessment is presented below.

Modeling

In addition to ignoring the need for critically examining the characteristics of diff erent 
tools, people may not realize the importance of covering many aspects of vocabulary knowledge 
in testing. In such cases, instead of employing multiple testing tools, one will be contented by a 
single tool; and the choice of tool depends solely on the user’s personal interest or preference.

But, as stressed above, one cannot claim that a typical instrument will suffi  ce in assessing 
all the attributes of vocabulary knowledge. Therefore, in vocabulary learning research, it is often 
stressed that using a single test means the possibility of looking at only one type of word knowledge 
gain in learners – which is “a shame because it limits us to a one-dimensional picture” (Waring 
and Takaki, 2003, p. 133) of vocabulary competence. To quote from Read (2000, p. 149), “There 
is no one perfect test and it is necessary to develop a whole range of instruments to address the 
various purposes for vocabulary assessment.” In this connection, it would be relevant to remember 
Laufer’s (1998, p. 257) proposal for ‘multiple test approach’, whereby we are suggested to use 
“…a battery of tests where each test measures a diff erent aspect of vocabulary knowledge.” Thus, 
the important point is: If we want to examine diff erent aspects of word-meaning knowledge for 
research purpose, a judicious selection from the list of several tests will be the sole strategy to 
follow.

With this consideration, an attempt has been made hereby to model an integrated framework 
of vocabulary assessment by judiciously incorporating the important formats examined above. 
This model incorporates 5 instruments, each of which aims to test one specifi c aspect – where three 
instruments are concerned with ‘receptive’ and the rest two with ‘productive’ dimension of word-
meaning competence of L2 learners. Here, a content word is tested using all the 5 instruments; so, 
a vocabulary testing package developed in this framework will be useful to measure the status of 
learners’ word-meaning knowledge more comprehensively. And, it shows more precisely whether 
the item tested has a poor or rich profi le in ‘receptive’ as well as ‘productive’ dimension. In 
addition, it also demonstrates the profi le in the tiny aspect of word-meaning knowledge specifi c 
to the tool employed in testing. As the fi gure below illustrates, the 5 tools in this framework are 
anchored to the same vocabulary item – whereby one question (or problem) is used for testing a 
word through each of the tools.
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Exemplifi cation

As the 5 instruments depicted in this framework have already been introduced previously, 
no description about them is required here. However, they are mentioned once again as given 
below – indicating the specifi c functions they perform in testing the ‘receptive’ or ‘productive’ 
dimension of word-meaning competence. Examples are presented for each of them.

(i)  Checklist test (for measuring word awareness under ‘receptive’ dimension; and for covering 
a wide range of items in a test)

Example:

(ii) Multiple choice test in context (for measuring comprehension of meaning in context, under 
‘receptive’ dimension)
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Example:

(iii) Word-meaning matching test (for measuring abstraction of meaning under ‘receptive’ 
dimension)

Example:

(iv) Modifi ed simple completion cloze test (for measuring controlled production of words,  under 
‘productive’ dimension)

Example:
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(v) L1-L2 translation test (for measuring free production of words, under ‘productive’ dimension)

Example:

Discussion

As demonstrated above, this framework requires the use of multiple tools for testing 
diff erent aspects of the same word-meaning. To explain how integration of the instruments is 
possible in this framework, it would be relevant to draw attention to the 2 words presented for 
testee’s response in the checklist test exemplifi ed above, and then see the same items in the rest 
4 tools exemplifi ed thereafter. These words are ‘accumulate’ and ‘console’, which have been 
targeted for testing in ‘multiple choice’, ‘word-meaning matching’, ‘modifi ed simple completion 
cloze’, and ‘L1-L2 translation’. As explained previously, occurrence of these words in translation 
test here is a bit indirect. Here, if the testee has gained productive competence in ‘accumulate’ 
and ‘console’, s/he can use these words while translating the Nepali sentences into English – for 
the Nepali equivalent ‘cfh{g u/]sf]’ in the fi rst sentence and ‘;fGTjgf lbg'’ in the second sentence 
respectively.

Due to the limitation of space, many items could not be demonstrated above for exemplifying 
their testing through 4 important tools (multiple choice, matching, cloze and translation). But it 
must be remembered that this can be done for all the items contained in the checklist test above, 
except for the non-words’ (e.g. ‘actrosin’ or ‘aptacol’) that are included simply for ensuring the 
reliability of testee’s response in the real words – as described earlier. On the whole, it can be 
claimed that most of the English content words are testable in the way demonstrated above.

Regarding the words ‘accumulate’ and ‘console’ as occurred in the testing tools above, we 
can say that the following aspects of vocabulary knowledge are measured with the application of 
this integrated framework.

(i)  Whether the learner has heard or found the word, and whether s/he is aware of the vague idea 
about its (potential) meaning – i.e. awareness, measured through checklist test;

(ii)  Whether the learner is able to comprehend the message contained in the word as it occurs in 
written paragraph – i.e. comprehension, measured through multiple choice test;
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(iii)  Whether the learner is able to recognize the meaning stated in terms of abstract defi nition, or 
whether s/he has conceptualized the association between word and meaning – i.e. abstraction 
of meaning, measured through matching test;

(iv)  Whether the learner is able to produce the word in meaningful context if prompted by a task 
– i.e. controlled production, measured through cloze (modifi ed simple completion cloze) test; 
and

(v)  Whether the learner can use the word meaningfully on his/her own choice – i.e. free 
production, measured through translation test.

In this way, the entire range of receptive-productive continuum can be covered by this 
integrated framework of vocabulary testing, which can be abbreviated as ACACF framework 
(with the initial letters used in the terms ‘awareness’, ‘comprehension’, ‘abstraction’, ‘controlled 
production’ and ‘free production’). With the application of this framework, the strength of word-
meaning knowledge (which is considered as an important concern regarding the quality of 
vocabulary knowledge) can be assessed successfully.

Concluding Remark

Considering the need for innovative ways of vocabulary teaching for learner’s enhanced 
language competence, one of the most important things is the accurate, precise and in-depth 
diagnosis of problem in learner’s word-meaning knowledge – which is possible only by judiciously 
employing a range of instruments, as discussed in this paper. The integrated framework presented 
here can, in fact, revolutionize vocabulary assessment – in the context of classroom teaching as 
well as research in second/foreign language learning. It can be suggested that this framework 
is implementable for vocabulary testing not only in English but also in other languages being 
learned as second/foreign languages.
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Abstract

This article presents a review of the process and results of National Assessments of Student 
Achievement conducted by Education Review Offi  ce in 2011 at Grade 8, 2012 at Grade 3 and 
5, 2013 at Grade 8, and 2015 at Grade 3 and 5. The review is based on the reports of these four 
assessments published by Education Review Offi  ce. Although National Assessment of Student 
Achievement has been considered as one of the valid and reliable sources of student achievement, 
there is a need for proper institutional arrangement as well as capacity development for further 
improvement in assessment quality. The article also indicates that there is a need for responding 
appropriately the concerns about the systematic reforms towards improvement in the quality 
of and equity in education based on the assessment results. In the meantime, recently initiated 
criteria and standard referenced assessment could provide more accurate interpretation of student 
achievement if managed appropriately.

Key terms: National assessment, Large-scale assessment, Education Review Offi  ce, Item 
Response Theory (IRT), Classical Test Theory (CTT)

Introduction

Assessment is an integral part of education system. One of the purposes of educational 
assessment is to provide feedback to the government as well as other relevant persons and agencies 
for improvement in education system or any part of the system. Similarly, another important 
purpose of assessment is to judge the quality of educational products and outcomes. The fi rst 
purpose has developmental interest, and we usually call it as formative assessment whereas the 
latter one has evaluative purpose, which is generally called summative assessment. Students' 
assessment is one of the most important assessments in education, which has both formative 
and summative purposes. Formative assessment of students works towards the improvement of 
pedagogical practices whereas summative assessment aims at providing students with grades and 
certifying their qualifi cations. Three type of student assessments − classroom based assessment, 
public examinations and national assessment of student achievement − have been practiced in 
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most of the education systems across the globe with three diff erent purposes − assessment 'as', 
assessment 'for' and assessment 'of ' learning (Clarke, 2012).  The main objective of earlier two 
assessments is to improve students learning and the objective of latter one is to assess the level of 
learning or the achievement of students. 

Globally large-scale assessments of student achievement have been practiced at national 
as well as regional and international level. Several countries have been participating in one or 
more than one international assessments such as PISA (Programme for International Student 
Assessment), PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study), TIMSS (Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science Study). Besides, there are a number of regional assessment 
programs such as PILNA (Pacifi c Islands Literacy and Numeracy Assessment), SACMEQ 
(Southern and Eastern African Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality), LLECE (The 
Latin American Laboratory for Assessment of the Quality of Education), PASEC (The Analysis 
Programme of the CONFEMEN Education Systems) available to the countries of the region. 
Nepal started large-scale national assessment of student achievement of school students in 1990s, 
mostly commissioning the work to a consulting company. Those assessments were carried out 
using Classical Test Theory (CTT) with norm referenced analysis. Although assessments were 
conducted and results were published, institutional arrangement and capacity development 
regarding large-scale assessment were absent there. Realization of the need for an assessment 
agency, Government of Nepal, in 2010, established an agency  Education Review Offi  ce (ERO) 
 responsible for undertaking educational assessments including student assessment, performance 
audit of schools as well as other educational institutions, and educational research, studies and 
evaluation studies.  

ERO has been conducting National Assessment of Student Achievement (NASA) at various 
Grades since its establishment. Until 2015, ERO conducted two rounds of assessment for the 
students of Grades 3, 5 and 8 in various subjects. Assessments were conducted using modern test 
theory - Item Response Theory (IRT); and reports were prepared mostly using norm referenced 
analysis. 

This article is an attempt of a brief review and comparative analysis of these two rounds 
of assessment results. The reviews and comparisons presented in this article are based on the 
four published reports of the National Assessment of Student Achievement conducted by ERO 
in 2011, 2012, 2013 and 2015. ERO conducted NASA at Grade 8 in 2011 for Mathematics, 
Nepali and Social Studies subjects, and in 2013 for Mathematics, Nepali and Science subjects. 
In the years 2012 and 2015, assessments were conducted at Grades 3 and 5 in which Nepali and 
Mathematics subjects were repeated in both the Grades and in both the years whereas at Grade 5 
one additional subject (English language) was also added in both the years. 

This article, after describing the objectives of National Assessment of Student Achievement 
in general and the objectives of NASA conducted by ERO, reviews the methods and process used 
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to conduct NASA. The next section presents a summary of key results from the four assessments 
and then identifi es major implications of the results. Before mapping for future practice of national 
assessment of student achievement in Nepal, it explores some concerns and challenges regarding 
National Assessment of Student Achievement in Nepal. Finally, it presents some concluding 
remarks. 

Objectives of the National Assessment of Student Achievement

Among the various types of assessment discussed in introductory section, large-scale 
national assessment of student achievement aims at providing feedback to the government and 
other stakeholders for improvement in education system by improving education policy and 
programs (Poudel, 2016). National assessment provides necessary information on students' 
achievements – which helps in planning and execution of decisions. Greaney & Kellaghan (2008) 
rightly mention that national assessment of student achievement mainly answers the following 
questions related to student achievement:

• How well are students learning?

• Is there evidence of particular strengths and weaknesses in students’ knowledge and skills?

• Do certain sub-groups of students perform poorly? 

• What factors are associated with student achievement? 

• Do the achievements of students change over time?

The responses provided to the above questions through assessment are generally based on 
the standard defi ned by the national curriculum. Therefore, we develop and carry out national 
assessment to assess the overall performance level against the curricular objectives and standards. 
Policy makers and practitioners may utilize the information about the overall achievement level 
and factors contributing learning as the feedback towards reform in policy and practices (Poudel, 
2016). Murphy et al. (1996) also justifi ed the need for national assessment of student achievements 
by mentioning, ''well-designed national assessments can help countries make informed decisions 
about interventions to improve educational quality" (p. 2). In this way, national assessment 
of student achievement facilitates to improve the accountability of education system towards 
students' learning so that it helps improving the quality of and equity in education. 

The overall objective of National Assessment of Student Achievement is to identify 
students' level of learning in respective subjects and Grades. We may elaborate the objective of 
National Assessment of Student Achievement conducted by ERO as follows:
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• Identify the students' achievement levels in respective Grades and subjects;

• Analyse the diff erences and inequalities of the achievement of students among various 
geographical regions, districts, development region, language groups and gender;

• Identify the factors infl uencing students' learning; 

• Analyse the changes in students' achievements in certain duration. 

   (See, ERO, 2013, 2015, 2015a, 2016)

Assessment Methods and Process

All assessments conducted by ERO from 2011 to 2015 were based on representative sample 
of schools and students. Item Response Theory (IRT) was used to calibrate the items and to equate 
the score. Analysis of results was basically norm referenced rather than criterion and standard 
referenced. This section briefl y describes sampling method, tools development process, process 
and method of administering assessment, and the process used in analysing the results of those 
assessments. 

Selection of schools and students (Sampling)

The population for each of these assessments were Nepali schools running respective 
Grades and students studying at respective Grades. For example, for assessment in 2011 at Grade 
8, all the Nepali schools running Grade 8 and all the students studying at Grade 8 were the 
population. Sample of schools were taken using Stratifi ed Random Sampling method. The strata 
for sampling were ecological zones (Mountain, Hill, Tarai and Kathmandu valley), development 
regions (eastern, mid, western, mid-western and far-western), school location (rural and urban) 
and school type (community/public and institutional/private). 

Sample selection began with the selection of districts in each of the strata from ecological 
zones and development regions. First of all, 75 districts were categorised based on ecological 
zones and development regions and classifi ed into three groups covering all ecological zones 
and development regions. While grouping the districts into three groups, three districts from the 
Kathmandu valley were repeated in each year. Assessment was conducted in 2011, 2012, 2013 in 
the districts of a group starting from group1 in 2011. Districts from group 1, group 2 and group 3 
were selected for assessment in 2011, 2012 and 2013 respectively; then the districts from group 1 
were repeated in 2015. Three groups of districts were as follows: 

kitamurakenji
Highlight

kitamurakenji
Highlight

kitamurakenji
Highlight

kitamurakenji
Highlight

kitamurakenji
Highlight

kitamurakenji
Highlight

kitamurakenji
Highlight

kitamurakenji
Highlight



23

L.N. Poudel

Nepalese Journal of Educational Assessment: 2017, 2(1)

Table 1: Selection of sample districts

Group Districts

Group 1

Ilam, Jhapa, Morang, Sankhuwasabha, Bojpur, Ramechhap, Sindhupalchok, 
Lalitpur, Bhaktapur, Kathmandu, Dhading, Rautahat, Bara, Gorakha, Tanahu, 
Syanja, Mustang, Nawalparasi, Pyuthan, Banke, Jajarkot, Kalikot, Bhajhang, Doti, 
Kanchanpur

Group 2

Dhankuta, Khotang, Saptari, Solukhumbu, Udayapur, Bhaktapur, Chitwan, 
Dolakha, Kathmandu, Lalitpur, Mahottari, Parsa, Makawanpur, Sindhuli, Baglung, 
Kapilbastu, Kaski, Manag, Myagdi, Bardiya, Jumla, Humla, Rolpa, Salyan, 
Achham, Kailali, Baitadi, Darchula

Group 3

Taplejung, Panchthar, Terthum, Sunsari, Siraha, Dhanusha, Okhaldhunga, Sarlahi, 
Kavre, Nuwakot, Rasuwa, Kathmandu, Lalitpur, Bhaktapur, Rupandehi, Palpa, 
Arghakhanchi, Gulmi, Parbat, Lamjung, Dang, Rukum, Dolpa, Surkhet, Dailekha, 
Mugu, Bajura, Dadeldhura    

Source: ERO (2013, 2015, 2015a, 2016)

After selecting districts, schools in each district were selected covering both rural and 
urban as well as community (public) and institutional (private) schools. However, while selecting 
schools, very small schools having less than 10 students at related Grades were replaced with 
other schools having 10 or more than 10 students in the respective Grades. In each category of 
public/private and rural/urban schools, schools were selected randomly. Regarding the selection 
of students, except for the assessments of 2011 all the students from the respective Grades of 
each of the sample schools were included in the sample. In 2011, a fi xed number of students 
were sampled in each selected schools using random sampling method.  However, some of the 
students with disability were excluded from the sample due to the nature of assessment tools. 
Similarly, schools running below Grade 5 were not included in the sample even for the Grade 3 
assessment – as the samples of both the grades 3 and 5 were taken from the same school. Due to 
the devastating earthquake, the assessment of 2015 at Grades 3 and 5 was administered 5 weeks 
later than that of planned date – when the students of Grades 3 and 5 were already enrolled in 
Grades 4 and 6 respectively. Therefore, as an exception, the sample students of Grades 3 and  5 
were taken from the students enrolled in Grades 4 and 6 respectively, and the sample schools were 
selected from the schools running at least Grade 6. The following table presents the samples for 
each assessment. 
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Table 2: Distribution of Sample for the assessment

Year Grades
Sample size

Remarks
No. of  districts No. of 

schools
No. of 

students
2011 8 25 (Group 1 as above) 1201 48,682

2012 3 and 5 28 (Group 2 as above) 1690 80,232 Both the grades 3 and 5 from 
the same school

2013 8 28 (Group 3 as above) 1199 44,067

2015 3 and 5 23 (Group 1 as above) 1543 73,878 Both the grades 3 and 5 from 
the same school

Source: ERO (2013, 2015, 2015a, 2016)

Tool development

As the assessment tools, each of the assessments conducted by ERO used test items in each 
assessed subject as well as background questionnaires to the students, teachers and head teachers.

Test items in each subject

Item preparation started with the analysis of the curriculum of each subject. Before 
writing the items, ERO organized training on item writing for subject teachers. A team of item 
writers was selected from the participants of the training together with some subject experts and 
university teachers. The team drafted suffi  cient number of items based on curricular objectives 
and competencies. Items written by the team of item writers were screened, edited and revised 
through workshops of subject experts. Finally, subject committee selected at least six sets of items 
for pre-testing. Pre-testing of items was carried out among the students of the same Grade where 
at least 1800 students participated in each subject. Items were analysed using pre-test results by 
calculating item diffi  culty and item total correlation, and items with appropriate diffi  culties were 
selected for fi nal test. Items were of objective as well as subjective types.

In order to compare results with some international assessment results, some items were 
calibrated using Item Response Theory (IRT) modelling from the sets of released items of PIRLS 
(For Grades 3 and 5 in language) and TIMSS (For Grade 8 in Mathematics and Science). Besides, 
some items from previous assessments were also included in each set of items. Finally, three sets 
of items were prepared choosing some items as the linking items so that three sets of items could 
be made comparable. The major principles adopted while selecting the items were as follows:

• To ensure content validity, items were selected from the curriculum and tried to cover contents 
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as much as possible. 

• Using adopted version of Bloom's taxonomy, items were selected and classifi ed into four 
categories: knowledge, comprehension, application and higher ability to represent various 
cognitive levels.

• Reliability of test was ensured by selecting items with proper diffi  culty level and discrimination 
power.

• To compare results, items were calibrated and adopted from relevant international assessments 
as well as previous assessments.   

 Background questionnaires 

 Background questionnaires for students, teachers and head teachers were prepared to 
identify the factors infl uencing students’ achievement. Background questionnaires included 
contextual information related to students, family, school and classroom practices. It includes 
peer group factors, student factors, home factors, demographic factors, teacher factors, 
economic factors, physical factors, and leadership factors (see, ERO, 2013, 2015, 2015a, 2016; 
Metsamuuronen, 2009). The following fi gure presents the overall conceptual framework for 
background questionnaires used in National Assessment of Student Assessment conducted by 
ERO from 2011 to 2015.

Figure 1 Conceptual  framework for the background information

 Learning 
 Learning outcomes 
 Change in learning 

outcomes 

Student Factors: 
- Individual differences 
- Previous ach.  level 
- Support for special needs 
- Sex 
- Interests 
-

Teacher factors: 
- Classroom actions 
- Background education 

and teaching skills 
- Co-operation with other 

teachers 
- Use of teaching materials 

Home factors: 
- Sociodemographic 

background 
- Support to studies 
- …  
 

Physical factors: 
- Physical environment 
- Safetyness 
- Co-operation with local 

actors/organization 
- Size of the school 
- …  

Peer group factors: 
- Social environment 
- Bullying 
- Interest groups 
- Atmosphere in the 

classroom 
- …  

Economical factors: 
- Basic financing of the 

school 
- co-operation with 

business 
- Financial support from 

homes 

Leadership factors: 
- leadership culture and 

skills of principal  
- Athmosphere/Ethos in 

the school 
- grouping in the school 
- …  

Demographic factors: 
- Language group 
- Geographical position 
- City/Population density 

area/Rural area 
- …  

(Source: ERO, 2011; adapted and contextualized from Metsämuuronen , 2009)
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 ERO organized several workshops of experts, teachers and head teachers to draft 
the background questionnaires. While developing background questionnaires, contextual 
questionnaires from some of the international assessments such as TIMSS and PISA were also 
studied, and relevant questionnaires were adopted with some revision and contextualisation. A 
team of experts worked for reviewing and editing the drafted questionnaires. The questionnaires 
were piloted and revised accordingly before using them.

Questionnaires related to students' attitude towards subjects were also prepared using 
adopted version of Fennema-Sherman attitude scale (Fennema and Sherman, 1976; Kadijevich, 
2006), and included in the set of background information questionnaires. Similarly, indicators 
related to socio-economic status including father's and mother's education, father's and mother's 
occupation, home possession, home accessories, attending private school were also included in 
the background information questionnaires. 

Test administration, marking and data entry

Tests were administered in all sample schools on the same day and time in which 
background questionnaires were also fi lled by the students who participated in the test, subject 
teachers and headteacher of those schools where the test was conducted. Answer sheets and fi lled 
questionnaires were collected in the marking centre. Marking schemes were prepared and scorers 
were trained before scoring. Marks of individual item of each student and information from 
background information questionnaires were recorded in an Optical Mark Recognition (OMR) 
sheet. Similarly, the information from the background information questionnaires of teachers and 
head teachers were also recorded in separate OMR sheets. Subject experts and ERO technical 
personnel regularly monitored the whole process of marking and OMR writing. After reviewing 
each OMR sheet, data were tabulated by scanning each OMR sheet using OMR. Data were 
reviewed and cleaned before preparing fi nal data for the analysis.

Analysis of results 

A framework for data analysis was developed in the year 2011 before starting the analysis 
in which the same framework with some revisions was used to analyse the data in subsequent 
years. However, along with adopting basic framework for analysis from 2011, some modifi cations 
were made and additional analysis was carried out in subsequent years. Data were analysed 
using various statistical tools and concepts. The software used to analyse data were SPSS and 
OPML. Results were analysed using some descriptive statistics such as frequency, percentage, 
mean, standard deviation, Chi-square, correlation as well as some inferential statistics such as  
General Linear Model (GLM) including  t-test, Analysis of Variance (ANOVA),  Analysis of 
Covariance (ANCOVA), regression analysis, Multivariate methods including factor analysis. 
Statistical signifi cance was identifi ed by calculating p-value and Alpha (α) level, and eff ect size 
was calculated using Cohen's d and Cohen's f.
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The analysis framework includes mainly three categories of analysis in each subject: basic 
results, results based on diversity factors and selected explanatory factors for assessment results. 
As the basic assessment results, analysis was carried out with overall distribution of scores, 
achievement in various content areas, achievement in various cognitive domains, item types and 
achievement, and comparison of achievements with previous database as well as with international 
standards such as TIMSS or PIRLS as appropriate. Similarly, assessment results were analysed 
with various categories of diversity factors including district, ecological zone, development 
region, school type, school location, home language, ethnicity/caste, gender. Assessment results 
were analysed also to explain the infl uence of various factors related to student, family and school. 
The factors included in the analysis were socio-economic status (SES) including education and 
occupation of parents, home accessories and possessions, type of school attended, working beyond 
school hours, attitude towards subject, student's age,  support received for study, availability of 
textbooks, homework, and positive (motivating teachers' behaviour and school environment) and 
negative (e.g. bullying) activities in the school.   

Reporting and dissemination of results

ERO prepared two types of reports from each of the assessments: the detailed report and 
summary report. The detailed report describes technical details including the methods and process 
followed, analysis of results, major fi ndings and implications. The summary report is a public 
report written in Nepali language used for wider dissemination. The summary report presents 
a summary of methods and process as well as major results, fi ndings and implications without 
adding detailed technical descriptions. 

The results of each of the assessments were shared to the department heads of central level 
agencies and joint-secretaries of the Ministry of Education in the presence of Secretary, Ministry 
of Education, and then prepared reports were submitted formally to Education Policy Committee 
(EPC) chaired by the Minister for Education. Besides, report of each assessment was shared to 
the Annual Review Meeting for school Sector Reform Program (SSRP) organized by the Ministry 
of Education. In the next stage of dissemination, ERO invited media persons and shared the 
assessment results in which medias reported the results through their newspapers, magazines, 
radio/FM, televisions as well as in electronic form. Both the reports from each assessment were 
printed and distributed to concerned agencies, whereas the summary reports were sent to all the 
Resource Centres (RCs). During the year ERO organized several dissemination and discussion 
sessions in various locations in the country. Besides, ERO also included sessions related to the 
dissemination of NASA results in various orientation programs related to national assessment 
of students' achievement and performance audit of educational institutions organized in various 
districts. 
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Summary of Key Results

This section presents a summary of key results of the assessments conducted by ERO in 
2011, 2012, 2013 and 2015 at each of the Grades 3, 5 and 8 in two times. It presents general trends 
as well as noticeable changes or diff erences between the results of two assessments of the same 
grades. Although assessments of diff erent years were made comparable using IRT modelling 
by calibrating the items and equating the scores, percentage of score may not be comparable 
perfectly. However, it shows general trends of the result. In IRT based analysis, there is a practice 
of calculating ability score (latent ability-theta value) to compare the score of diff erent assessments 
(see, Baker, 1992, 2001). The NASA reports in some cases calculated theta value but in most of 
the cases the analysis was done using percentage of scores. The analysis of NASA results in this 
article also uses the same data of NASA reports, mostly the percentage of scores. The following 
are the summary of key results of NASA conducted by ERO in two times at Grades 3, 5 and 8 
from 2011 to 2015.  

• Student population are concentrated more on low performing area. Except for the 
assessment conducted in 2015 at grade 3 in Mathematics subject, students’ population in all 
subjects and years are not normally distributed. Instead, the distributions are concentrated 
towards low performing areas. It also shows a wide diff erence in achievements between the 
high and low performing students. 

• Students performed poorly in higher level of cognitive domain. Students are better in lower 
level of cognitive domain in comparison to higher levels of cognitive domain, that is, students' 
achievement score decreases as the level of cognitive domain increases from lower to higher 
level. For example, students are good in knowledge level in comparison to comprehension, 
application and higher level. It indicates that teaching learning is concentrated more on 
memorising the information and facts rather than developing understanding and applying to 
solve the daily problem. 

• Achievement varies within the various content areas of the same subject and Grade. There 
are wide variations in achievement scores of various content areas of the same subject. For 
example, in Nepali language subject, variations in achievement are seen among reading, 
writing, grammar and vocabulary. Similarly, in Mathematics subject there are variations in 
students' achievement score among the various contents domains such as algebra, arithmetic, 
geometry, sets and statistics. 

• There are diff erences in student achievement among the districts, ecological zones and 
development regions. In each assessment, wide diff erences in students' achievement scores 
are found among districts, ecological zones and development regions. For example, district 
variation in students' achievement score in assessment conducted in 2013 at Grade 8 in 
Mathematics shows up to 47 percent points diff erence between high (59 percent) and low 
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(12 percent) performing districts; similarly, there is 26 percent points diff erence between the 
high (60 percent) and low (34 percent) performing districts in 2016 at Grade 5 in Nepali. 
While comparing ecological zones, Kathmandu valley has always got highest achievement 
scores and the diff erence between the scores of students from Kathmandu Valley and other 
ecological zones are very wide. When we exclude the Kathmandu valley, achievements of 
Mid-western and Far-western regions are low in comparison to Western, Central and Eastern 
regions. Except for the assessment conducted in 2011 at Grade 8 in Mathematics and in 2015 
at Grade 3 in Mathematics, western region got the highest achievement score among the fi ve 
development regions. 

• There are wide diff erences in achievement score between community (public) and 
institutional (private) school students. Wide gaps in achievement between public and private 
school students are found in each assessment and each subject. Public schools are concentrated 
more towards low achieving areas whereas private schools are more concentrated towards 
high achieving areas. However, there are some cases of high achieving public schools and 
low achieving private schools. 

• Remarkable gap in students' achievement is found between urban and rural schools. Every 
year, there is a wide diff erence in students’ achievement between urban and rural schools as 
the achievement of the students from urban schools is higher than that of rural schools. This 
diff erence is found in each subject and Grade.

• There are diff erences in achievement associated with home language and caste/ethnicity. 
When we compare the achievement scores of the students having their home language 
Nepali and non-Nepali, students having Nepali as their home language have achieved higher. 
However, if we see the individual language, there are several cases of higher achievement 
among the students having non-Nepali as their home language. Comparing the achievement 
of various caste/ethnic groups of students, achievements of Brahman/Kshetri and Janajati 
students are in the fi rst and second highest position respectively. Except in Nepali language 
subject, Dalits' achievement is the lowest, whereas in most of the cases Madhesis are poor in 
Nepali language subject and relatively better in Mathematics.

• Gender gap in students' achievement has narrowed down noticeably. Expect for a small 
diff erence in the achievement of girls and boys in Mathematics, Science and Social Studies 
at Grade 8, and in Mathematics at Grade 5, gender parity has almost been achieved. Girls' 
achievement in Nepali subject is higher than the achievement of boys.

• The socio-economic status (SES) of the family and students’ achievement are directly 
correlated. In each assessment, socio-economic condition of family was assessed through 
seven indicators: father's and mother’s education, father's and mother's occupation, home 
accessories, home possessions and the type of school attended. It is found that there is a 
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positive relationship between SES and student achievement in each assessment, that is, 
higher SES gives higher level of student achievement. As SES is the aggregate of the eff ects 
of all the seven indicators, we may identify the eff ect of each indicator. For example, parents' 
education and students' learning achievement have positive correlation. Moreover, mothers' 
education status and students' learning achievement have very strong positive correlation. 
Similarly, availability of home possessions and accessories have positive impact on students' 
achievement.

• Over age of the student has some negative eff ects on achievement. In terms of their age, the 
students in 8-10 years at Grade 3, 10-12 years at Grade 5, and 12-14 years at Grade 8 have 
achieved better compared to other age groups of students. Result shows that when the age of 
students exceeds the right age (as mentioned above) their achievement decreases. Similarly, 
students younger than right age have also achieved lower than those who are in right age. 
Here, the right age of students is assumed 5- 6 years at Grade 1.

• There are remarkable eff ects of household work and paid work on students' achievement. 
Participation in simple household work with parents and siblings up to 2 hours a day does not 
give any negative eff ects on students' achievement; rather, it has shown some positive eff ects 
on achievement. However, engagement in household work more than 2 hours daily and 
participation in paid work of any duration has given negative eff ects on students' achievement.  

• Availability of textbooks has positive eff ects on students' achievement. Those students who 
did not get textbooks have got poor achievement score than those who received textbooks. 
Data shows that 3 to 5 percent students in the sample did not get textbook even in the end of 
the session.

• Regular home works with proper feedback helps for better achievement. Along with 
providing regular home works, regular feedbacks after checking home works is necessary 
for better achievement of students. However, the amount of time to be spent in doing home 
works should be appropriate according to the age of the students as excessive amount of 
homework may have negative eff ects on students learning. 

• Availability of support for study at students’ home help improve student learning. Support 
from siblings and parents are important to improve students' learning. Students who got some 
support from their siblings or parents have higher achievement score than those who did not 
get any support. 

• Students' attitudes towards the school, teacher and subject have some eff ects on their 
achievement.  Positive attitude of students towards school, teacher and subject helps getting 
better achievement. Students, in most cases, develop their positive or negative attitude 
towards schools and teachers from the school's environment and teachers' behaviour. Pleasant 
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and motivating environment and activities of school, and motivating behaviour of teachers 
help students to develop positive attitude towards school, teacher as well as the subject. 
Similarly, participatory and child friendly classroom practice also provides an opportunity of 
developing positive attitude towards subject as well as teacher and school. 

• School bullying hinders students learning. A large number of students (40-50%) have been 
experienced bullying at schools. Some students have been experiencing severe bullying (4 or 
5 out of 5 types of bullying). There are wide diff erences in students' achievements between the 
students who experienced bullying and those who did not experience bullying. Particularly, 
the diff erence in achievement is very high between severely bullied and non-bullied students, 
as severely bullied students achieved very poor scores.  

Implications of the Results

The above summary of key results shows that the national assessments conducted by ERO 
have provided a wide range of information on students’ learning as well as factors infl uencing the 
achievement of students. In this context, this section summaries the key and common implications 
of the four assessments conducted by ERO in 2011, 2012, 2013 and 2015 – which  were conducted 
two times for each of the Grades 3, 5 and 8. Key results indicate that, in order to improve student 
achievement, there is a need for designing and implementing appropriate strategies by the 
government, schools and other relevant stakeholders in the following areas:   

• Increasing learning achievement and reducing the persisting inequalities across districts, 
ecological zones, development regions, rural and urban locations, 

• Promoting higher cognitive ability and improving reading ability,

• Balancing instructional activities to all content domains and areas,

• Managing various diversities including linguistic, cultural, socio-economic, gender through 
developing inclusive and child friendly school and classroom environment,

• Reorganizing and revising teacher preparation and teacher development strategies, 

• Making school accountable for student learning, 

• Learning from high performing schools and reducing the diff erence in achievement between 
public and private schools, 

• Enrolling students of proper age and designing some alternative strategies for over aged 
students, 
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• Ensuring parents' and community participation in school, particularly in students’ learning, 
and designing and carrying out parental education, 

• Ensuring that children of school (Basic) age should not be engaged more than 2 hours a day 
in the household works,

• Eliminating child labour and ensuring that school (Basic) age children are not involved in 
any paid job,

• Designing some extra supports to those students whose parents and other family members are 
unable to support their study at home, 

• Ensuring the access of a set of textbooks for each student on the fi rst day of new session, and 
making sure that they have access to some additional reading materials, 

• Eliminating the incidence of bullying at school, 

• Improving assessment system focusing on particularly classroom based assessment for 
formative purpose.

Some Concerns and Challenges

ERO completed two rounds of assessments at grades 3, 5 and 8 and prepared reports of each 
of the four assessments. The summary of methods and process used to conduct those assessments, 
key results and major implications have been presented in this article. As ''a 'national assessment' 
is a survey of schools and students that is designed to provide evidence about the levels of student 
achievement in identifi ed curriculum areas for a whole education system or for a clearly defi ned 
part of an education system" (Postlethwaite and Kellaghan, 2008, p1), these four assessments 
carried out in each of the Grades 3, 5 and 8 two times have been successfully conducted considering 
the basic features of a national assessment. These assessments were conducted focusing mainly 
on describing and evaluating the quality of student learning outcomes that have been produced by 
schools (ibid). Schools, parents and other educational stakeholders have also realized the need for 
national assessment for the purpose of assessing educational outcomes by means of standardized 
test. Moreover, concerned agencies and persons have been taking assessment results as one of the 
valid and reliable information for planning, programming, and reviewing educational programmes 
and outcomes. However, the following concerns and challenges are still visible in the practice of 
national assessment in Nepal:

• There is a concern about the systemic reforms based on assessment results and fi nding as there 
is a realization that sincere and systematic eff orts of reforms based on the assessment fi nding 
is lacking, although Department of Education has prepared an action plan to initiate reforms 
based on NASA results and fi ndings. Therefore, the challenge is to establish a mechanism for 
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continued improvement in policy and practice towards enhancing the quality of and equity in 
education based on the fi ndings of NASA.

• There is a challenge on institutional arrangement and national and institutional capacity 
development for assessment. Concern has also been related to restructuring ERO along with 
the structure of educational administration as per the constitution.  

• The need for developing criteria and standard referenced assessment is realized, instead of 
the existing norm referenced assessment for proper identifi cation of students' various level. 

• Developing a clearly defi ned national assessment framework together with criteria and 
standards is another strong need.

• A challenge is realized regarding interpretation and comparison of the results of assessment 
using latent ability score rather than raw score. 

• Preparation for participation in international assessments such as PISA and TIMSS is another 
challenge. 

NASA: An Indication for Future Practices

The quality of a national assessment system mostly depends on three quality drivers, which 
are: Enabling context for assessment, system alignment, and assessment quality (Clarke, 2012). 
Although NASAs conducted by ERO have maintained reasonable level of assessment quality, weak 
enabling context and lack of proper alignment in system have been impeding the development of 
quality system of national assessment (see, Poudel, 2016). Therefore, there is a need for proper 
institutional arrangement as well as establishment of a mechanism for continued improvement in 
policy and practice based on the fi ndings of national assessment of student achievement.   

In order to defi ne and identify proper level of student achievement, Education Review 
Offi  ce has developed assessment frameworks for Grade 8 in Mathematics, Science and Nepali 
(ERO, 2016a) and for Grade 5 in Nepali and Mathematics (ERO, 2017) in which the fi rst round 
of national assessment based on the newly developed framework with criteria and standards has 
just been administered at Grade 8. The report of this assessment will be completed by October 
2017. The assessment following the framework based on criteria and standards is being prepared 
for Grade 5 in Nepali and Mathematics and the same will be developed for Grade 10 in diff erent 
subjects. For Grade 3, ERO is planning for an assessment covering Early Grade Reading and Early 
Grade Mathematics. The School Sector Development Plan, 2016-2022, the seven year plan of the 
government of Nepal for school education, has also suggested to conduct national assessment at 
Grades 5, 8 and 10 in a certain interval and Early Grade Reading and Mathematics assessment in 
grade 3 (MOE, 2016).
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Regarding the participation in international assessment, ERO conducted a study entitled 
'Feasibility study of Nepal's participation in international assessment' (Khanal et al, 2016).  This 
study suggests strengthening national assessment system at this moment rather than participating 
in the international assessments like PISA and TIMSS. Moreover, this study also suggests that 
after preparing the technical and human resource required for participation in international 
assessment, we may fi rst participate in PISA for Development and prePIRLS.

Concluding Remarks

Since the establishment, ERO has been conducting national assessment of student 
achievement in various Grades and subjects. This article presented a review of the process and 
key results of the national assessments of student achievement conducted in 2011 at Grade 8, in 
2012 at Grades 3 and 5, in 2013 at Grade 8 and in 2015 at Grades 3 and 5. This article has been 
developed by reviewing the reports of these assessments conducted in four diff erent years. All the 
assessments were conducted to assess the students' achievements against the approved curriculum 
of the government of Nepal. Assessments were conducted using Item Response Theory, but 
analyses were mostly norm referenced. 

Assessment results show that there are various disparities in students' achievement across 
districts, development regions, socio-economic status of parents, language, caste/ethnicity, rural-
urban location, public-private categories of schools. A number of infl uencing factors on students' 
achievement and their eff ects have been identifi ed. Major identifi ed infl uential factors on students' 
achievement are age of the students, household and paid work, availability of textbooks, working 
beyond school hours, home works with proper feedback, availability of support for study at 
home, students' attitude towards the school, teacher and subjects, and school bullying. Results 
indicate that most of the diff erences in achievement as well as the factors infl uencing students' 
achievements have been repeated though levels of variations and their eff ects may vary.

Results of the National Assessment of Student Achievement have been considered as 
one of the valid and reliable information for planning, programming and reviewing educational 
programmes and outcomes. In addition to policy implications of national assessment, it works 
as a monitoring and validating mechanism for outcomes, and helps raising public awareness on 
the students' achievement and factors infl uencing the achievement. However, there is a concern 
regarding systemic reforms based on the assessment results and fi ndings. Another concern and 
challenge regarding national assessment is on institutional arrangement and capacity development. 
In the meantime, ERO has begun developing criteria and standard referenced assessment instead 
of norm referenced assessment which can help to interpret student achievement more accurately 
if the criteria and standards are applied properly.  
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Abstract

This article reports on a study that assesses the readiness and feasibility of Nepal’s 
participation in international assessments. The study draws upon the analysis of existing 
resources, technical preparedness and institutional capacity to conduct large-scale testing of 
student learning. Using a multi-method approach, this study provides a comparative overview 
of the contents and domains of international tests such as the Program for International Student 
Assessment (PISA), Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), Progress in 
International Reading and Language Study (PIRLS), and of Nepali school curricula. As this study 
reveals, there is a signifi cant overlap of the content and domain of learning between international 
assessments and school curricula of Nepal. However, adaptation and alignment of the content of 
national curricula in line with the international testing requirements and redesigning the existing 
school testing are needed to prepare the Nepali students for international testing. In addition, 
institutional, technical and human resource preparedness and pedagogical reform are the key 
prerequisites for Nepal’s involvement in international assessments.

Key terms: National Assessment of Student Achievement (NASA), PISA, TIMSS, PIRLS, 
National Curriculum Framework (NCF), Education Review Offi  ce (ERO)

Introduction

Several countries in the globe have been participating in the international or regional testing 
along with their national assessments. In Nepal, ERO has been conducting National Assessment 
of Student Achievement in a certain time interval at various Grades of school education. In the 
meantime, there are some discussions in Nepal on the possibilities of participation in international 
testings. This article is an attempt of assessing the feasibility of Nepal's participation in international 
testings like TIMSS, PISA, PIRLS.

This article provides an overview of international assessments, particularly of Program for 
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International Student Assessment (PISA), Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS) and Progress in International Reading and Language Study (PIRLS), and assesses the 
feasibility of methods and processes used in these assessments in view of Nepal’s participation in 
these assessments. For this purpose, it analyses the comparability of contents between the national 
curricula of Nepal and major international assessments – PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS. In addition, 
it compares the cost of National Assessment of Students’ Achievement (NASA) with the cost for 
participation in international assessments and assesses the appropriateness of Nepal’s participation 
in international assessments considering the possible implication in budget. Assessing both 
benefi ts and challenges of administering international standardized tests in developing country 
contexts, it draws some implications for Nepal’s preparation and participation in international 
assessments. 

Methodology

This study employs a multi-method approach, using a wide range of techniques including 
document and data review, fi nancial analysis, interviews, web-based research, and policy study. 
Specifi cally, this study draws on the information and data obtained from the following four 
methodological components.

Review study

A review study was based on the available policies, secondary data, published report and 
other relevant literature. This study reviewed international assessment practices, looking into the 
frameworks, programs and practices of the international tests such as PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS. 
In addition, the review study also looked into the national assessment policies and programs, 
focusing particularly on various assessments carried out by ERO in the past. 

Subject-wise comparative study

A deskwork was done by subject experts to compare the contents and domains to be tested 
in PIRLS, TIMSS with the Nepali curriculum of grades 5 and 8 in Mathematics, Language (Nepali 
and English) and Science. Similarly, comparison was made on the contents and domains to be 
tested in PISA with the Nepali curriculum of grade 10 in Mathematics, Language (Nepali and 
English) and Science. The subject experts thoroughly looked into the curriculum and contents, 
and specifi ed the contents that are overlapped and compatible as well as the contents that are 
unique and diff erent, not compatible for international testing. 

Feasibility study

A detailed study was undertaken to assess the feasibility of the methods and process used 
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in international assessment in the context of Nepal, particularly based on existing capacity on 
conducting students' assessment. This was done fi rst by reviewing the test requirements for 
diff erent international studies, and then assessing institutional and human resource capabilities 
of ERO and other relevant national institutions to carry out international tests in Nepali context. 
For this purpose, a survey-cum-interview study was carried out to assess institutional capacity of 
ERO and other relevant institutions in Nepal. 

Cost-analysis

A fi nancial study was undertaken comparing the cost of NASA with the cost needed to 
participate in international assessments and assessing the appropriateness of participation in 
an international assessment considering the possible implications in budget. For this purpose, 
fi nancial estimation was made to participate separately in diff erent international tests (e.g. PISA, 
TIMSS) by analyzing the fi nancial policy and requirements of the individual assessment. For 
the budgetary requirements and funding options for administering international testing in Nepal, 
fi nancial records and audit reports of the previous NASA study were reviewed along with the 
interviews with the concerned authority and staff  at ERO. 

Personal communication and interview 

Personal communication was made with the international assessment agencies to collect 
assessment materials and information about procedures that are not publicly available (for 
example, budget and other internal policy documents). Open ended interviews were carried out 
with three professional experts of testing and measurement – two from Tribhuvan University and 
one from Kathmandu University. These interviews were conducted to collect experts’ opinion on 
the relevance and feasibility of Nepal’s participation in international assessments. 

Overview of National and International Assessments

Assessment is a tool for determining the quality of educational outcomes. The objectives of 
student assessment are three-fold (Poudel, 2016, p. 1): to provide feedback for classroom teaching 
and improve student learning, to certify the grade and qualifi cation of students, and to monitor 
and evaluate the quality of education system. Accordingly, assessment is broadly classifi ed 
into three types – classroom-based assessment, public examination and national assessment. 
Classroom assessment has relatively a narrow scope that focuses more on formative aspect of 
students’ learning in a particular school or classroom. The fundamental goal of this assessment 
is to assess learning and provide feedback to teachers and students for improving their learning. 
Public examination, on the other hand, is administered usually by external authority (such as 
National Examination Board) to certify the grade and qualifi cation of students. Both classroom 
assessment and national examination are considered mandatory for students, requiring all to take 
part in these tests. 
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National assessment is administered over a fi xed period of time (e.g. every two or three 
years) in order to determine the status of educational achievement of students in identifi ed 
curriculum areas (e.g. reading or literacy, mathematics, science). Assessed mostly among a 
sample of students, this kind of assessment plays a critical role in determining the performance of 
the education in the country and value for money in the education sector.

In a national assessment, a) achievement is assessed using standardized instruments, 
administration and scoring procedures; b) assessment instruments are administered to an agreed 
population of students or, more commonly, to a probability sample of students who are selected to 
be representative of the population; c) individual student achievements are aggregated to the system 
level. Reliable data may be also obtained for sub-populations if samples are suffi  ciently large 
(e.g., students categorized by the state/province in which they attend school; students attending 
private schools and students attending public schools); d) background information, provided by 
participating students, teachers, and sometimes parents, is usually collected in questionnaires to 
provide insights into relationships between achievement and a variety of factors (e.g., school and 
classroom resources and practices, student characteristics, family characteristics) [Department for 
International Development (DFID), 2010]. 

With the establishment of ERO in 2010, Nepal laid foundation for conducting national 
assessment and applying the assessment result for the diagnosis of systematic problems of 
schooling and thereby taking necessary remedial actions. Along with the system development for 
national assessment, ERO successfully complemented NASA 2011, NASA 2012, NASA 2013 and 
NASA 2015 (see ERO, 2013, 2015a, 2015b, 2016). The assessment and analysis framework used 
in NASA assessments are designed and verifi ed by national and international experts. Example of 
computer-based IRT modeling used in NASA test analysis suggests that national assessment has 
been technically sound, authentic and reliable.  

National assessment diff ers from the kind of assessment found in regular program of 
school and colleges. These assessments are on the level of knowledge, skill or understanding 
of individual students in the classroom as a form of formative or summative decision about the 
students’ learning in a particular curricular domain. Classroom assessment does not meet the 
following characteristics of national assessment (DFID, 2010): a) standardized instruments and 
procedures; b) administration to an entire student population or representative sample thereof; 
c) system or sub-system level aggregation of results; and d) systematic relation of performance 
data to background characteristics of students. A national assessment is also diff erent from public 
examinations in the sense that the latter play a crucial role in certifying student achievement, 
selecting students for further study and standardizing what is taught and learned in schools  
(Greaney and Kellaghan, 2008). This is a kind of ‘high stake’ testing which has a high consequence 
for students’ future career.

Along with the regular cycle of national assessment, there has also been a growing 
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opportunity for Nepal to participate in standardized international assessments like Program for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) (see http://www.oecd.org/pisa/), Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and Progress in International Reading and Language 
Study (PIRLS) (see http://www.iea.nl/, and https://timssandpirls.bc.edu/). PISA is run by 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) which was fi rst conducted 
in 2000 and repeated in every three years. This survey assesses learners aged 15 who are nearing 
the end of secondary education. It assesses performance in reading, mathematics, science and 
problem solving. The last round of PISA test was undertaken in 2015; and its result will be 
published in December 2016. Managed by the International Association for the Evaluation of 
Educational Achievement (IEA), TIMSS was fi rst conducted by IEA in 1995 and now repeated 
in every 4 years and tests learners of 4th and 8th graders (10 and 14 years old). In 2001, the IEA 
off ered another international survey, which was called PIRLS. This is repeated every fi ve years, 
and it focuses on 10 year old learners’ abilities in reading and literacy. The last round of this 
survey was conducted in 2011.

PISA for Development and pre-PIRLS are new testing opportunity designed particularly 
for the developing countries. PISA for Development is a new initiative of OCEC to ‘increase 
participation of developing countries’ in PISA assessments. This is done by developing contextual 
questionnaires and data-collection instruments that better capture diverse situations in emerging 
and developing countries, adjusting the PISA test instruments so that they are sensitive to a wider 
range of performance levels, and establishing methods and approaches to include out-of-school 
students in the PISA assessment. Pre-PIRLS is another preparatory option for the developing 
countries designed by IEA to participate in PIRLS which refl ects the same conception of reading 
as PIRLS, except that it is less diffi  cult. Depending upon a country’s educational development, 
pre-PIRLS can be given at the fourth, fi fth, or sixth grade. The following table provides a summary 
of the three international assessments – PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS. 

Table 1: A comparative overview of major international assessments – PISA, 
TIMSS and PIRLS 

PISA TIMSS PIRLS

Full Name
Program for 
International Student 
Assessment 

Trends in International 
Mathematics & Science 
Study

Progress in 
International Reading 
Literacy Study 

Assesses
Reading, mathematics, 
science, problem 
solving 

Mathematics and 
science 

Reading 

Age 15 10 and 14 10
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PISA TIMSS PIRLS

Grade Grade 9 (UK Year 10) Grade 4 and Grade 8 
(UK Year 5 and 9)

Grade 4 (UK Year 5)

Last 
assessment 

2015 2015 2011

Next 
assessment 

2018 2018 2016

When Autumn March-June March-June 

Purpose

Evaluates education 
systems by assessing to 
what extent students at 
the end of compulsory 
education can apply
their knowledge to real-
life situations and be 
equipped for
society

Measures trends in 
maths and science 
achievement
Describes educational 
context, including home 
support, students’
attitudes, curriculum, 
teachers’ training, 
classroom activities

Measures trends in 
reading comprehension

Investigates the 
experiences young 
children have at home 
and school in learning 
to read

Focus Skills-based Curriculum-based Curriculum-based 
Type of test Criterion-referenced Criterion-referenced Criterion-referenced

Achievement 
levels reported 

Reading 1-5 levels, 
Mathematics 1-6 levels, 
Science 1-6 levels

Low, intermediate, 
high, advanced 

Low, intermediate, 
high, advanced

Supplementary 
information

Background 
information obtained 
from learners in a 
questionnaire.

Focuses on 
characteristics of 
learners, attitudes to  
subjects, motivation 
and learning strategies

Background 
information obtained 
from learners in a 
questionnaire.

Information also  
collected about 
teachers, activities of 
schools and
teachers’ classroom 
behaviour

Background 
information obtained 
from learners in a 
questionnaire.

Information also 
collected about
teachers, activities of 
schools and teachers’ 
classroom behaviour

Organization 

Organisation for 
Economic
Cooperation and 
Development
(OECD)

International 
Association for 
the Evaluation of 
Educational
Achievement (IEA)

International 
Association for 
the Evaluation of 
Educational
Achievement (IEA)
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PISA TIMSS PIRLS

Countries 79 countries and 
economies in 2015

59 countries in 2015 55 countries and 7 sub-
national entities in 2011

Test length 
120 minutes, plus 15 
minute background 
questionnaire

72 minutes at Grade 4 , 90 
minutes at grade 8 plus 
15 minute background 
questionnaire

80 minutes, plus 15 
minute background 
questionnaire

No. Learners 
assessed 

More than 5,000 
learners in each 
country/Jurisdiction

At least 4,000 learners 
in each country/
jurisdiction

About 3,500-4000 
learners in each 
country/jurisdiction 

Development 
process 

Developed by 
international experts 
and PISA Consortium 
test developers. Test 
items reviewed by 
country representatives 
for cultural bias and 
relevance to PISA’s 
goals

TIMSS Science & 
Math Item Review 
Committee and 
National Research 
Coordinators from 
participating countries 
develop frameworks 
through iterative
process

PIRLS Reading 
Development Group 
and National Research 
Coordinators from 
participating countries 
update frameworks 
for each PIRLS 
administration and 
reviews test items for 
cultural bias

Variants 

A new PISA-based 
test for schools was 
developed for 2014. 
It provided results 
for schools but not  
aggregated at national 
level - OECD ran a new 
survey of adult skills 
(age 16-65); results 
released in 2013.

PISA for Development 
is another initiative of 
the OECD that aims to 
identify how PISA can 
be support evidence-
based policy making 
in emerging and 
developing economies.

TIMSS Advanced in 
maths and physics for 
age 18 – Grade 12 (UK
Year 13) or 1st year of 
university

Depending on country’s
educational  
development, can be
taken later than age 10

Pre-PIRLS version: less 
diffi  cult

e-PIRLS based on 
computer-based literacy

Source: Cambridge (2015)
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Contents of International Assessments and National Curricula: A Comparative 
Overview

There is a signifi cant overlap of content and domain of learning between the framework 
of international assessment and national curricula. However, there is much to be done in order 
to make the contents and domain of learning congruent. Two of such tasks are - adaptation and 
alignment of the content of national curricula in international testing context and redesigning 
existing examination and testing system of schools to prepare students for internationally designed 
testing. The summary of content-specifi c comparative analysis is presented in the following sub-
headings. 

Mathematics Grade V and VIII - TIMSS and National Curriculum Framework 
(NCF)

Both TIMSS and NCF (Grade V and VIII) (CDC, 2007, 2062BS, 2071BS) have similar 
contents in the areas of number system, geometry, and measures and data display. There is around 
90% overlap of contents in all areas of mathematics. Therefore, there is little problem regarding 
the gap or content mismatch while adopting TIMSS test items for Nepalese students’ assessment 
at the end of grade V. However, the Nepalese curriculum practices, including instruction and 
assessment, need to be reviewed and revised to meet the requirement of international testings. 
The areas of adaptation are: context/problem generation, mathematization of the context/problem, 
calculation, and verifi cation with the context to adopt TIMSS level assessment. 

Mathematics Grade X and PISA

Both PISA and NCF have aimed to develop knowledge and skills in the content areas 
such as change and relationships, space and shape, quantity, uncertainty and data. There is 
approximately 90% similar content in PISA and NCF. Therefore, the content mismatch between 
PISA and NCF is not a great issue. However, since the PISA assessment is based on context, 
process, and content, the Nepalese curriculum practices, including instruction and assessment, 
need to be adapted and revised in relation to context/problem generation, mathematization of the 
context/problem, calculation, and verifi cation with the context while adopting PISA assessment 
items. 

Science Grade V - TIMSS and NCF

There is a high overlap of the contents between TIMSS and NCF Grade V Science. Regarding 
the content weightage, living beings, matter, energy; environment, and Earth and universe have 
35%, 32% and 17% weightage in NCF. However, the equivalent is 45% (life science), 35% 
(physical science) and 20% (Earth Science) in TIMSS. The additional content in Grade V in NCF 
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is information technology (8%) and simple technologies (8%). The content breakdown overlaps 
from 70% to 80%. Regarding the area and domain of learning, knowledge, understanding and 
higher abilities carry 20%, 30% and 50% weightage respectively in NCF whereas the content 
breakdown in TIMMS is 40% (knowing), 40% (applying) and 20% (reasoning). 

Science Grade VIII - TIMSS and NCF

The overlap of contents of grade 8 Science in both TIMSS and NCF is high. Physics, 
chemistry, biology and earth science have 25%, 20%, 35% and 20% contents respectively in 
TIMSS though the same contents have 25%, 15%, 15%, 20% weightage respectively in Nepali 
school curriculum. The school curriculum has additional 25% weightage allocated for practical 
activities. Approximately 70% to 80% contents overlap between NCF and TIMSS. In terms of 
learning areas or domain, knowledge, understanding and higher abilities have 20%, 30% and 
50% weightage respectively in NCF where the corresponding domain covers 35% for knowing, 
35% for applying and 30% for reasoning in TIMSS. The NCF has additional emphasis on ‘higher 
abilities’ domain. 

Science PISA and Grade X

While PISA is not a curriculum-based test, a signifi cant overlap of the content and domain 
of learning has been observed between PISA and NCF. Secondary school science curriculum 
of Grade 10 consists of 30% physics, 15% chemistry, 22.5% biology and 7.5% astronomy and 
geology portion, whereas PISA has 36%, 36% and 28% weightage allocated for physical, living 
and earth and space sectors. PISA has less emphasis on chemistry. While the NCF has subject-
based focus on knowledge, understanding, application, and higher abilities of science learning, 
the PISA has a focus on three competency areas: 1) explain phenomenon scientifi cally, 2) evaluate 
and design scientifi c enquiry, and 3) interpret data and evidence scientifi cally. This suggests that 
NCF requires preparing students for higher order competency such as explaining, evaluating, 
designing and interpreting the scientifi c phenomena and design. 

PISA Reading and NCF

PISA reading is focused on understanding, using, refl ecting and engaging with written texts 
in order to develop students’ knowledge and potential and participate in society. While reading 
is core part of the PISA, the Grade 10 language curricula (both English and Nepali) focus on all 
the four language skills – listening, speaking, reading and writing. The PISA literary assessments 
select items from diff erent situations (e.g. personal 30%, educational 25%, occupational 15% 
and public 30%), the Grade 10 language curricula (both English and Nepali) focus more on the 
selected educational contents, and little on personal and public situation. While most of the reading 
exercises in Grade 10 language curriculum are  based on continuous texts formed by sentence 
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organization into paragraphs, PISA reading assessment has 60% items from continuous text, 
30% from non-continuous (list, tables, graphs, diagrams, advertisements, schedules, catalogues, 
indexes and forms), mixed (5%) and multiple (5%) text format. Text in PISA includes description, 
narration, exposition, argumentation and instruction while Grade 10 language curriculum largely 
includes description and narration. Rather, Grade 10 curriculum focuses reading exercises on 
diff erent genres such as poetry, prose, drama, letter writing, fi ction, autobiography and story. 
While the main mode of delivery for the previous PISA assessment was paper-and-pencil, PISA 
2015 has also an option for computer-based delivery. This option does not exist in NCF Grade 10 
language curriculum.  This indicates that NCF requires alignment of curricula in line with PISA 
reading in order to prepare Nepali students for PISA testing. 

PIRLS Reading and NCF

Reading literacy, according to PIRLS 2016, is the ability to understand and use those 
written language forms required by society and/or valued by the individual. While reading to 
learn is a key learning domain of PIRLS, Grade V curriculum (both English and Nepali) aims to 
develop all four skills of language – listening, speaking, reading and writing. In PIRLS reading 
has two particular purposes: Literary experience (50%) and acquire and use information (50%). 
Similarly, reading comprehension has focused on retrieving explicitly stated information (20%), 
make straightforward inferences (30%), interpret and integrate ideas and information (30%) and 
evaluate and critique. On the other hand, NCF (Nepali and English) focuses more on functional 
use of reading, read diff erent kinds of texts (stories and facts) both for enjoyment and to extract 
specifi c information, interpret charts, tables, diagrams, develop reading skills (skimming and 
more detailed reading). The curriculum for the development of reading skills is associated with 
grammar skills and includes exercises such as completing, matching, ordering, choosing, and 
composing sentences. The reading skills will be developed in tandem with the writing and other 
learning activities. In this sense, Nepali curricula are in greater alignment with PIRLS reading 
test. Nevertheless, the competency of English as a second or foreign language is a serious concern 
for making decision about Nepal’s participation in PIRLS English reading test.

Feasibility of Participation in International Testing

A country’s entry into the international assessments such as TIMSSS, PISA and PIRLS 
requires a number of prerequisites met at country level. Primarily, there should be adequate  
national capacity, including infrastructure, techonology and human resource, for implementing 
the large-scale standarized tests. In addition, there should be clear policy and legal provisions to 
facilitate the administratation of the international testing at country level. Such provisions should 
clearly spell out the reform strategies that are adopted after analysing the test results of such 
large-scale testing. Another fundamental requirement is the fi nancial investment to take part in 
international testing, which is generally high as compared to the cost of national assessment. The 
following sections further analyze each of these considerations.  
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Requirement for undertaking TIMSS, PISA and PIRLS and national capacity  

All major international assessments – PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS – require the participating 
country to assign a national institution (national center for TIMSS and PIRLS, for example) 
to undertake this assessment under the broader framework and guidelines provided by the test 
organizations (e.g. OECD for PISA and IEA for TIMSS and PIRLS). The head of this institution – 
National Research Coordinator (NRC for TIMSS and PIRLS) or National Project Manager (NPM 
for PISA) plays a major role in international assessment projects and works as the main contact 
person in the country. NRC has following responsibility in order to conduct TIMSS and PIRLS:

• Organization and management of the national center to ensure that all tasks are fulfi lled

• Employment and supervision of the staff  

• Assurance of the availability of required hardware, software and other necessary equipment/
materials

• Participation in the international NRC meetings.

In Nepal, ERO could be the national institution to undertake this assessment and the head 
of ERO could act as NRC or NPM. However, as the ERO head and staff  are the government’s 
employees, their independent role as suggested by the international testing organizations could 
be questionable. 

Similar to TIMSS and PERLS, the National Project Managers work with the OECD 
contractor on all issues related to the implementation of PISA in their country. They play an 
important role not just in the successful implementation of PISA in accordance with OECD 
quality standards, but also in the development and review of PISA reports and publications. 

There should be other staff  in each country to successfully conduct the study, such as 
Sampling Coordinator, Data Manager, Translators/Translation Reviewers, School Coordinators, 
Test Administrators, National Quality Control Monitor, Scorers, Staff  for data entry and Offi  ce 
staff .  

The overall tasks of the national team are to prepare school samples, contact schools and 
sampling classes for the assessment using particular software (e.g. WinW3S for TIMSS and 
PIRLS), contributing to preparing the achievement items, translating, reviewing and producing 
the assessment materials, submitting the survey instruments for international translation 
verifi cation, administering the assessment with the supervision of international quality control 
monitor, scoring the assessment, creating the data fi les entering test information into the software, 
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submitting the national database and related materials to the international data processing center, 
preparing national analysis of the data, writing the national report and disseminating the national 
report in synchronization with the release of the international report. In addition, the national 
center will need to complete a national context questionnaire. 

In order to accomplish these responsibilities, the existing human resources and technical 
set-up at ERO is inadequate – particularly in accomplishing the technical task of data entry, 
processing, and reporting at par with the standard of international assessments. Because of the 
inadequacy of human resources and other technical stuff s, ERO has been undertaking NASAs 
by hiring national consultant fi rms; and both parties share the NASA activities and tasks. The 
following table summarizes the NASA tasks shared by ERO and consultant fi rms. 

Table 2: NASA tasks shared by ERO and consultant fi rms

S.N. NASA components Role of 
ERO

Role of the 
outsourced 
consultants

Remarks

1. Pre-work: item writing, 
pre-testing, item selection

√ Worked with experts, 
school and university 
teachers and 

2. Questions printing, packing √
3. Test administration in 

schools
√ √ DEO also supported test 

administration at school 
4. Scoring answer book √
5. Data entry √
6. Data analysis and delivery 

of key results
√

7. Report writing √ Some expert service also 
used

8. Editing, publishing and 
disseminating 

√ Some expert service also 
used

9. Item-bank updating √

The above table shows that much of the technical work of NASA has been undertaken by the 
outsourced consulting fi rms. The consulting fi rms, however, have to be equipped with theoretical 
and technical skills required for using cutting-edge technology of assessment. As suggested by an 
ERO offi  cial, the consulting fi rms should have “adequate knowledge and skill on three parametric 



49

P. Khanal

Nepalese Journal of Educational Assessment: 2017, 2(1)

Item Response Theory, use of IRT models in R and STATA, curriculum and assessment, criteria 
based test development, data analysis and reporting”. 

The existing human resource strength at ERO is largely non-technical (see Table 3), 
experienced more in administrative tasks. None of the ERO staff  members is professionally expert 
in testing and assessment, although some are trained to undertake technical work of large-scale 
assessment. Notably, only one offi  cer at NASA was found trained and skilled in analyzing test 
score using IRT modelling during the time of this study (April 2016). 

Table 3: ERO’s human resource for carrying out large-scale assessment 

S.N. Position No Qualifi cation Assessment experiences
1. ERO Head 1 PhD Item development to report writing, curriculum 

and evaluation, Overall planning and 
implementation including item development, 
writing reports, M&E

2. Under-
secretary

1 Masters/MPhil Overall planning and monitoring, orientation and 
dissemination, partial support to NASA including 
writing reports,  

3. Section 
head, 
NASA

1 Masters Planning and coordination of NASA activities, 
including items and tools development to test 
administration and analysis and reporting 
(Currently vacant). 

4. Section 
offi  cer 

4 Masters/MPhil Test planning to report writing, test development 
and analyzing, reporting, training & orientation, 
(only one offi  cer is trained in item analysis 
including IRT modelling), coordination, fi eld-visit, 
training and orientation.

5. Under-
secretary

2 Masters Assigned for another job other than NASA

5. Section 
offi  cer 

7 Masters Assigned for another job other than NASA

Comparing the human resources required for international assessments with the existing 
capacity of ERO, one can conclude that ERO needs institutional autonomy and additional technical 
staff  for participation in international assessments. 
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Requirements and Preparedness for Participation in International Assessment

For international testing, there is a requirement of strong institutional and human resource 
foundation for undertaking the assessment. For example, both PISA and TIMSS assessments 
require a national institution with adequate technological infrastructure, including computers and 
software, as well as human resource qualifi ed and trained in the areas of large scale national and 
international testing. There should be assurance of competent testing staff  and availability of 
required hardware and other necessary equipment and materials. While the staff  such as sampling 
coordinator, data manager, translators, test administer, quality control monitor, scorers, staff  
for data entry and analysis are inadequate at ERO, human resource management seems a key 
prerequisite for participation in the international testing. The additional requirement is to train all 
staff  in computer-assisted testing, including IRT modeling for test analysis.

This study has also solicited the ideas of ERO offi  cials and assessment experts regarding 
the policy, legal and fi nancial requirements in order to strengthen the existing capacity of ERO 
for the sustainable implementation of NASA as well as for Nepal’s groundwork to participate in 
international testing. The following information has been obtained:

Policy requirements 

• ERO should be run as an autonomous institution in order to take decision independently, 
keeping itself away from political and administrative control and direct regulation of the 
Ministry of Education.

• The policy should make some structural adjustment in existing system of allocating the quota 
of administrative staff  and their recruitment through a transparent procedure. The ERO should 
also have a policy and adequate budget for hiring and training of technical staff  required 
for international assessments. Rather than the project-based, fi xed-term appointment, they 
should be deputed as permanent staff  of ERO so that assessment can be conducted as a 
regular cycle, informed by regular research and evaluation. 

• There should be a clear policy for the capacity development of ERO staff  with a view to 
keeping them abreast with the new and state-of-the art methods and tools of testing and 
assessment. 

Legal requirements 

• Under the Ministry of Education, ERO has been established as a permanent center for assessing 
student achievement at national level. And recently, ERO has obtained a legal status through 
the eighth amendment to the Education Act which could pave the way for fulfi lling the legal 
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requirements for the eff ective functioning of ERO. Therefore, ERO has been established as 
a permanent legal institution. In this context, Education Regulations should clearly specify 
mandates, roles and responsibilities of ERO. 

Technical and human resource requirements 

• ERO requires the state-of-the-art IT and software facilities required for IRT modeling or 
other form of modern testing approaches. There are a few trained data analysts, mostly 
inadequately trained in IRT modeling. For previous NASAs, technical works were undertaken 
by the outsourced consulting fi rms and staff s. In this context, ERO, which could be the 
national center for undertaking international assessments, is essential to be equipped with 
adequate technological infrastructure and IT system as a par with the international testing 
standards. There is a need of adequately trained staff  at ERO for developing, administrating 
and analyzing the test. 

Financial requirements

Conducting international assessments also require signifi cant fi nancial investment on the 
part of the participating country. For example, the international overhead cost for new participants 
in PISA 2018 is EUR 182 000 payable over four years at EUR 45,500 per year from 2016 to 2018 
(OECD, 2016). The total amount is equivalent to NRs 2,18,40,000.00 (1 EUR = NRs 120).  In 
addition, costs for the national implementation of the program should be borne entirely by the 
participating countries. This includes both the staff  cost and operating cost of the assessment.  
There will be additional cost for attending the regular meetings to be held periodically. 

Similarly, the basic fee per grade for participation in paper TIMSS or IEA eTIMSS in 
2019 is 225,000 ICU (IEA’s International currency unit) = US$ 112,500 plus EURO 112,500 
[International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA), 2016]. This is 
equivalent to NRs 2,56,50,000 for one grade and NRs 5,13,00,000 for two grades (1 US$ = NRs 
108 and 1 EUR = NRs 120).

Projecting the total participation cost using diff erent international indicators and study data, 
Nepal has to allocate the following amount of budget: 
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Table 4: Financial requirements for Nepal’s participation in international 
assessments 

International Assessment International fees (in 
NRs)  

Total estimated cost for 
Nepal (in NRs) 

PISA 2018 2,18,40,000.00 8,73,60,000.00
TIMSS 2019 (Grade 4 & 8) 5,13,00,000.00 20,52,00,000.00
PIRLS 2016 2,68,00,000.00 10,72,00,000.00

The comparison of the above cost with the Nepal’s NASA 2013 expenditures shows that 
international testing comes with high expenditure of public money. The total cost of NASA 2013 
which was administered in Mathematics, Nepali language and Science subjects of Grade 8 is NRs 
2,15,42,000.00. Taking the NASA 2013 cost as a benchmark (i.e. NRs 2,15,42,000.00), the above 
table shows that four-times more budget is needed for Nepal to participate in the PISA 2018, 
nearly 10 times more for the TIMSS 2019 and nearly fi ve times more for the PIRLS 2016. This 
suggests that the cost of Nepal’s participation in international assessments is too high to justify in 
terms of the value for public money.  

Benefi ts and Challenges of Participation in International Testing

Participation in international assessments invites both benefi ts and challenges. The possible 
benefi ts include:

• For Nepal, participation in international studies enables policy makers and educators to 
compare the performance of Nepalese students with international students.

• Not only studies of student outcomes are important but, equally, studies on teacher training, 
teaching techniques and background information of students and schools are important in 
identifying the factors which help students learn and achieve their potential. 

• International studies provide schools and students with an opportunity to experience cutting-
edge assessments that are designed by international experts.

• Participation in international assessment also helps to develop technical and human 
resource capacity to undertake state-of-the-art methods and techniques of assessing student 
achievement, which in turn contribute to building better and reliable system of national 
assessment. 
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The following challenges are envisaged if Nepal intends to take part in international 
assessments:

• Nepal’s current need is that educational investments and policies should focus on access, 
quality and management, school-age children in a signifi cant number are still outside the 
school and learning opportunity within the schools is questionable. So, Nepal has a challenge 
to provide the access of schooling to all and meet the basic requirements for quality schooling 
before taking part in internationally comparable testing.

• All international assessments are designed by developed countries in order to compare the 
achievement of students among themselves. The decision on test requirements and test 
objects is made on the basis of the educational context of these countries. So, such testing 
may not be relevant for developing countries.

• Taking consideration of contextual factors of schooling, it is argued that international 
assessment has laid its emphasis merely on learning outcomes of students no matter how 
the context, input and process variables are diff erent. Considering the unequal and diverse 
societies of Nepal in terms of their geography, location, socio-cultural and demographic 
characteristics, Nepal may require equity-based assessment more than the standardized and 
uniform tests.

• International assessments are largely based on the state-of-the-art technology for administering 
the test and analyzing the scores. The latest version of these assessments requires students 
to take computer-based tests. Taking decision for joining international assessments without 
such preparation would be problematic.

Conclusion and Implications

Based on the analysis of existing capacity for undertaking technology-based large-scale 
international assessments, curricular compatibility, existing data on access and achievement of 
students and the value for money, this article concludes that Nepal needs to strengthen the national 
assessment system and developing a strong technological and human resource foundation before 
taking part in international assessments. For this purpose, the following recommendations are 
made: 

• ERO needs to be developed as an autonomous and independent organization, keeping it away 
from the direct regulation of the Ministry of Education.

• ERO is required to be equipped with more sophisticated infrastructure and information 
technology. 
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• ERO should have adequate permanent positions to recruit qualifi ed and trained staff  in 
diff erent areas of testing. It is also recommended that the relevant representatives of ERO 
should be provided opportunities to attend various capacity building trainings provided by 
international testing organizations and contractors.  

• The result of the periodic national assessment should be disseminated to the school level, 
and schools should be encouraged to develop learning improvement plan and take action for 
increasing achievement level of students. 

• While strengthening national assessment system, some comparison with international 
assessment could be done by calibrating some relevant items from international items and 
equating the scores using IRT modeling. Although such practices have already begun in 
previous NASA projects, this should be made more rigorous and comprehensive in future 
assessments.  

Although a greater overlap has been observed between the framework of national curriculum 
and international testing, a further alignment of curricular contents and learning domains is 
necessary to participate in international assessments. While the national curricula of Nepal should 
have a focus on cultural, linguistic and ethnic diversity of its population, standardizing curricular 
contents with a greater global-local linkage is an additional requirement.

In view of the fact that international assessments require more analytical, critical 
and judgmental capacity of the students to respond to the diff erent high-ability questions, 
the domination of teacher-centered mode of delivery in Nepal should be substituted by more 
participatory, interactive and technology-assisted instruction whereby students take part in 
construction of knowledge and critical analysis of it. 

Both TIMSS and PISA are now developed as computer-based tests, though there is a 
paper-based option available for underdeveloped countries. This suggests that if Nepal aims to 
participate in PISA or TIMSS, the paper-based option may not be available in the next assessment 
cycle. Nepal therefore requires its schools to equip with technological infrastructure including 
electricity, computers, projectors, printers and required learning software and prepare teachers 
for ICT-supported instruction and assessment. Considering all these needs and requirements, 
institutional, technical, and human resource preparedness, curricular alignment and pedagogical 
reform are the key prerequisites for Nepal’s participation in international assessments. With the 
fulfi llment of basic pre-requisites of international testing, Nepal could participate in PISA for 
Development (PISA-D) and pre-PIRLS which are preparatory tests developed particularly for 
the developing countries, and depending on the lessons learnt, further decisions can be made to 
participate in major international testing such as PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS. 
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Devising a Framework for Assessing Early Childhood Learning and 
Development in Nepal

Dr. Kishor Shrestha (Professor & ECD Export), Devina Pradhananga (ECD Export) 
and Gopal Prasad Bhattarai(Assessment Expert) 

Abstract

This paper is an attempt to devise a framework for assessing learning and development 
of young children in Nepal. After reviewing early learning and development standards (ELDs) 
available so far at national and international level, expected learning standards covering main 
domains of learning and development that are considered relevant to assess in the context of 
Nepal have been presented. Along with them, learning and development tasks expected to be 
performed by children and tasks of assessment have also been nuanced.

Key terms: assessment framework, developmental task, domain of development, ELDS, ECD, 
IDELA, learning standard 

Introduction

It is well evident that proper learning and development at early years of an individual lays 
solid foundation for all-round development and well being of a person throughout life in terms of 
physical, mental, intellectual, social  and emotional development. Early childhood development 
has also shown to have lasting implications for learning, health, and well-being (Walker et al., 
2007). Being cognizant of these far reaching implications in human development, individual 
parents and nation states both, through their public policy, place due emphasis on children’s 
development at the start of school. While the start of school is the entry point for education 
system, children’s development at the preschool age is the manifestation of years of infl uence, 
resulted from health, nutrition status, and exposure to stimulation and emotional support from the 
fi rst days of life. Investment in early child development not only provides greater returns through 
improved cognitive, social-emotional development, school readiness, health and nutritional status, 
but also is instrumental in achieving enrollment, retention, high achievement and completion of 
primary school as well as developing attitude towards inclusive and non–discriminatory values. 
Such wider benefi ts of early childhood development program will have signifi cant contribution 
on achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which has been identifi ed as critical 
element of reaching proposed education goals, with the proposed target placing emphasis on 
children’s development at the start of school (Raikes, 2016).

An increasing concern is found on measuring early learning and development skills in 
order to understand to what extent the desired goals have been achieved, whether school 
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readiness skills have been developed in children and what further intervention would be required. 
Accurate, reliable assessment of child using Early Learning Development Standard (ELDS) 
provides the evidence based information to support policy formulation; identify the additional 
interventions needed for curricula, instruction and teacher training. At the same time, it will be 
helpful in identifying children's achievement as well as the gaps in achievement against the set 
standard. Besides, assessment on nationally representative sample population or in census form is 
important for tracking equity, because without knowing where children begin at the start of formal 
schooling, it is impossible to know whether education systems are successful in closing the gaps 
between children as the school years progress (Raikes, 2016). As ELDS is developed considering 
developmenally appropriate milestones in  Nepali context, this assessment will provide a strong 
evidence on the entry level of individual child for schooling and learning including the child's 
holistic development status.

To guide the assessment of early learning and development and foreground it with certain 
conceptual base, developing an assessment framework by spelling out main domains to assess, 
methods and tools for assessment has increasingly been important. Assessment framework is 
essential also for devising standards, indicators, measurement tools, and assessment guidance. 
Assessment frameworks have been able to guide coordinated action in countries, regions, and at 
the global level, because they provide a platform for stated agreements on what is most critical 
to measure; clarify the purposes for measurement; spur the creation, adaptation, and adoption 
of measurement tools that can be used to improve services for children; and fi nally, encourage 
regular collection of indicators to track progress. Measurement benefi ts from effi  ciencies of scale: 
By aligning eff orts, better and more complete data are obtained, and innovations are shared more 
rapidly (Raikes et al, 2014). Assessment framework will also serve as a basis to make the data 
comparable that is generated from one to another assessment. Given the reasons, developing a 
framework and assessing children’s learning and development based on the framework has been 
a global trend. 

 As Nepal is planning to initiate assessment of early learning and development of the 
children at Early Childhood Development Center (ECD), it is imperative to have a national 
framework for this purpose to standardize the process, generate uniform and comparable data 
for monitoring the progress over the period of time, harmonize the assessment actions and use 
the assessment results to improve the quality of ECD program.  In this context, this article is 
an attempt to devise a framework for assessing learning and development of young children in 
Nepal. Before suggesting a framework, ECD context of Nepal has been presented, early learning 
and development standards (ELDS) available so far at national and international level have been 
reviewed and international practices on assessment of early learning and development have also 
been discussed to seek insight from the diff erent perspectives.
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Methodology

This paper is an output of document review and consultations with key personnel involved 
in ECD planning and program implementation. In order to be familiar with what the children 
at preschool age are expected to learn and the expected requirements to be available in ECD 
centers in the context of Nepal, Early Childhood Development Guidelines (Curriculum) 2062,  
ELDS for Children From 48 to 60 Months Old 2069 and Minimum Standards for ECD center 
(DOE, 2062, 2069 B.S.) have been reviewed since they spell out the necessary knowledge, skills 
and competencies of ECD children, and standards for infrastructures, facilities and materials 
needed for ensuring appropriate learning and development activities to take place in ECD 
centers. Besides, expected learning standards for preschool age children available mainly in the 
publications of UNICEF, Save the Children and The World Bank have also been reviewed to 
identify globally accepted learning standards for this age group. While preparing the draft of this 
framework, the consultative meeting with the program planner, implementer was conducted to 
know what preschool age children should learn, what aspects are to be assessed and what type of 
assessment tools to apply.

ECD Context in Nepal

The  academic focused preschool program started since 1980s was shifted towards holistic 
development of child from 2000 under the EFA framework. Realizing the need and importance 
of ECD programs, MOE started the ECD program  following the new shift. Observing the benifi t 
and various impacts on children's development and learning, ECD centers in later years expanded 
rapidly throughout the country to improve its access for the children aged 3-4 years old. As a 
result, their number excluding preprimary classes run by institutional schools has reached to 
30448 with 92 percent gross enrolment rate of target age population in the academic year 2073 
BS. Of the total enrolment in Grade 1, about 64 percent children enter in this grade with the 
experience of ECD and PPC (DOE, 2016).

With a view to promote a comprehensive approach to Early Childhood Education and 
Development (ECED) programs for safeguarding the rights of children, National Policy on 
Early Childhood Development in 2004 emphasized the full fl edge development of children’s 
physical, socio-emotional, cognitive, spiritual and moral potentials. The National Strategic Plan 
for Early Childhood Development in Nepal (2004) was developed to speed up implementation 
of the National Policy on ECED, which aims to ensure its alignment with Education for All 
(EFA) program. Aiming at maintaining standard in service and facilities to be provided in ECD 
centers, there is also the Operation and Management Guideline developed by the MOE/DOE. 
To ensure minimum learning and development standards in all ECD centers, ECED curriculum, 
Early Learning Development Standards (ELDS) and ECED Minimum Standards are in place.

Despite these initiatives regarding the development of ECD program, eff ort for the 
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assessment of early learning and development of children in ECD against the standards expected 
in the aforesaid documents are yet to make. To facilitate the process, a national framework for 
assessment and tools for carrying out it is seen an urgent need in Nepal. Developing an assessment 
framework is also essential to measure, track and monitor the progress against indicator 1 under 
SDG target 4.21 (Rebello Britto & Hancioglu, 2016) as each member country has to report where 
one stands against them. Given the context, an endeavor for devising a framework for assessing 
early learning and development of children is made after reviewing the early learning and 
development standards available to date at national and international level. Review of the ELDS 
will lead to identify the aspects and domains to assess which will provide a basis for devising an 
assessment framework.

Reviewing Early Learning and Development Standards (ELDS)

Parents, program planners and policy makers have expectations of certain developmental 
and learning tasks from the children at each stage of their development. ECD program also expects 
certain level of learning tasks from the children as a result of interventions made for some period 
of time which are broadly termed as ‘early learning and development standards’ (ELDS). They 
can be mentioned as well–defi ned expectations for child outcomes (National Research Council, 
2008) after the intervention of ECD. To state them specifi cally, ELDS are the statements that 
describe expectations for the learning and development of young children across the domains 
of health and physical well–being, social and emotional well-being, approaches to learning, 
language development and symbol systems, and general knowledge about the world around them 
(Council of Chief State School Offi  cers and Early Childhood Education Assessment Consortium, 
2007). In similar vein UNICEF Romania (2010) mentions that ELDS represent a set of statements 
that refl ect the expectations concerning what children should know and be able to do–which 
also refl ect certain perspective about the child and his/her development. These are defi ned for 
supporting child’s growth and development from birth to when they start school. They incorporate 
new theories concerning children’s development generated by psychology, brain research, child 
development and education and the national values to be promoted. These ELDS will be helpful 
to seek insights on the aspects and domains that are important to assess ECD.

While preparing children to be ready for school by keeping them developmentally on track 
is the main development purpose of ECD program, global consensus is also found among the 
ECD experts that readiness for school should be understood more broadly than cognitive skills. 
Accordingly, ELDS are found to be formulated as involving several developmental areas, including 
motor, language and early literacy, math and problem solving, socio-emotional development, and 

1 Indicator 1: Percentage of children under 5 years of age who are developmentally on track 
in health, learning and psycho-social well-being. SDG Target 4.2: By 2030 ensure that all 
girls and boys have access to quality early childhood development, care and pre-primary 
education so that they are ready for primary education.
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approaches to learning. Competence in all these areas will ensure that children are ready to benefi t 
from educational activities off ered in the school environment.

Some skills included in ELDS are relevant across domains and encourage learning and 
development in many areas (National Research Council, 2000). Self-regulation, or the ability to 
focus attention and behavior, is hypothesized to be relevant across all domains because it is so 
central to what children learn and experience. Therefore, self-regulation is understood to play 
an especially central role in school readiness (Eisenberg, Valiente, & Eggum, 2010). Language 
development also has a strong infl uence on many domains of development, including mathematics, 
literacy and social interactions. Social interactions are especially sensitive to expressive language 
because children with better language skills can communicate better with peers. Expressive 
language plays a role across multiple domains of development, including social/emotional, literacy 
and cognitive. Finally, some areas of development, such as executive function, seem to facilitate 
acquisition of new skills and knowledge, and thus show strong relationships with many domains 
of learning from early childhood onward (Blair & Razza, 2007). This means that measurement 
of early childhood development should include all domains of development, rather than focusing 
on early academic skills alone, and for some areas, eff ects of early childhood development may 
become apparent for several years to come.

Considering the importance of the holistic development in early years for early learning 
and development, ELDS is developed as the nationl standard covering all necessary domains 
considering the national expectation on what children should know and be able to do.  For the 
assessment of children under ELDS, diff erent organizations have developed the assessment tools. 
Among them, International Development and Early Learning Assessment (IDELA) developed by 
Save the Children (Pisani et al, 2015), East Asia-Pacifi c Early Child Development Scales (EAP-
ECDS)  developed by the UNICEF (Rebello Britto & Hancioglu, 2016) and by the World Bank 
(Laat, 2015) are considered important as they cover all the domains, nation specifi c ELDS have 
been built around them, and are considered to meet the global standards. Main domains included 
in the ELDS developed by them have been presented briefl y in table below. 
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Table 1: International ELDS

Domains

ELDS by
UNICEF: (Rebello 
Britto & Hancioglu, 
2016)

Save the Children 
(Pisani et al, 2015

World Bank: (Laat, 
2015)

Physical 
development

• Gross motor 
development

• Fine motor 
development

• Sensory motor 
development

• Gross motor 
development

• Fine motor 
development

• Physical growth, 
nutrition

• Fine and motor 
skills

Health, personal 
care and 
hygiene

• Health and 
nutrition

• Personal care and 
hygiene

• Personal security 
skills

• Personal safety

Social 
development

• Interaction with 
peers 

• Interaction with 
others

• Accepting and 
respecting

• Peer relations
• Confl ict resolution

• Sharing
• Peer interactions

Emotional 
development

• Self concept 
development

• Emotional 
self control 
development

• Emotional 
expression 
development

• Emotional 
awareness

• Empathy
• Self awareness

• Perspective taking
• Understanding 

feeling
• Self awareness

Approaches to 
learning

• Curiosity and 
interest

• Initiative
• Persistency in 

activity
• Creativity

• Persistence, 
initiative and 
engagement

Executive function and 
self regulation
• Emotional control
• Focus 

attention and 
behavior,working 
memory
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Language and 
communication

• Receptive 
communication 
(listening and 
understanding)

• Expressive 
communication

• (Talking)

Emergent literacy and 
language
• Print awareness
• Expressive 

vocabulary
• Letter 

identifi cation
• Emergent writing
• Initial sound 

discrimination
• Listening and 

comprehension

Early literacy skills
• Receptive and 

expressive 
language

• Listening and 
comprehension

• Alphabet 
knowledge,

• Name writing

Cognitive 
development

• Logical thinking 
and problem 
solving

• Elementary 
mathematical 
knowledge and 
skills (numbers, 
numeracy, 
operations, 
space concepts, 
geometrical 
shapes)

• World knowledge 
and understanding 
(living world, 
earth, space, 
scientifi c method)

Emergent numeracy
• Measurement 

comparison
• Classifi cation/

sorting
• Number 

identifi cation
• Shape 

identifi cation
• One to one 

correspondence
• Simple operations 
• Simple problem 

solving

Early mathematic 
skills
•  Naming numbers,
• Compare 

quantities
• Perform basic 

addition
• Shape and spatial 

awareness

Building upon these ELDS, national standards are found to have been developed relevant 
to the specifi c context. For the Nepalese context, Department of Education (DOE) (2062 BS) has 
also initiated to set standards of learning and development for ECD.

Review of ELDS in Nepalese Context

For the purpose of maintaining standards, improving management and harmonizing 
developmental support in ECD, DOE has developed standards on early learning and development  
through Early Childhood Development Guidelines (Curriculum) 2062 and ELDS for Children 
from 48 to 60 Months old 2069 (DOE, 2062, 2069 BS). Both documents spell out ELDS among 
ECD children and standards regarding infrastructures, facilities and materials needed for ensuring 
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appropriate learning and development activities to take place in ECD centers. The ELDS set by 
domains in the documents for the given purpose are presented hereafter.

Table 2: ELDS in ECD Curriculum of Nepal

Domains ELDS Domains ELDS
Physical 
development

• Gross motor skills
• Fine motor skills
• Sensory motor skills
• Health hygienic skills
• Safety behaviors
• Healthy environment 

awareness
• Good food habit

Emergent 
mathematics 
and numeracy

• Naming numbers and 
counting

• Measuring and compare 
length, height, width, 
weight and volume

Social 
development

• Interaction with peers 
and elders

• Respect and aff ection
• Participation and 

Initiation

Creativity • Forming shape and size
•  Imitating and role 

playing
• Follow and make 

rhythm
Emotional 
development

• Self awareness
• Feels pride on own self
• Expression of feeling 

and emotions
• Control of emotions
• Respond to other feeling
• Empathy
• Appreciation
• Motivation and curiosity 

to learn

Cultural 
development

• Knowing and following 
family/class rules norms 
and ECD center’s 
routine

• Knowing and 
appreciating local 
culture, cultural and 
natural heritage

• Understanding and 
respecting diff erences

• Showing respect to 
national emblems and 
symbols.

Cognitive 
development

• Inquisitive to do and 
learn

• Problem solving
• Logical thinking and 

imagination
• Reasoning
• Classifi cation/sorting, 

ordering and sequencing

Language 
development

• Listening and 
responding

• Identifying/recognizing 
sounds

• Following/giving short 
instructions

• Comprehending
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• Comparison and 
discrimination

• Scientifi c thinking and 
reasoning

• Recognition, 
identifi cation and 
description

• Awareness of direction, 
distance, location and 
spatial relations

• Awareness of time

• Communicating owns 
thoughts, feelings 
interests

• Asking questions
• Demonstrating pre 

reading
• Demonstrating pre 

writing
• Copying letters/words/

patterns

ELDS for Nepalese Context

Based on the domain-wise ELDS as stated in the national documents mentioned above, 
some ELDS by each of the following representative domains have been identifi ed appropriate 
for assessment purpose, which are considered comparable with IDELA developed by Save the 
Children and UNICEF for global use.

• Physical development: This domain encompasses children’s physical health and ability to 
engage in daily activities.

• Social development: This domain refers to the child’s ability to form positive relationships 
that give meaning to children’s experiences at home, school, and larger community.

• Emotional development: This domain refers to a child’s disposition and addresses the 
emotional competence, rather than skill, for becoming involved in learning and acquiring 
knowledge.

• Cognitive development: This domain includes children’s ability to understand and think 
about the physical and social world. In particular, this domain focuses on children’s 
knowledge of objects in the world around them, their logic and mathematical knowledge, 
their knowledge of agreed-upon social conventions such as numbers and colors, and their 
understanding and appreciation of the arts in their lives.

• Language development: This domain encompasses children’s understanding and use of 
language, emerging reading and writing skills, and ability to communicate eff ectively.

• Cultural development: This domain was felt important to be included so as to address the 
value related to cultural diversity and respect for cultural heritage for the future of Nepal.

Major ELDS under each domain have been presented in the table below:
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Review of IDELA

Considering the importance of International Development and Early Learning Assessment 
(IDELA), the  framework and tools developed by Save the Children (SC) have been widely 
reviewed and consulted while formulating ELDS, assessment framework and tools for assessing 
the ELDS.This framework is considered useful for some reasons. First, it is a holistic, rigorous, 
open source instrument that is feasible and easily adapted to diff erent national and cultural 
contexts. Second, it was developed and used in the under-developed and developing countries of 
Asia and Africa for the program evaluation and monitoring receiving development support from 
SC. Third, IDELA has widely been used by international and national partners in a number of 
urban settings as well in middle and high income countries, including Eastern and Central Europe, 
Australia, Egypt, and the Philippines, with positive and promising results (Pisani, Borisova & Jo 
Dowd, 2015). On top of all, it covers key areas of development representing key early learning 
and development competencies that most often appear in national ECCD curricula and standards. 
IDELA is a skill-oriented assessment, tapping into the degree of mastery of specifi c skills and 
as such items were developed in way that allows us to see progress over time in all skill areas. 
Scoring is continuous in most instances (rather than a yes/no response) and a number of items 
contain integrated stop rules that allow for questions to be answered meaningfully by children of 
varying abilities and ages. The following are core domains and skills formulated for IDELA for 
assessment purpose.

Table 4: IDELA Framework

Gross and 
Fine Motor 

Development
Emergent Literacy 

and Language Emergent Numeracy
Socio 

emotional 
Development

Approaches to 
Learning

• Hopping 
on one foot

• Copying a 
shape

• Drawing 
fi gure

• Folding 
paper

• Print awareness
• Expressive 

vocabulary
• Letter 

identifi cation
• Emergent writing
• Initial sound 

discrimination
• Listening
• Comprehension

• Measurement and 
comparison

• Classifi cation/
sorting

• Number and shape 
identifi cation

• One to one 
correspondence

• Simple operations
• Simple problem 

solving

• Peer 
relations

• Emotional 
awareness

• Empathy
• Confl ict 

resolution

• Persistence
• Motivation
• Engagement

Part of the IDELA includes items for the assessment of core ELDS of varying skills and 
supplementary items covering the domains like executive function and health and hygiene 
knowledge. Tools have been designed for direct assessment of children mostly through interview 
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with children and observation of them. Embarking on it, an assessment framework for measuring 
ELDS as formulate above has been suggested hereafter.

A Framework for Assessing the ELDS in Nepal

Considering the importance of the domains and ELDS under them as presented above 
that contribute to children’s long-term development, learning and well being; they have been 
included as key domains to measure. These areas of development represent key early learning and 
development competencies that most often appear in national ECCD curricula and standards. As 
elaborated in the table above, domains are the broad areas to be measured. Within each domain, 
there are sub-domains, aspects and particular skills to be measured that are presented as learning 
standards and tasks.

For the purpose of assessing the ELDS presented above, the following framework has 
been presented along with tasks and activities. Based on this framework, assessment tools and 
materials have to be developed.
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Table  5: Assessment Framework for ELDS

Domains Subdomains Aspects Standards Tasks  to perform Tasks of Assessment for 
children

Physical 
development, 
health and 
well being

Physical 
development

Gross motor 
skills

• Demonstrate 
coordination of 
body parts

• Walk along straight line 
balancing the whole body

• Stretch, bend and touch 
their feet.

• Move some steps 
backward

• Jump some steps using 
both feet

• Hop, turn by turn on one 
foot

• Crawl on the ground
• Climb up/down ladder, 

slopes, steps
• Carry/lift a small chair of 

her/his size
• Throw/catch toys, ball, 

purse, small bags to and 
from short distance

• Swing
• Climb up/ down from 

branch/rope/bar

• Walking along 10 steps 
straight line balancing 
body

• Touching feet with hands 
by standing

• Moving some steps back
• Hopping on right and left 

foot.
• Lifting a plastic chair
• Throwing the ball 

towards wall or instructed 
direction.

• Running, and stopping 
when instructed

Fine motor 
skills

• Coordinate and use 
fi ne motor body-
parts

• Demonstrate hand 
/eye co-ordination

• Use tool/
instruments objects 
with control

• 

• Tear paper, leaves in to 
pieces as instructed

• Thread various objects 
such as beads, corncobs 

• Do up buttons
•  Click fi ngers
•  Produce a sound by 

whistling
• Color within a boundary 

using crayons
•  Do simple weaving
• Draw lines, circles, 

patterns using pencils 
• Fold paper, cut and paste 

small objects
• Mould and manipulate 

wet sand, dough or clay

• Tearing the given piece of 
paper into pieces of equal 
sizes.

• Threading the pieces of 
fl ower to make a garland.

• Clicking fi nger as 
instructed

• Coloring the given 
rectangular/ /circular 
shape in paper

• Drawing a straight line 
and circle on the paper 
with pencil

• Making the paper some 
folds of equal sizes

• Pasting the given pictures 
in the piece of paper
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Conclusion

Though this framework incorporates main learning standards to assess by the domains 
accepted globally, all the learning tasks specifi c to the context may not have been covered. At the 
same time, the learning tasks mentioned in the framework may not be feasible to assess through 
single tool. So, it needs to consider assessing what is important and practicable to the specifi c 
context while designing assessment tools and administering them. While some of the learning 
tasks can be assessed through group tests, others are possible only through individual test.
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Abstract

Student learning achievement encompasses the various knowledge and skills including 
getting mastery over the substantial knowledge as determined by the curriculum, capacity of 
academic skill and educational experiences. Some schools are successful in achieving the high 
student learning achievement whereas some others are unable to accomplish the success though 
they have the similar intakes, infrastructure and policies. There are various such factors which 
aff ect them severely. The high achieving schools usually have strong educational leadership, 
high expectations on pupils’ achievement, safe environment for teaching and learning, frequent 
monitoring of students’ progress and the provision of remedial teaching. The school administration 
involves teachers, parents and school management committee in making decisions and develops 
a sense of ownership in them in both decision and their implementations. The schools with high 
student learning achievement engages the teachers, students as well as parents to support their 
learning but the schools with low student learning achievement lack partially or completely these 
qualities.

Key terms: factors aff ecting learning, learning achievement, school culture, school leadership, 
time-on-task.

Introduction

It is very diffi  cult to fi nd any unanimous defi nition of student learning achievement because 
it encompasses not only getting mastery over the substantial knowledge as determined by the 
curriculum, but it also embraces the capacity of academic skills and educational experiences 
through reading and writing at a particular class or level. In Bhattarai’s (2016,p. 39) view, students’ 
learning achievement refers to the success in learning the subject matter taught, acquisition of 
knowledge and cognitive skills as expected by the curriculum or the mastery over the given 
content in the curricula. Citing Yuba Community College District Academic Senate (2005), he 
further says that it can also be defi ned as in terms of knowledge, cognitive skills and abilities 
that students have attained as a result of their involvement in a particular set of educational 
experiences. These defi nitions indicate that student learning achievement incorporates a variety 
of knowledge and skills like cognitive skills, profi ciency in knowledge and understanding in a 
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particular subject through reading, writing, mathematics and science developed through formal 
schooling, however, it has been equated with the test score in numerical value. 

Formal schooling has the goals of preparing the young people for equipping with the 
knowledge, skills and attitude essential for individual prosperity. Through the general and specifi c 
subject disciplines, they develop the literacy, numeracy and social norms and values that have to 
be essential to maintain their future life. For many people, the numeracy, literacy and socialization 
are the ultimate goals whereas for some others, the basic formal education will be the foundation 
of their further education. The skills and abilities which they develop in their learning and be able 
to perform as per the objectives set in the prescribed curriculum and syllabus are their learning 
achievements. These learning achievements are determined through some standardized tests but 
their factors aff ecting such high and low learning achievements cannot be shown with the result 
of test-scores of National Assessment of Student Achievement (NASA) only. 

In this vein, through the in-depth study of multiple case studies, factors aff ecting learning 
achievement of students have been explored and presented as the summary of the report in this 
article. This study has sought to answer the questions like what are the factors which make 
some schools more successful and others less successful in student learning achievement. What 
suggestion could be made through the analysis and interpretation of the results that the successful 
schools have achieved? So, it focuses to fi nd out the diff erences seen in the schools where there are 
similar intake and investment and to explore the measures of factors that facilitate the schools to 
achieve the high performance and other factors which aff ect the student low learning achievement. 
To fi nd out the diff erences seen in the schools where there are similar intake and investment

Theoretical and Conceptual Review

Theory and concept

The students’ learning achievement indicates the ability that the students have got on 
completion of some particular level or grade. They are expected to perform tasks that the course 
objectives have been set for the class, level or subject. In Danielson’s (2009, p. 94) view, to gain the 
better learning achievement, students must be involved in learning being mentally active, making 
connection, formulating hypotheses, linking new understanding to what is known, participating 
in in-depth structural refl ection and being engaged in collaboration.

Cullingford (1995, p. 179) has mentioned seven diff erent attributes which aff ect the 
students’ learning achievement. They include orderly and secure environment of school, trust 
between students and other teaching and non-teaching staff , awareness of the agenda of events 
aff ecting their lives (curriculum and beyond), personal involvement in learning (interactive 
teaching), understanding of the purposes of activities availability of opportunities and challenges 
and sharing of the agenda by all children. In this regard, those schools which are incoherent suff er 

kitamurakenji
Highlight
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from the lack of the dialogue among and between all stakeholders of school system, lack of any 
focus for the collaborative energy of staff . 

Cullingford (1995, p. 181), in the same vein, believes that the schools are the organizations 
in which order is always formed and reformed in diff erent ways. There is the structure which 
describes the behavior of people involved directly and indirectly in the school as the stakeholders. 
Every organization has to serve many purposes of its own. The individual people are helped to 
develop their own belief systems which are fi rmly established in the school system through the 
behaviors of other people like principals, their favorite teachers and intimate friends. 

Giving pupils rights and responsibilities and enabling them to play an active role in the life 
of the school is important for raising self-esteem and encouraging children to take responsibility  
of their own learning. Partnership that encourage and foster parental support for learning 
have positive eff ects on achievement, successful schools make demands on parents as well as 
encouragement and involvement. Eff ective schools are ‘learning organizations’ where teachers 
and managers as well as pupils continue to be learners, improve their practice and keep up with 
change.

Teachers are the members of school organization. They are expected to perform important 
roles at the school level including working co-operatively with colleagues, serving on committees 
and working with administrators and parents. Their work, working style and their initiation and 
collaboration in the school make signifi cant diff erence in the students’ learning achievements and 
schools’ better performances. The environment of schools and teaching and learning culture are 
not only connected to students’ learning but they also aff ect the adults’ learning and development. 
In this context, Cullingford (1995, p. 10) has talked about the characteristics of an eff ective 
teacher as: a concern for other people; a willingness to work hard; a willingness to learn and to 
refl ect teaching.

The teacher’s main role is teaching academic content to students and evaluating their 
students’ progress. Though there are some contradictions in their roles like individual help of 
the students, the distance between the teachers and the students to maintain their authority and 
to establish the closeness between them. School organizations are called cellular because every 
teacher is independently responsible for organizing leadership and teaching within the ‘cells’ of 
their own classrooms. There are head teachers, teachers and in some schools department chairs. 
Every classroom is regarded as cells within which the teacher is responsible for organizing 
the students’ learning, managing the resources, disciplines, time and activities including their 
evaluation and progress. Teaching is purposeful, well organized and clear about objectives, well 
prepared, appropriately paced and structured, questioning focuses of pupils attention.

The result of refl ection is demonstrated not only so much in the way the teacher presents 
himself in the high learning achievement of the students but it can also be seen in a shared working 



88

Factors aff ecting students’ high and low learning achievement...

Nepalese Journal of Educational Assessment: 2017, 2(1)

atmosphere; in an awareness of the needs of each students; in a purposeful-well organized 
classroom and a celebration of success. Such signs can not be understood with what a teacher 
says but how he involves his students in the classroom teaching and learning activities. A teacher 
cannot be so eff ective with a lack of self-awareness, not knowing what he is doing whether it is 
right or wrong; defensiveness because they cannot bear any criticism however constructive and 
they react as the blame while giving feedback after observation.

 The school environment and the teachers’ planning, preparation and use of instructional 
materials make some schools more eff ective than others. Schools are human system that is 
infl uenced not only by the people who learn and work in them but by the larger community and 
society. According to Arends (2001, p. 412) schools are places where individuals do not have 
independence and freedom to work in disconnected ways. All the stakeholders including students, 
teachers, school administration, parents as well as School Management Committee (SMC) are 
more or less interdependent.

 Though the individual students come to school to promote their purposeful learning, it 
is not possible only with his/her eff orts. Where there is co-operation and collaboration between 
and among all stakeholders, the ultimate goal of schools that is improved students’ learning 
achievement can easily be achieved and the schools’ performance, head teacher’s infl uence, 
teachers’ acknowledgement as well as the students learning achievement becomes higher. In other 
words, a teacher or a student being intelligent and working independently can not improve the 
whole performance of the school securing higher average score of students’ learning achievement. 
The all stakeholders’ eff orts and accountability should become the synergy developed by them 
acting in concert which can have important consequences for students’ learning.

The primary goal of schools is to provide a purposeful learning environment that leads to 
the development of self-regulated learners (Arends, 2001, p. 413). Like in other organizations in 
schools too, there must be co-ordination of eff ort among all the stakeholders including teachers, 
school staff s, curriculum coordinators, administrators, counselors as well as students, parents 
and school management committee members. In Pollard’s (2006, p.405) view, there is a clear 
priority for teaching and learning as the school’s primary purpose. Four factors; time spent on 
learning, amount of homework, eff ective learning time, and learning time for diff erent subjects 
are measures indicating the practical implementation of this focus.

The stakeholders of the schools like students, teachers and other administrative staff s must 
be present. The students must have compulsory attendance. Their parents must be supportive to 
help and involve in the school activities. It is believed that those parents who have high socio-
economic status and who have high education can help and support their children in their learning 
and have high learning achievement (eg, ERO, 2014, 2016). That school which has high attendance 
of teachers and devotion of the school administration also has high learning achievement. In this 
regard, Pollard (2006, p.405) says that those schools where teachers share a common vision and 
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have shared values and have created a collaborative professional community characterized by 
dialogue and a sense of belonging produce higher students’ learning achievement 

A school’s culture consists of the ways of its members thinking about their actions and 
refl ection of their beliefs, values and history (Arends, 2001, p. 412). He further says that school 
culture greatly infl uences what goes on in schools and determines expectations and roles for 
beginning teachers (p. 412). Every school has its own norms, roles and the culture of teaching 
which are the guidelines of the school for the purpose of getting work accomplished. Norms are 
the expectations that the stakeholders of school system have for them in specifi c social setting of 
the school. The professional teachers are free to teach as they please within the confi nes of their 
classrooms which is known as the autonomy norm. Similarly, the teachers in the school do not 
interfere in the work of other teachers. This norm is called the hands-off  norm (Arends, 2001). 
Though the teachers of a school have their autonomy norm and hands-off  norm, the eff ective 
school encourages them to work together for the improvement of the school’s performance as 
the whole. They have strong infl uence on the teacher’s working life and the students’ learning 
achievement.

Teachers have to do much more than the work in the classrooms which include preparation, 
planning, materials collection and designing, evaluation tools designing, homework checking, 
record keeping as well as the caring of the students. That’s why teachers’ time-on-task requires 
much more time than the personnel who work in the other organizations except school 
organizations. So, most teachers spend less than 40 percent of their work week on instructional 
activity and that a sizable portion of their work consists of meetings and exchanges with other 
adults such as parents, the principal and professional colleagues (Arends, 2001, p. 418). The 
activities they have to perform in schools include: Instruction, organizing, reviewing, testing, 
and monitoring. In addition to them, they do other work with students like study hall supervision, 
assemblies and clubs, control and supervision. They have to interact with colleagues and others 
in planned meetings and unscheduled meetings including desk and routine work along with travel 
time and private time.

Students’ higher learning achievement is through a synergy which is at work in the school 
that produces result that exceed what a teacher working alone could achieve. In other words, 
the quality of teaching can be achieved through the co-operation and collaboration of the school 
team in addition to the money used for the physical facilities, books and other resources. In the 
same way, higher achievement of student learning are strongly associated with the aspects of 
school’s social organization, such as the degree to which a common ethos exist, the extent to 
which teachers hold common attitudes, and the degree to which they behave in consistent ways 
toward their students (Arends, 2001, p. 420). Such kind of result was also consistent with the 
result of the study carried out by Ruther (1979), Brookover et al. (1979), Firestone and Rosenblum 
(1988), Rosenholz (1989) as some schools develop cultures and communities that support student 
learning where other school do not. Pollard (2006, p. 405) holds the view that in the school there 
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must be ‘shared vision and goals’ necessary for lifting aspirations and creating consistency of 
practice through whole-school policies and contracts.

Eff ective school’s features can be divided into two categories: those that deal with the social 
organization and those that deal with instructional and curriculum patterns. Social Organization 
includes: clear academic and social behavior goals, order and discipline, high expectations teacher 
effi  cacy, pervasive caring, public rewards and incentives, administrative leadership and community 
support whereas the instructional and curriculum pattern includes: high academic learning time, 
frequent and monitored homework, frequent monitoring of student progress, coherently organized 
curriculum, varieties of teaching strategies, Opportunities for student responsibility. There is a 
general culture which has high expectations of everyone; teachers, pupils and parents. Better 
pupil outcomes follow from positive reinforcement, clear feedback, rewards and clear rules for 
behaviors. These are more successful than punishment or criticism. 

 Joice, Herst, McKibbin (1993) and Arends (2001) say that the achievement gained by 
students are signifi cantly higher than in schools where teachers take collective responsibility for 
their students’ academic successes and failures rather than blaming students (p. 421). The amount 
of staff  co-operative makes a diff erence in student achievement. The fi ndings emphasize the 
importance of teachers’ work lives, particularly the beliefs they hold about their responsibility for 
student learning. Eff ective schools are more like caring communities than effi  cient bureaucracies 
and that caring communities are more likely to occur in small settings rather than larger ones. The 
teacher is the most important ingredient in the mix of factors that infl uence a child’s education. 
It is teachers working together, not alone, which seems to be the crucial reason (Pollard, 2001, 
p. 422). Eff ective schools are those places where all stakeholders have common goals, teachers 
have organized their curriculum work coherently, common rules and norms guide teachers’ 
expectations for students, homework policies and disciplines.

Review of empirical studies

With the beginning of National Assessment of Student Achievement (NASA) in 2013, under 
the Education Review Offi  ce (ERO) in the Ministry of Education (MOE) in Nepal, it assessed 
the learning outcomes of grade eight students to know where they were in Mathematics, Nepali 
and Social Studies. This report found that there were great diff erence in achievement between 
and among the students, schools, district and development regions. Institutional schools were 
found having higher learning achievements of students in comparison to community schools. 
Students were also found good in remembering and recalling the learnt materials and weak in 
comprehending, applying and analyzing the learnt materials. The students from the low socio-
economic condition had low learning achievement. Similarly, the students’ home languages also 
were found to have weak eff ect in some subjects. 
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 After the discussion of the results and their aff ecting factors, it was found that the high 
and low achieving schools diff ered in terms of the number of study days, number of students, 
teacher-student ratio, time-on-task of teachers and engagement of students in their class work 
and homework, homework checking and giving instant feedback, parents’ involvement in school 
activities and student learning support at their own homes, parents’ literacy, economic and social 
condition, etc. the high achieving schools used more time on class work and homework checking, 
higher study days, smaller student number and smaller teacher-student ratio, teachers’ and 
students’ higher attendance, positive attitude towards their teaching and learning, higher literacy 
rate of their parents and high socio-economic status.

The result of the assessment conducted in 2012 in class 3 and 5 by ERO also showed that 
there is unbalance in students’ learning achievement across the regions, districts, institutional and 
community schools but the variable of gender and ethnicity and rural-urban areas did not have 
any eff ect on student learning achievement. In Mathematics, the achievement level in Algebra 
and numeracy was remarkably lower than arithmetic and geometry. The result also showed that 
there was low capability to solve tasks that required higher ability. Like in earlier NASA, there 
was wider disparity in the achievement between and among diff erent districts, regions and school 
types. In the same vein, there was wider variation in the student learning achievement from the 
diff erent linguistic communities, socio-economic status and parents’ involvement in schools’ 
activities like helping their children at home and taking part in school meetings, etc. It could also 
be seen as the negative eff ect of the lack of books, bullying and unfair treatment from the teachers. 

As in the previous assessments, the result of NASA 2015 conducted by ERO showed that 
the average achievement has remained at 45 to 52 percent varying by subjects and grades (ERO, 
2016, p. 3). In Nepali the third graders have achieved 52 percent which is 46 for 5th graders. 
Similarly, in Mathematics, the higher graders have achieved 48 percent but lower graders 45 
percent.

The result of such learning achievement have also been seen as in the earlier results 
disproportionately distributed achievement level, wider variation in terms of location, lower 
level of cognitive ability, variation due to home language, strong link of socio-economic and 
educational background of parents, their involvement in students’ learning and school activities, 
availability of books in time, regularity of students and teachers and stagnant learning achievement 
over the years. These reviews of the results and factors aff ecting student learning achievement 
show that the aff ecting factors and the results of various standardized tests taken by ERO and the 
other authorized units seem to be similar. Though it seems like some corrective measures have 
been taken on the part of government, the situation and learning achievement have not yet been 
reformed as expected. 
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Conceptual framework

The above review indicates that the in-depth studies are to be carried out for that very 
reason. In this context, multiple case studies were carried out of four schools of Sarlahi, Dhanusha 
and Sunsari districts last year (2016).  I have developed a conceptual framework for the study by 
synthesizing the reviews of theories, concepts and studies on student achievement. The conceptual 
framework indicates various factors aff ecting students’ learning achievement.

Figure 1 : Factors aff ecting students learning achievement
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Methodology

The case studies were the research design in which the in-depth information has been 
generated through these techniques like observation, interview, focus group discussion, document 
analysis (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). The cases were studied from all dimensions for the 
authenticity, genuineness and trustworthiness. Therefore, in this research study, the information is 
generated not only from the students, teachers, head teachers and other parents, guardians, SMC 
chairs. The districts and schools were determined by the client. The tools for data collection were 
separately designed for the students, parents, SMC members, teachers, headteachers. The interview 
guidelines were designed for discussing with the head teachers individually. These guidelines were 
used to talk to teachers, parents, SMC members and students in groups. Some guidelines were 
also be prepared for the classroom observation and observation of the overall schools. These tools 
were prepared in both English and Nepali languages so that the respondents could understand 
what they were supposed to share. After designing the tools, they were implemented in a school 
to test whether the tools are too diffi  cult to understand for the respondents and whether they are 
able to generate expected information. The result of the tools have been analyzed to fi nalize them 
and to be used in the assigned fi eld. 

Presentation and Analysis of Data 

After going through the available literature of eff ective schools, the NASA results and 
other related literature along with the information received through various sources like focus 
group discussion with students, classroom observation, general observation of schools and its 
records, talking to the subject teachers, head teachers, PTA representatives and the chairs of 
school management committee, the information have been thematized into diff erent categories. 
The educational leadership, high expectations on students’ learning achievement, safe and orderly 
environment of school, emphasis on acquisition of basic skills, frequent monitoring of student 
progress, number of school days, number of schools, student teacher ratio have been categorized 
under the school related factors. Similarly, teachers’ time-on –task, time on homework, homework 
checking and giving instant feedback, teachers’ regularity, dynamic personality of the teachers 
have been categorized as the teacher related factors. In the same vein, students’ regularity, attitude 
towards learning and their eff orts have been categorized as the student related factors. Family’s 
socio-economic and educational status and their involvement in school activities and support 
in their home have been categorized as the family related factors aff ecting student learning 
achievement. These themes and the result on these themes have been discussed in the following 
section of this data presentation and fi ndings.  

Strong educational leadership

The working culture and high achievement of an organization is dependent on its leadership. 
If the leadership is purposive, visionary and transparent, the working atmosphere and the success 
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rate of that organization become high. Applying this principle in the two sample schools, it can 
be said that both school 'A' and 'B' have the same infrastructure and human resources like subject 
wise teachers who are both B.Sc. and both of them have the experience of over twenty years. 
Similarly, both of them manage substitute teachers in the absence of subject teachers but one of 
them who has been teaching in the high achieving school (the School ‘A’) encourages to give 
home work everyday, check it minutely and for giving instant feedback but the head teacher of 
school ‘B’ does not encourage to give home work and feedback everyday. The head teacher of 
school ‘A’ also teaches specialized subject: science in grade eight but the teacher in school ‘B’ 
though engages classes of others in their absence, he does not have regular class in routine. 

The leadership of school ‘A’ seems to be strong and purposeful. According to the other 
stakeholders like teachers, students, SMC members and the head teacher himself, when he came 
to this school, there were nearly one hundred students in the whole school but when we went, 
there were 350 students. According to the PTA representative, he goes to the guardians’ houses 
and convinces them to send their children to school. But such behavior was not found in the head 
teacher of school ‘B’. The head teacher of school ‘A’ has engaged the other teachers in other various 
committees. His authority is accepted by all teachers and staff  without any hesitation because all 
of the teachers are younger than him whereas, the authority of the head teacher of school ‘B’ was 
not accepted by all other teachers because some teachers go to the boarding schools in which they 
have invested. Similarly, the head teacher of school ‘A’ not only calls the SMC members to talk 
about the improvement of student achievement but also frequently visits the students’ guardians 
for their involvement in the school activities and students’ learning support. The head teacher of 
school ‘B, though he claims he had been trying to increase the co-operation, collaboration and 
involvement of the teachers, parents and SMC chairs and members, he has not been able to do so.

Those schools have been less successful where the teachers feel isolated in the school; they 
have no infl uence on others as well. The infl uence of the head teachers that they bring to the post 
causes a great deal of diff erence in the students’ learning achievement and teachers’ professional 
development. However, the school 'B' being led by the head teacher seeks merely to please the 
outside world and seeks merely to placate the staff .

High expectation on pupil’s achievement

This factor has high signifi cance because if the teachers, students and the school 
administration do not expect high learning achievement, their work, working styles and the 
teachers’ planning and preparation and implementation of these activities along with the use of 
instructional materials will be badly aff ected. In this regard, though the teachers of school ‘A’ did 
not have any written lesson plans, the head teacher had given them ready made diary to make their 
plans and daily lesson plans in point form, but the teachers of school ‘B’ who think they do not 
need any lesson plan because of their experience of over 20 years teaching the same subject did 
not have any plans and they prepared the lessons just before going to the classroom in their leisure 
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time. The students also do not expect so high achievement because their morale was found low 
because of their study in community school. This shows that the head teachers, teachers as well 
as the students do not have the expectation of high learning achievement.

Safe and orderly environment

Environment where the teachers, students and other non-teaching staff  work should be 
safe and orderly. The environment becomes safe and ordered because of the community where 
the school lies, where there is compound in the school premise and where the school leadership 
involves every stakeholder to prepare a code of conduct and its implementation in which they 
themselves are bound together. Regarding this factor, both of the schools ‘A’ and ‘B’ seem similar. 
However, the school ‘B’ has made a code of conduct but it has not been strictly implemented in 
the practicality because some teachers have invested in some boarding schools and they entice 
some good students of the school in the name of scholarships and they leave the school before 4 
o’clock as well.

Emphasis on the acquisition of basic skills

  Basic skills are the foundation of further learning. If the schools give emphasis on 
acquiring such basic skills, the students’ foundations will be strong. Since the students in these both 
schools came to study from the low background in terms of the social, economic and educational 
background, their foundation is always poor. The school ‘A’ has tried to develop the students’ 
basic skills through running Early Childhood Development (ECD) classes and by teaching some 
basic subject in English medium but such eff orts were not found in school ‘B’ even though the 
infrastructure of the school was rather better than that of school ‘A’.

Frequent monitoring of student progress

 It is necessary to any body or any institution to know where I am or where it is in terms 
of progress. This can be possible only through frequent monitoring and follow up. For such 
monitoring, the teachers and head teachers must be self-refl ective. Regarding this factor, the school 
‘A’ seems to be far ahead than the school ‘B’ because the school ‘A’ frequently takes examination 
and test in between the fi rst quarterly, second quarterly as well as the fi nal examination of every 
class. However, the school ‘B’ only takes examining as specifi ed in the annual calendar as the 
fi rst, second quarterly and fi nal examination. Both of the school didn’t have any provision of 
keeping students’ portfolios to main the records of students’ progress and achievement.

Number of study days, students’ number and teacher student-ratio

The students’ learning achievement is aff ected because of various reasons. As the school 
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‘A’ lies in the distance near the border of India and a diffi  cult corner to reach for the strikers, the  
number of school days seem higher than the case of school ‘B’ which lies only 13 kilometers from 
the head quarter of the district and there is frequent disturbances from the political parties. On 
the other hand, the school ‘B’ has +2 as well as campus level in the same building, the study days 
are more disturbed than the school ‘A’ where there is only basic education level. The number of 
students and teacher-student ratio is also smaller in school ‘A’ in comparison to school ‘B’.

Teachers’ time-on-task

 The theory shows that less than 40% of teacher’s time is spent in classroom instruction 
and other more than 60% time is spent in other tasks like planning, preparation, meeting with 
parents, homework checking and others. As the school ‘A’ is smaller, has less number of students 
and younger teachers, they spend more time on these tasks. But in the case of school ‘B’, the 
teachers spend more time on classroom traditional work than other tasks. That’s why, the eff ect 
of this was directly seen on students’ learning achievement. This is also because of the head 
teachers strictness and devotion to the school. Many of the teachers, according to the students of 
the school taken to the focus group discussion, do not enter the classrooms in right time and leave 
the classroom fi ve minutes earlier than the bell.

Time on homework and checking it for giving instant feedbacks

 One of the most aff ecting factors of students’ learning achievement is giving homework, 
checking it rigorously and giving instant feedback. Regarding this factor, the teachers of school 
‘A’ seem to be more active than the teachers of school ‘B’ according to the students of the focus 
group. Some teachers of school ‘B’ were claimed not to give homework even once a week. This 
shows that homework giving, checking as well as giving appropriate feedback have important 
role in learning achievement of the students.

Teachers-student regularity

Many studies (e.g. ERO 2012, 2014) have shown that the teachers and students regularity 
aff ect very much in the learning achievement of the student. While observing the classroom 
teaching and checking their attendance, the research shows that in school ‘A’ only two students 
were absent from the classroom whereas in the case of school ‘B’ nearly 40% of students were 
absent from the class. Similarly, in school ‘A’ there is the strict provision of giving prior notice 
of taking leave by the teachers but in the school ‘B’, some teachers were absent from the school 
when we went there and when asked whether they gave any notice or leave letter before staying in 
the short term leave, they could not show any. In the school‘A’ the teachers stay on leave with pre-
notice to their head teacher but according to the head teacher of school ‘B’ it was a bit diffi  cult to 
bind them in such a code because some of the teachers of school ‘B’ have invested in the boarding 
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schools near Janakpur town or in the vicinity. This shows that the presence and absence of the 
both teachers and students also aff ect student learning achievement.

Attitude towards learning

Attitude here means motivation and eagerness of learning more. If the students are motivated 
by the teachers or schools, they do not like to bunk off  the classes and pay high attention to their 
learning. In this regard, though students of school ‘A’ had parents with much more low socio-
economic status, were involved solely on agriculture and did not have education higher than 
the eighth grade, they had positive attitude towards their learning. But in the case of students of 
school ‘B’, some of them complained that their teachers’ behaviors discouraged them to come 
to the school. Their morale also seemed very low for being the students of community school. 
Instead of encouragement in their learning, some teachers always encouraged them to take tuition 
classes with them in their residence.

Collaboration and involvement

Another most important attribute of gaining higher learning achievement is involving the 
teachers in decision making, policy designing and curriculum development and ensuring them that 
they can have their own programs designed for their classes and for the whole school performance. 
These activities will lead securing consistency and fairness in all teachers. In this context, Pollard 
(2006, p. 405) maintains that monitoring progress keeps track of whether the school is meeting 
its targets and goals; maintains awareness of targets and goals among staff , pupils and parents, 
informs planning and teaching; sends clear messages to pupils and that teachers are interested in 
their progress.

The most essential component of a high student learning achievement of a school is 
communication. Those schools which involve all teachers in decision-making and the development 
of the policy bind themselves without isolating any teacher from intensive discussion to make the 
school better. According to Cullingford (1995, p. 183), “the curriculum only becomes lively and 
useful when it is the matter of debate and when the resources that support its content are shared. 
He further adds that to be high student learning achiever school, teachers of the schools need to 
be willing to talk to each other about educational matters; they need to be open-minded and have 
a sense of their own responsibilities.”

Dynamic personality of teachers

Teachers are the greatest asset of the schools. Without their active and enthusiastic 
participation the prescribed curriculum can not be a live one. Teaching is such a profession which 
never ends with a certain certifi ed degree but begins from there. So these teachers who are young 
and eager to learn; they can transfer their lifelong learning habit in their students as well; they can 
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be up-to-date with the recent knowledge and skills and become more self-aware and set their own 
future direction. In the case of these schools, the head teacher of school ‘A’ said that the teachers 
of his school had to learn at least one book in a week and summarize it to help in his own subject. 
The teachers were also young and energetic because though they were teaching in the grades of 
basic level most of them held master degree, but the head teacher of school ‘B’ was aged one 
and most of the other teachers were also older than the teachers of school ‘A’. Except taking part 
in some short term trainings, which could provide allowance, they did not mention any further 
development processes.

School neatness and premises

Though we reached the schools ‘A’ and ‘B’ both of the schools were not so neat and clean 
for the health of the students. The school ‘B’ was bigger, had enough non-teaching staff  but they 
could not be properly handle the school work like keeping sanitation in the school premises. The 
school ‘A’ had a small ground with three buildings with tined roof but in the school ‘B’ there 
were four concrete two storey buildings with enough rooms for students. Both of the schools had 
fearless learning situation but in school ‘B’ some of the students could also be involved in bulling 
and destruction in higher grades. In both schools the head teachers claimed that they analyzed the 
needs of students but except taking some quarterly and fi nal tests, the school ‘B’ does not involve 
in other progress tests.

Physical facilities

In school ‘B’ there was the provision of clean drinking water, science lab, various readymade 
instructional materials, good school infrastructure and the students who passed sent-up test also 
got the chance of taking coaching classes. It has enough level wise subject teachers’ quota along 
with enough space for play ground and one donated school bus for the small children, primary 
health care and time and again the distribution of medicine for killing worms. However, because 
of the weak school administration, less time for the study, teachers’ jagire mentality, enticement 
of good student to take their own invested boarding school, not so amicable relationship with 
SMC and PTA members, less homework given and checking with instant feedback the students’ 
learning achievement in science of 8th grade was very low – the lowest in two districts Sarlahi 
and Dhanusha.

Remedial teaching, monitoring and supervision

In school ‘A’ even the school did not have enough rooms for the administration and 
classroom teaching, not enough provision of clean drinking water, no library and science lab, a 
very few ready made instructional materials, no provision of remedial classes, not enough subject 
wise teachers’ quota, less use of progress tests, no monitoring from the line agency because of the 
diffi  cult place from the head quarter of the district narrow place of school complex, a very few 
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instrument of games, sports and entertainment students’ low attendance in the classroom; it had 
the highest student learning achievement, the reason behind it might be the purposeful leadership, 
less absence of teachers with giving prior notices, shared vision of the teaching staff  or let’s say 
the acceptance of the head teacher’s authority and expertise in teaching as well as the trail of the 
head teacher to keep in tough with the students’ guardians.

Those schools that keep careful and precise record of the students’ work, including their 
personal, educational and social development, have higher student learning achievement. Better 
pupil outcomes follow from positive reinforcement, clear feedback, rewards and clear rules for 
behaviors. These are more successful than punishment or criticism. 

Parents’ support in student learning

Students spend one fourth part of their time in the schools every day. The remaining time 
is spent at their own homes with their parents and guardians. They are familiar with their habits, 
attitudes and dispositions. If the parents and guardians are involved in school activities, whether 
they are formal or informal, whether they enter the classrooms for the teachers’ help or they come 
to know the progress of their children can be made sure and they can also be involved in decision 
making process, these schools can gain higher learning achievement. However, both of these 
schools lack these qualities.

Feedback and encouragement

Teaching is the job of carefully structuring the diff erent teaching and learning activities, 
providing the students plenty of model, time and work to do with appropriate feedback and 
encouragement in the students’ eff orts. Though teaching seems to be intellectually challenging 
they can cope with the immediate problems with their own intuition and imaginations. Similarly, 
teaching is not only keeping students silent and disciplined in the classroom working students 
together. It is also very necessary to pay their attention to their individual needs.

Following the constructivism in teaching-learning process the interaction between the 
teachers and students is the main process of learning. The students should have the highest time 
to interact with other colleagues in the target subject but students must also have some particular 
area in one session. Eff ective learning involves higher order thinking, the students have to be 
concentrated on the particular thing they are about to learn. If they are dominated, criticized or 
punished in some minor weaknesses, they feel scared and cannot concentrate in the content they 
are learning. In such cases, those schools which have developed the culture of positive attitude 
and encouragement and praise for their eff orts the students of these schools can have higher 
learning achievement on the one hand, as well as there is amicable relationship between teachers, 
parents, students and administrators.
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Summary of Findings

 On the basis of the above data and analysis, it can be said that though both schools have 
the same type of intake, similar infrastructure and same type of socio-economic condition as well 
as the educational status of parents, the schools diff er in terms of student learning achievement in 
science subject of grade eight. Some of the fi ndings have been summarized in the following table:

School 'A' School 'B'

• Strong educational leadership
• Higher expectations of student learning 

achievement
• Safe and secured environment for both 

teachers and students
• Emphasized foundational strengths
• Regular monitoring of students’ 

progress
• Higher study days, smaller student 

teacher ratio, and greater teachers’ 
time on task

• Regular homework, rigorous 
homework checking and instant 
feedback

• Teachers’ and students’ regularity in 
school

• Because of the co-operation and 
collaboration of the teachers positive 
attitude of student in learning

• Young and energetic and higher 
qualifi ed teachers

• Weak educational leadership
• Lack of high expectation on student learning 

achievement 
• Safe and secured environment for both teachers 

and students
• Lack of foundational strengths
• Only quarterly tests and fi nal examination
• Disturbances of various factors like strike, 

higher graders and other programs of the 
community members, larger teacher-student 
ratio, less teachers’ time-on-task

• Irregularity in homework, homework checking 
and feedback

• More irregular teachers and students
• Because of the less co-operative collaboration 

with teachers and enticement in taking tuition 
classes as well as to the boarding schools, 
good students had negative attitude towards 
their schools

• Teachers taking in trainings only for allowance 
not for learning and teaching.

Conclusion

The most signifi cant factor that aff ects student learning achievement is the purposeful and 
visionary leadership. The head teacher has to develop a sense of ownership with the teachers and 
school staff  towards the school and the decisions they make. Similarly, he or she also involves 
not only teaching staff  in the teaching learning work but also the parents and guardians in support 
of their children’s learning. In the same way, many subject teachers are very weak though they 
are so called qualifi ed and trained. If the head teacher regularly observes their classes and gives 
feedback on the one hand and chooses the best one among them (if they are to be chosen), the 
student learning achievement will be higher. We must accept that the students’ home background 
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has the eff ect of their learning, but if the teachers spend the whole time in the classrooms, involve 
their students in the activities, if they get enough preparation, use essential materials and provide 
instant feedback, certainly the student learning achievement will be higher. The problems lie not 
in students but they lie in administration, subject expertise, shared vision, collaboration, teachers’ 
refl ection and parents’ formal and informal involvement in their children’s learning.

Almost all teachers whether they are new or experienced have never entered into other 
teachers’ classroom, neither for the purpose of learning from the experienced and nor for giving 
critical feedback to improve classroom teaching behaviors. Both teachers as well as the students 
have rarely felt any refl ective activities in the schools. The teachers in both schools say that they 
are overloaded. They have to teach 35/36 periods in a week that’s why they cannot check their 
students’ homework so minutely. However, those teachers who have to teach only 22/23 periods 
in a week also have the same complain.

The reality of complexity of the school organization has not been realized by many people 
including the teachers themselves, scholars, media personals as well as the SMC, PTA and 
school leadership. Because of this, teaching can be thought to be done even without doing any 
methodology courses, educational psychology, learning principles as well as foundational courses 
and hands-on experiences in the students’ actual classrooms. Even the teachers who are so called 
trained have been found to have used their own experience through their student life of their initial 
classes of schooling. Therefore, there is a misunderstanding (Arends, 2001, p. 411) on the part of 
teachers, parents and even policy makers regarding school improvement eff orts.

Many teachers in Nepalese context learn to teach with the indirect experience gained while 
they themselves were students by observing the teachers’ classroom behaviors. Similarly, though 
many teachers have received a number of short and long term training, their teaching behaviors 
have been heavily dominated with their own initial concept of teaching. If they are asked to 
explain why it has been happening, they try to rationalize that they do not have such environment 
to use their knowledge and insight through their pre-service as well as the in-service trainings, 
they are not co-operated by their school leadership, their students do have low standard; they  
have to fi nish their assigned courses in time; they do not have suffi  cient facilities and instructional 
materials; but they do not have the knowledge of showing the discrimination between the real 
object, models and pictures and maps. They are accustomed to receive any ready made materials 
like annual work plans, teaching grids as well as question papers from the resource centers. 
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