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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

This paper documents teachers’ assessment practices and pupils’ Received 8 May 2017
learning to read and write in large classes. To gain insights into the Accepted 2 November 2017
assessment practices and pupils’learning, the principles of Vygotsky’s
zone of proximal development and .participatory action research (PAB) Formative assessment:
design were adopted. Collaboratively, teachers reflected on their policy; practice; large classes;
assessment practices, developed, implemented and monitored the feedback; participatory
assessment practices. Through observation, in-depth interview and action research

review of exercise books, data were obtained. We argue that teachers’

involvement in PAR has contributed to changing assessment practices

in large classes and in improving pupils’competencies in reading and

writing. On the other hand to promote better assessment practices,

we advocate for reduced number of pupils in a class and teachers’

workload to enable them offer more support to the pupils during

assessment of reading and writing.

KEYWORDS

1. Introduction

This paper reports part of a participatory action research (PAR) study conducted in Uganda
from 2012 to 2014.The study focused on the use of local language as medium of instruction
for teaching reading and writing. In order to understand why pupils who were being taught
in the local language had difficulties in reading and writing, a preliminary investigation into
the experiences of the teachers in using local language as medium of instruction was con-
ducted in six primary schools. The preliminary finding was guided by Eileen’s action research
model (2000). This model has five phases of inquiry namely: problem identification, gathering
data, interpreting data, acting on evidence and evaluating results. In order to identify the
problems, data were gathered through in-depth interview, focus group discussion, lesson
observation and review of pupils’ exercise books. The findings exposed a number of chal-
lenges that were presented to the research team (teachers, Centre Coordinating Tutors,
District Education Officers, members of the Acholi Language Board and the researcher)
during a one-day feedback workshop. The purpose of the workshop was to help the partic-
ipants reflect on the identified challenges, validate findings and through consensus select
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one challenge that they thought was affecting children’s reading and writing and finally
plan ways of addressing it. The general consensus was that the poor method of teaching
that was teacher-centred was a major obstacle to pupils’ learning to read and write. The
research team therefore in collaboration agreed that in order to improve pupils'reading and
writing there was need to re-emphasising the child-centred pedagogy (Akello and
Timmerman 2017). The adoption of child-centred pedagogy (CCP) would allow interaction
and participation among teachers, pupils and their peers during the learning process. An
action plan for the CCP was designed, implemented and monitored from March to August
2013 and evaluated in November 2013 in the sampled schools. The outcome of implement-
ing the CCP was reported in Akello, Timmerman, and Namusisi (2015).

During the evaluation of the CCP, it emerged that the difficulty of assessing children’s
competencies in large classes and the lack of instructional materials were drawbacks to the
successful implementation of CCP. In order to cater for the lack of instructional materials, six
teachers of local language out of twelve were to work with the researcher and the pupils to
write stories. In order to improve the assessment practices, it emerged that the teachers
were to assess the pupils daily and share their experiences of assessment practices with
fellow teachers during feedback meetings. The sharing of experiences was made possible
through their involvement in PAR since it was envisaged that participating in action research
would create an environment for them to reflect on the assessment practices, identify the
challenges of assessment in large classes and to redesign the assessment plan for the next
phase of the study.

Being aware of the challenges within the context in which the pupils were learning as
well as the importance assessment adds to pupils’learning, it was imperative to understand
the teachers’practices and challenges of assessment and to devise ways of improving it. This
paper therefore documents the teachers’ assessment practices and children’s learning in
large classes.

2. Background: what is assessment?

Assessment in the education system is an important practice for tracking and supporting
learning. Assessment has been defined in various ways. The word‘assessment’from the Latin
verb ‘assidere’ means 'to sit beside’[sic]. The image of someone sitting beside a learner por-
trays assessment as support for learning rather than as a test of performance (Swaffield
2011).The'sitting beside’[sic] form of assessment is a natural part of many teachers’ practices.
In supporting pupils learning, teachers take close interest in what pupils say, write and do,
as these give indicators of how pupils think about and understand what they are learning.
This awareness of pupils’ learning state helps the teachers to judge the appropriate next
step and plan how best to guide further learning (Swaffield 2011). According to Marshall
and Jane Drummond (2006) assessment is a process of teachers looking at pupils learning,
striving to understand it and using that knowledge in the interests of the pupils. Borrowing
from Marshall and Jane Drummond, assessment in this study is a process of teachers looking
at pupils’ learning, striving to understand it and using that knowledge to support pupils’
learning. Pupils’ learning can be supported through diagnostic, formative and summative
assessment. This paper focuses on formative assessment.
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2.1. Types of assessment

Summative assessment centres on pupils level of achievement (Sadler 1998) which can be
used to accredit their knowledge development to a particular programme of study (Biggs
2003). McTighe and O’Connor (2005, 10) argue that although through summative assessment
learners are given feedback, the feedback is an insufficient tool for maximising learning since
it comes at the end of a teaching period. Diagnostic assessment on the other hand is used
by teachers to check learner’s knowledge and level of skill, to identify learner’s misconcep-
tions, profile learner’s interest and reveal learning-style preferences. Diagnostic assessments
provide information that assist teachers’ planning and guide differentiated instruction
(McTighe and O’Connor 2005, 10). The results obtained from diagnostic assessment feed
into formative assessment plans.

Formative assessment (FA) is an ongoing, dynamic and progressive process that elicits
verbal and non-verbal information from pupils about the progress of their learning (Biggs
2003; Buck and Trauth-Nare 2009; Pryor and Crossouard 2008). Black and Wiliam (2004) argue
that giving weekly tests and telling pupils their marks, does not constitute formative assess-
ment. They emphasised that unless some learning action follows from the outcomes, that
practice is merely frequent summative assessment.

2.2. Formative assessment and feedback

Formative assessment is assumed to facilitate appropriate feedback and corrective action
on the part of teachers. For instance, it would enable teachers to identify individual pupil’s
problems and provide adequate help in rectifying the identified problems (NCDC 2008) so
that the pupil would catch up with the rest of the class. Likewise, high achievers could be
identified and given more challenging tasks to stimulate their learning (NCDC 2006).
Ultimately, feedback for the pupils could provoke further questioning and learning; while
for the teacher feedback could be used for planning lessons and improving instruction.

According to Swaffield (2011) the feedback provided to the pupils should highlight quality
in their work, point out where the work could be improved and crucially, give clear and
explicit guidance on how to make the improvement. This is because feedback encourages
pupils to develop understanding of what and how they are learning, to recognise and value
achievement, and to take responsibility for directing and regulating their own learning.
Walker (2009) and Rust (2002), however, argue that though feedback is meant to improve
learning, often some pupils seem not to use comments on assessed work as resources for
learning. They suggest that useful feedback for pupils needs to be prompt and timely.

Weaver (2006, 2) stressed that feedback comments and the language used for conveying
feedback are important in determining whether or not pupils use feedback. The content of
usable feedback should highlight what has been done and/or not done (Light and Cox 2001;
Walker 2009), and how well things have been done. It should offer motivating suggestions
that would lead to improvement (Walker 2009), and recommend resources that would stim-
ulate learning. The feedback appropriate for pupils in lower classes would, in addition to
written feedback, include verbal comments, clapping hands and choral chants. To under-
stand the assessment practices in Uganda, let us look at the language policy and the thematic
curriculum.
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2.3. Language policy in Uganda

The 1992 Education Review report stipulated that, schools, save for some in urban areas,
should teach all subjects, except English, through mother tongues from grade one to three.
Every school is to adopt the dominant language of the community it is situated in as a
medium of instruction or may retain English only if the dominant community language is
unclear. English becomes the medium of instruction from grade four onwards (Government
of Uganda 1992). This language policy was implemented between 2000 and 2002, but the
implementers did not pay sufficient attention to listening, speaking, reading and writing in
the first three years of primary school (Penny et al. 2008). This badly implemented literacy
programmes resulted into a decline in reading and writing skills (Draku 2011; Penny et al.
2008), therefore necessitating a curriculum review in 2004. The reviewed curriculum recom-
mended the implementation of the thematic curriculum in 2007 (Acana et al. 2010; NCDC
2006).

2.4. The thematic curriculum

The thematic curriculum is taught in local languages from grade one to three mainly to help
pupils improve their level of proficiency in reading and writing. The thematic curriculum
emphasises the development of concepts and mastery of skills in teaching and learning
(NCDC 2012) and a shift from summative to formative assessment. This shift in assessment
practice was proposed with the hope that improvements in classroom assessment would
contribute to the improvement of pupils’learning (Black et al. 2004; NCDC 2006).

2.5. Assessment policy in Uganda

The policy on assessment stipulated that assessment should be done during lessons as
pupils perform daily tasks, at the end-of-theme and end-of-term. Teachers were to keep
records of each child’s assessment for purposes of identifying areas of strengths and weak-
nesses and assessment was to be cumulative for purposes of tracking progress or regression
in the child’s learning (NCDC 2006, 12).

Pupils’competencies were to be assessed through reviewing their exercise books, marking
their handwriting, observing and listening to them in class (Akyeampong, Pryor, and Ampiah
2006; NCDC 2006, 12). The focus of assessment was to help pupils engage in interaction and
generate knowledge rather than test what they know (Pryor and Crossouard 2008). Teachers
were therefore urged to incorporate formative assessment into their classroom practices
much more explicitly and consciously (NCDC 2006) than they did before the introduction
of the thematic curriculum.

The policy on assessment elaborated above, however, met with resistance from teachers
generally. The teachers claimed they were overloaded with work due to high pupil enrolment
of between 98 and 145 per class and other school duties that demand their attention. The
high pupils’ enrolment made it impractical to carry our daily assess in large classes. Aware
of the importance of assessment in promoting learning, it was therefore important to under-
take this study. The study set out to answer two questions: (1) how has assessment been
implemented in large classes during reading and writing lessons? (2) How has participation
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in action research changed assessment practices in the large classes and contributed to
pupils’learning to read and write?

2.6. Vygotsky'’s zone of proximal development

The study adopted Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD). The ZPD
describes the actual level of development of the learner and the next level of potential
development that a learner can attain through the help of the teacher or other capable peers
(Vygotsky 1978).The principle is that individuals can learn and internalise concepts and skills
when working in collaboration with peers and more skilled persons. According to Nordlof
(2014), learning through collaboration enables pupils to gradually attain a state of compe-
tence in which they could complete a similar task independently and pick on another task
that is slightly difficult.

Adopting the ZPD for this study was appropriate since formative assessment is a dynamic
process in which supportive adults or peers help pupils to move from what they already
know to what they are able to do next (Shepard 2005, 66). This means that after completing
the task jointly, the learner would likely be able to complete the same task independently
the next time (Vygotsky 1978), and through that process, the learner’s ZPD for that particular
task would have been raised. This process is repeated at the higher level of task difficulty
that the learner’s new ZPD requires. The learner’s ZPD is assessed through observation and
interaction between teachers and learners during the learning process.

During assessment, a range of activities that pupils could accomplish in collaboration
with the teacher or other peers, but could not accomplish independently, were provided.
For example, assessment was done at group and individual levels and that provided occa-
sions for more capable peers to give hints to their less capable peers to learn. Through
questioning, interaction and participating in group and individual tasks, the pupils were
helped to learn and solve problems with their peers and on their own. Teachers facilitated
pupils’ learning by beginning teaching with concepts they already knew and moving to
presenting new concepts; through remedial exercises and by giving verbal and written
feedback.

3. Methodology
3.1. Participatory action research

The study adopted a PAR design. PAR is a highly collaborative process between expert
researchers and the members of the organisation under study (Greenwood, Whyte, and
Harkavy 1993). PAR focuses on bringing change, actively engaging all people within a com-
munity to work towards this change (Chatterton, Fuller, and Routledge 2007). The goal of
PAR is to enhance teaching practices, increase teachers’ awareness of decision-making
regarding their own practice, and improve the conditions in which they work (Whitehead
2000). When teachers are engaged in professional development, they learn best from other
teachers, and their problem-solving and creativity are enhanced by diverse groupings
(Mitchell, Reilly, and Logue 2009). PAR emphasises teamwork and active collaboration, where
researchers and participants work together to analyse a problem situation and generate
actions to solve the problem (Chatterton, Fuller, and Routledge 2007). The collaborative
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nature of PAR was important in this study as it provided physical space for the research team
to work collaboratively with each other in the learning environment not only in identifying
and reflecting on the challenges of implementing assessment daily in large classes, but also
in developing assessment plans, implementing and monitoring them.

3.2. Participants

The six teachers and 720 pupils from three primary schools were purposively selected.
Through their participation and input, the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of the designed
assessment plans in promoting learning was established. The six teachers and the researcher
collaborated in implementing the assessment plans and in identifying pupils’ challenges in
reading and writing in large classes. The teachers’ documentation of the assessment prac-
tices, the participant observations and review of pupils’ exercise books provided data for
this study.

3.3. Assessment plans

In order to improve pupils’competencies in reading and writing in large classes, the teachers
and the researcher during an evaluation feedback workshop agreed to design an assessment
plan that was implemented and monitored for three months from the beginning of February
to April 2014 (see Table 1). In those classes, pupils with different abilities were mixed up in
order to create opportunities for the more competent pupils to offer support and guidance
to the less competent ones. That was in line with the principles of the ZPD in which the adult
or more competent peers offer support to the less competent peers to help them attain
their next level of potential development (Vygotsky 1978).

As the teachers and researcher implemented assessment plan one (1), they monitored
and reflected on the assessment of reading and writing for three months. During these
phases, data on the process of formative assessment and pupils’ learning were gathered
through observation and document review and was presented to the research team during
a one-day feedback workshop. The teachers, for instance, reported that it was difficult to
assess individual pupil’s progress when assessing them at group level since the competencies
gained was based on group performances. They also reported that assessing pupils at group
level denied the less competent pupils chances of participating and learning in the process.
In order to establish individual competencies and help the less competent pupils to partic-
ipate and learn, the research team in collaboration agreed to revise the assessment plan
(seeTable 2). In the revised plan, the number of pupils per group reduced while the number
of groups increased. This was anticipated to provide more chances for pupils to participate
in the learning process and receive more support from teachers and their peers compared
to when they were many in a group.

In the revised assessment plan two (2), the teachers assessed pupils individually within
a group and only moved to the next group when all the pupils in one group had been
assessed. The duration of assessment varied from one class to another and it depended on
the teacher’s competencies in assessment and the pupils'ability to learn. The teachers con-
tinued with marking books, giving feedback, giving remedial lessons and keeping records
of competencies gained. These practices were in line with the guidelines stipulated in the
assessment policy (NCDC 2006, 12). Due to the cyclical nature of action research (McTaggart
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1991), it was not possible in practice to anticipate everything that needed to be done and
so it was left to the discretion of each teacher to decide how many pupils he/she would have
in a group and when he/she would conduct remedial lessons. The choice of the group size
depended on the different classroom contexts and the teacher’s ability to manage group
activities. The assessment at the end-of-theme and end-of-term of study was to continue,
though the focus in this paper was on daily assessment during class time. The teachers and
the other participants monitored and documented the daily assessment practices.

3.4. Methods

Data on daily assessment practices in large classes was collected through interview, partic-
ipant observation and review of pupils’sampled exercise books for the last two terms (June-
August 2013 and September-November 2013). Through interview, the teachers were able
to share their experiences in assessing pupils daily in large classes and also to propose
possible ways of improving it; while through participant observation the researcher was
able to observe the teachers and pupils directly during the assessment process (Flick 2014;
Kothari and Garg 2015; Silverman 2013; Yin 2013) instead of relying solely on their explana-
tions of assessment practices and the challenges they go through (Paterson, Bottorff, and
Hewat 2003) and obtain data that supplemented the interview and review of exercise book.
The review of sampled exercise books helped the teachers and researcher not only to access
pupils’ original work in order to identify their strengths and weaknesses in writing, but also
to access the kind of written feedback that pupils received from the teachers. The review of
books focussed on shaping letters, writing lower and upper case letters, spacing letters, and
word, using punctuations, sentence construction and written feedback. The data obtained
helped the research team to plan for phase one of assessment in large classes which was
implemented from February to April 2014.

Between February and April 2014, the books of pupils in grade one to three were marked
and reviewed by teachers alone, while in grade four, both the teachers and pupils marked
books guided by a marking scheme. Marking exposed the strengths and weaknesses of the
pupils in writing. There were, however, gap in information from the exercise books reviewed
since some of the books sampled had incomplete exercises, while some of the pupils had
not done the exercises and some others had had unmarked exercises. Nevertheless, the gap
in information on pupils’ writing was filled in by sampling more exercise books for review.

Through participant observation we gained insight into the pupils’interaction with their
teachers and peers. The focus of observation was on classroom organisation, teacher and
pupils activities, the level of interaction, teacher and peer verbal feedback, and classroom
management. The choice of participant observation helped the researcher to observe the
classroom practices as it was instead of relying solely on the teachers’ explanation. The
teachers and researcher also observed and listened to the pupils as they participated in class
activities. The focus of listening was on articulation of sounds, syllables, words, sentences
and feedback. The pupils gave varied feedback — clapping hands, praising, singing and choral
chanting - immediately either to affirm or disapprove the tasks performed. Sometimes, the
pupils murmured in disapproval but frequently whispered the correct responses to the pupil
who was reading.

The teachers participated in in-depth interviews. Through the interview, we gained insight
into the teachers’ experiences of formative assessment and pupils’learning in large classes.
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Through in-depth interview, observation, listening, marking and reviewing exercise books,
the teachers got feedback that did not only help them to know the actual level of pupils’
attainment, but also to adjust assessment activities that supported pupils’ learning to the
next level of potential development. The qualitative data obtained were analysed through
Atlas.ti software and two main themes emerged, namely: teachers’ assessment practices in
large classes and how teachers’ participation in action research has changed assessment
practices in large classes and promoted pupils’ learning to read and write.

4. Findings

This section presents the findings on the teachers’assessment practices in large classes and
on how teachers’ participation in action research has changed assessment practices and
promoted pupils’learning to read and write.

4.1. Practice of assessment in large classes

This section reports the assessment practices of six teachers before they revised the assess-
ment plan. In line with the assessment policy in lower primary (NCDC 2006), teachers are to
assess pupils’ competencies daily, at the end-of-theme and at the end-of-term; to mark
pupils’books and give feedback on competencies gained daily. In order to understand how
assessment was carried out, lessons were observed and teachers were asked to explain how
they assessed the pupils. Pupils’ books were also checked to establish whether or not they
were marked and if meaningful written feedback was given. To establish pupils’ strengths
and weaknesses in reading and writing and also to check the frequency of assessment, daily
records of pupils’competencies were request for. The outcome of the inquiry illustrated that
the teachers carried out assessment at three different levels as presented below.

4.1.1. Assessing on daily basis
This is the assessment in which teachers are to assess all the children together as a class
during reading and writing. The assessment is conducted through a number of activities
like reading at individual and group levels, matching words to pictures, filling in the missing
gap with a word and drawing pictures to illustrate a concept. Through observation, it was
apparent that some learning took place, although the teachers noted that it was not easy
to identify the specific challenges of each child in reading and writing since some of them
were overshadowed by the active and dominating peers. A teacher shared her
experiences:
Assessment of pupils in every lesson can work for a small class; it does not work well in large
classes. It is not possible to assess 121 pupils in a lesson of 30 minutes objectively and identify

their strengths and weaknesses. Assessment at the end of a theme and at the end of the term
works quite well. (Sarah, Gulu August 21 2014)

Four of the teachers reported that they did daily assessment although they encountered
some challenges. One of them shared her experience:

We tried to assess the children but ended up looking at the general performance of the class

since we could not assess a few of them and leave the majority unattended to. There are also

other school duties that we have to accomplish and those increased our workload therefore
making it hard to mark all the books and give feedback. (Caroline, Gulu 21 August 2014)
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To verify teachers’claim about the impracticability of assessing pupils daily, lessons were
observed and we confirmed that the teachers could only assess between 20 and 30 pupils
in a class of between 90 and 120. In total, out of 720 pupils in six classes, only 156 of them
were assessed in a day.

4.1.2. Assessment at end-of-theme
This is an assessment practice in which pupils are given test after completing one of the themes
to be taught within a term. The end-of-theme test was rather easier to manage because the
teachers had time for marking and planning for remedial lessons. In grade one, the test at the
end-of-theme focussed on handwriting, reading and filling in gaps with a missing word. The
teachers in grade four had mid-term examinations and the pupils did homework. While it was
noted that the teachers enjoyed end-of-theme assessment, they had different experiencesin
implementing daily assessment. A teacher of grade three shared her practice:
In my class though | enjoyed assessing 116 pupils at the end-of-theme and at the end-of-term;
the daily assessment was not easy because of the high number of pupils in the class. When |
tried to assess them on a daily basis, | realised | was deceiving myself and the pupils as well. It

was not practical and it does not promote learning. If the number could be reduced to about
half or ranging from 50 - 60, that would work. (Helen, Gulu 20 August 2014)

4.1.3. Feedback on assessment

In accordance with the assessment policy pupils books are to be marked and feedback given
as a means of pointing out the strengths and weaknesses. Through review of pupils’exercise
books, we noted that in four classes about 20-40 out of 116-120 books were marked but
the rest were left unmarked and so the pupils were denied feedback on their work. Failure
to mark and give specific comments did not only make it hard for the teachers to identify
the areas in which pupils had attained competencies and in which areas they needed support
but also made it hard to plan for improvement of teaching reading and writing. Yet some
scholars argue that useful feedback to pupils should be prompt and timely in order to ensure
that important elements were not forgotten (Clynes and Raftery 2008; Rust 2002; Walker
2009) and that learning takes place. Swaffield (2011) stressed that the feedback provided to
the pupils should highlight quality in their work, point out where the work would be
improved and give clear and explicit guidance on how to make the improvement.

On the contrary, the ratings of competencies attained in the end-of-theme and end-of-
term assessment were in the form of general comments like, ‘good; ‘fair; ‘poor; ‘weak’ and
‘work hard’ Leahy et al. (2005) argued that in order for assessment to be effective, feedback
needs to cause thinking. Grades, scores and comments like ‘Good job’do not cause thinking.
What does cause thinking is a comment that addresses what the student needs to do in
order to improve. Timms, DeVelle, and Lay (2016) however, contend that much as feedback
is provided in the form of text, some of which can be complex, a learner’s reading and lan-
guage skills can be very influential on his/her ability to decode the feedback. If the reading
and language skills are insufficient to decode and extract the meaning from the feedback
message, then putting the comments in action would be difficult.

4.1.4. Record of competencies
On keeping records of competencies attained, it was observed that four teachers made
records of end-of-theme and end-of-term assessment in percentages, although there were
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no records on daily assessment. One teacher reported that keeping record for end-of-theme
and end-of-term assessment was easy although she took a long time in identifying the
problems of the pupils in a big class. As a follow-up on keeping records of competencies
attained the teachers were asked why they did not have records on daily assessment.
Generally, from their responses it could be deduced that not all the teachers were conducting
assessment daily. A teacher stated her position:

It is not practical to assess 120 pupils effectively on a daily basis, let alone taking records of

pupils’competencies daily because of the big numbers in my class. If | tell you that | did it, | will

be cheating you. The end-of-theme and end-of-term assessments are practical in large classes

because we have time to mark their books and do correction in class with them before the end

of another theme. (Paska, Gulu August 21 2014)

The lack of records on daily assessment is a practice contrary to that stipulated in the assess-
ment policy (NCDC 2006).

Overall, the teachers assessed pupils daily, at the end of the theme and at the end of the
term, although daily assessment was not taken seriously. The failure of the teachers to assess
pupils daily is a challenge to the assessment policy. Nevertheless, in order to improve daily
assessment practices and promote pupils’ learning to read and write, the teachers during a
feedback meeting agreed and redesign the assessment plan (see Table 2) which they imple-
mented from June to August 2014.

4.2. Assessment within a PAR framework

This section reports assessment practice of six teachers within a PAR framework from June
to August 2014.

4.2.1. Assessing a group as a whole
In the redesigned assessment plan, the teachers proposed that it was important to assess
pupils at group levels and that each teacher was to decide on the number of pupils in each
group. The group size depended on the number of pupils in a class and the teacher’s ability
to manage the groups. The number of pupils and the number of assessment groups varied
from one class to another. The teachers spent different number of days doing one round of
assessment for the whole class. During the assessment processes, the teachers engaged the
pupils in reading aloud, writing, responding to questions, matching word to phrase and
discussion. A teacher of grade three shared how she grouped the pupils and assessed them.
| divided the pupils randomly into groups of 10, though six groups had eleven pupils. In a lesson
of 30 minutes, | selected five pupils out of the ten and asked them one by one to read sentences
written on the chalkboard. | also gave them written exercises in which they were required to
fill in the missing word in each lesson. This assessment worked quite well because pupils were
able to help each other in reading the written exercises and write correct answers. Where their

peers could not help them | guided them accordingly. | could see them learning. | was even able
to identify some of their individual strengths and weaknesses. (Hellen, Gulu 20 August 2014)

The second teacher took a month to assess 121 pupils. In that class the pupils participated
in reading as a whole class, reading at group level and reading individually. During the
reading session, they identified a word or a sentence, read it and matched it with a similar
word, and also matched a sentence with another similar sentence. During the individual
reading, whenever a pupil had difficulties, either the teacher or the other pupils gave hints
to the one reading on how to articulate the particular word. The overall performance showed
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that all the pupils could read a one-syllable word; 40% could read two-syllable word and
20% could read a three-syllable word.

In another class, the teacher engaged the pupils in class activities like matching words
to pictures, filling in the missing letter and using flash cards with the aim of assessing their
competencies in spelling words and constructing sentences. Through matching words to
pictures, between 60 and 70% of the pupils were able to match pictures to words and read
well, while between 30 and 40% had difficulties in matching pictures to words. While filling
in missing word between 40 and 50% identified missing letters and read them well, while
50-60% had difficulties in identifying missing letter like ‘p’ with figure ‘9’ and ‘b’ with ‘d’ The
findings indicated that pupils performed better during matching words with picture, but
had difficulties in identifying missing letters. In these particular cases, they interchanged
the letters and figure.

In assessing writing, the pupils of grade three participated in activities that required them
to match a word to a phrase in order to form a sentence. Table 3 is an illustration of the
matching exercise.

In the next activity, the pupils were expected to fill in gaps with the correct word form.
This was aimed at checking their ability to spell words and to construct grammatically correct
sentences. In the example below, the pupils were expected to use the correct word form of
‘go’to fill in the gap:

Okello ------- to town yesterday (go)

Other activities for checking their ability to spell words correctly and construct sentences
correctly were the use of jumbled letters and sentences. An example of jumbled letters is
‘enh’ This becomes ‘hen’ when written correctly.

In grade one class, lessons were observed three times in order to understand how a child’s
learning could be assessed through the various class activities. In the first lesson, the pupils
participated in three activities: sorting letters, matching letters and joining dots. Through
joining dots, the pupils learnt to shape letters. Through sorting and matching letters, the
teacher wrote letters on the chalkboard and asked the pupils to pick a letter card, to look
for a similar letter on the chalkboard and place the card next to it. This helped them to dif-
ferentiate one letter from another. In the second lesson, the pupils participated in matching
word to word, sorting pictures and matching picture to picture. In the third lesson, pupils
participated in a drawing that required them to complete a missing part of a picture. Through
these activities, pupils performed better in differentiating one letter from another, — a prob-
lem they had five months before — and in shaping letters. A teacher reported the progress
made:

Reading in the second term focussed on learning letter names. 50% of the pupils could read the

letter names, while 50% still had difficulties. In writing 80% could differentiate one letter from

another, while 20% confused the letters b and d, and‘p’and figure ‘9’ We also did letter shaping.
70% of the pupils could shape the letters well while 30% scribbled shapes that could hardly

Table 3. Exercise on matching word to phrase.

Word Phrase
Farmer makes furniture
Teacher grows crop

Carpenter teaches pupils
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be identified with any letter. The last area of assessment was on following lines while writing.
In that activity 60% of them could write the letters on the lines, while 40% wrote a mixture of
letters across and above the lines. (Stella, Gulu 20 August 2014)

Ina class of 145, pupils participated in a number of activities such as singing letter names
and using letter cards. Letter cards are cards with a letter written on it. In a previous lesson,
they had learnt the letters‘a;‘b; ‘c’and ‘d" On that particular day, they were learning the letter
‘e’ The teacher made letter cards of ‘a;'b; ‘c;‘d’and ‘e’and gave them to five pupils. She asked
the pupils: who has letter ‘e’? The child with letter ‘e’ put up her hand and moved forward.
Next, she asked: who has letter ‘d’? The child who had it was hesitant but eventually put up
his hand and came forward. The third child, who had letter ‘b, could not identify the letter
he was holding and so remained standing confused. The teacher asked the rest of the pupils
to identify the child who had letter ‘b’ They responded in chorus: ‘Ocaya has letter b’ The
teacher picked the letter card, showed it to Ocaya, and asked him to name it and he did. That
was a lively activity for the pupils and each of them was eager to participate.

The second activity was singing a song that had a letter name. Engaging the pupils in
singing a letter name was meant to motivate and tune them to learn and write the different
letters of the alphabet. In one observed lesson, pupils were to learn writing letter ‘c' The
teacher intoned the song and the pupils jumped up in excitement singing and demonstrat-
ing how to write letter ‘c’ The song was repeated four times.

‘C,cnen ccaa

An ka acoyo ¢

Nen kit ma kicoyo kwede
Yomo cwinya mada!

This is literally translated as:

C, ¢ lookatc

When | write ¢

Look at how it is written
It makes me very happy.

Having assessed all the 145 pupils, the teacher came up with the overall assessment of
the competencies gained. She had this to share:

In writing skill, | assessed them on six competencies and discovered that 40% of them could
follow lines as they wrote, while the 60% wrote across the line, and others wrote across the
pages. In shaping letters, 30% could shape the letters well, while 70% had difficulties with letter

‘p' They wrote it as figure ‘9" Others wrote letter‘d’ as ‘b’ In spacing letter and words, 20% could
space letters well and 10% can space one word from another well. The rest of the pupils merged
everything. | also assessed them in writing lower and upper case letters. 40% wrote lower case
letters well while 60% mix up lower and upper case letters; and 40% wrote upper case letters
well, while 60% mixed up upper case and lower case letters. (Paska, Gulu 20 August 2014)

In a class of 98 pupils, the teacher had five pupils per group and assessed 38 of them in
a lesson of 30 minutes on competencies in writing. This involved copying written words and
letter patterns from the chalkboard. The teacher reported:

In the next exercise on handwriting, | gave a simple pattern on letter B and five words composed
from that letter [bin, bed, bila, bito, bolo].

The sentences composed were:
Betty bedo | Bobi (translated as ‘Betty lives in Bobi’).

Baba bino tin aa ki Bobi (My father will return from Bobi today).



750 e L.D. AKELLO AND M. C. G. TIMMERMAN

The two sentences above illustrate that the pupils were capable of generating more
complex sentences when given more time to practice.

Another teacher assessed pupils in reading and sentence construction and kept records
for three weeks (see Table 4). The records of competencies were analysed and the results
showed gradual improvement in the competencies gained although three pupils maintained
their scores at above average and by the third week only one pupil was below average. The
detailed interpretation of the results for the score was as follows: pupils above average scored
between 70 and 100%. These pupils were able to read one and two syllable words, read simple
and complex sentences, construct simple sentences on their own and understand instruction
and respond accordingly. Pupils whose scores were average obtained between 41 and 69%.
These categories were able to read one syllable word, read simple sentences and short stories,
could respond to instructions accordingly, but were not able to construct sentences on their
own. The third category of pupils was below average with scores of between 0 and 40%. They
had the following challenges: could not read a one syllable word, and were not able to read
simple sentences and short stories. From the scores above, the teacher planned to continue
assessing pupils at group levels and give feedback immediately.

On the whole, the teachers noted that though the pupils were progressing well in learning
reading and writing, the whole exercise was very demanding and time-consuming. They
generally perceived daily assessment as additional responsibilities. One teacher explained
her situation:

It was demanding to plan for teaching and remedial lesson daily. More still, marking books,

keeping records of competencies gained and reflecting on the assessment results for planning

purposes, are additional responsibilities. In real practice, | first assessed the whole class and
then prepared remedial lesson for the few who were below average on a Friday evening. But
for general class problems, | used the time for lesson on a Friday to conduct remedial. (Sarah.

Gulu 20 August 2014)

The delay in conducting remedial lessons until all the pupils have been assessed denied
the pupils timely feedback that they would have used to improve their learning (Weaver
2006) and slowed down the learning process.

4.3. Impact of teachers’ participation in PAR on the assessment practices

The policy on assessment highlights the following areas: intervals and frequency of assess-
ment, record keeping and ways of assessing reading and writing. As we compared teachers'’

Table 4. Record of competencies attained over three weeks.

Week one Week two Week three Overall performance

Total Percent- Total Percent- Total Percent- Percent-
Pupils mark age mark age mark age Total age
1 Pupil 1 12/15 80 10/12 83 10/12 83 32/39 82.0
2 Pupil 2 8/15 53 7/12 58 6/12 50 21/39 53.7
3 Pupil 3 5/15 33 6/12 50 6/12 50 17/39 443
4 Pupil 4 5/15 33 4/12 33 7/12 58 16/39 413
5 Pupil 5 14/15 93 10/12 83 10/12 83 34/39 86.3
6 Pupil 6 5/15 33 5/12 41 6/12 50 16/39 413
7 Pupil 7 12/15 80 11/12 91 10/12 83 33/39 84.7
8 Pupil 8 5/15 33 4/12 33 6/12 50 15/39 38.7
9 Pupil 9 6/15 40 4/12 33 4/12 33 14/39 353
10 Pupil 10 5/15 33 5/12 4 8/12 66 18/39 46.7

Note: 0-40% = below average, 41-69% = average, 70-100% above average.
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assessment practices before and after engaging in PAR, we recognised that the assessment
practices have improved. For instance, the teachers became keen in observing, reflecting
and sharing their assessment practices with their peers in small groups and during the
feedback workshop. Through the sharing they collectively reached moments of concrete
decision that influenced the next phases of assessment. This is exhibited by the revision of
the assessment plans 1 and 2 (see Tables 1 and 2) in which the focus of assessment was
changed from assessing pupils at group levels to assessing the individual child within the
group. One of the teachers shared:

It was difficult to assess individual pupil’s progress within the group since the competencies

gained are based on group performances. Assessing at group levels denied the less competent

pupils the possibilities of participating and learning in the process. It is better to reduce the

number and assess the individuals in the group. (Helen, Gulu 20 August 2014)

Although the teachers initially were reluctant in carrying out assessment daily, gradually
as they reflected and discussed with their peers on better ways of assessing, they realised
that it was possible. A teacher in grade two reported:

| assessed pupils according to their seating arrangement and it worked quite well in my class. In

this approach, | started with the pupils at the first desk and then moved on to the next child. At

the end of the lesson, | took note of where | had stopped and picked up again from that child

in the next lesson. In the course of assessing, | marked the books and gave feedback. (Helen,

Gulu 20 August 2014)

The teachers’ participation in PAR has had some influence on the quality of feedback
given to children. They got to know that a one-word written feedback had little impact on
pupils’learning and if at all it had, then it was for those who knew how to read and interpret
the feedback. They therefore engaged the pupils in verbal interaction in addition to the
written feedback in order to facilitate children in understanding their weaknesses and also
to encourage reflecting and correcting their work. The teachers improved quality of feedback
was confirmed during observation of lessons. This practice is in line with the recommenda-
tion from NCDC (2006) that feedback for pupils should provoke further questioning and
learning; while for the teacher, feedback should be used for planning lessons and improving
instruction.

The teachers reported at the beginning of the study that it was challenging for them to
keep records of pupils’ competencies attained. Keeping records of competencies however
increasingly became a cherished practice (see Table 4) since it helped the teachers not only
to track children’s performances and to plan for improvement but also to give feedback to
the children and parents.

5. Conclusion

The focus of this paper was on teachers’ assessment practices in large classes and how
teachers’participation in action research has changed assessment practices in large classes
and promoted pupils’ learning to read and write. In line with the assessment policy, the
teachers worked in collaboration among themselves, shared the strengths and weakness in
their assessment practices and gradually changed from end-of-theme and end-of-term
assessment to daily assessment in small groups. Much as there was improvement in assess-
ment practices and in pupils’ learning, large classes and increased teachers’ workload in
terms of planning to teach, marking books, giving feedback and planning remedial classes,



752 (&) L.D.AKELLO AND M.C.G. TIMMERMAN

are threats to the practice of daily assessment. In spite of that, assessment in small groups
has made it possible for the teachers focus on individual pupil and to give both written and
verbal feedback them immediate.

The change and improvement in assessment practices in large classes has been made
possible due to the teachers’ participation in PAR and adoption of Vygotsky’s ZPD. Through
PAR framework the teachers worked collaboration in identifying the challenges in their
assessment practices and in pupils’ learning to read and write; and devised better ways of
assessing at group levels. This was further strengthened by adopting Vygotsky’s ZPD that
offered the teachers space to work in collaboration with each other to support children’s
learning. Working in collaborations, the teachers offered support to the pupils and the pupils
who were more competent in reading and writing guided their peers who were weaker.

In a nutshell therefore, working within PAR framework and adopting Vygotsky’s ZPD, the
teachers collaborated with each other towards improving not only pupils learning to read
and write but also in changing the assessment practices in large classes.

6. Implication for policy and practice

Assessment of learning is important for pupils to become aware of their strengths and weak-
nesses. This however is effective in small classes or when teachers work in collaboration with
other teachers within the PAR framework. It is therefore important to engage teachers in
action research in order to give them space to reflect on their practices and to work in col-
laboration with each other to plan for improvement of children’s learning and their own
practices.

Secondly, interaction and feedback are very important for learning to take place and more
so when it is given immediately in a language that the learner understands. It is therefore
important that in addition to the written feedback, the teacher gives verbal feedback to help
pupils understand their strengths and weaknesses in reading and writing.
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