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A B S T R A C T

Teacher beliefs about the purpose of assessment matter to how assessment is implemented in classroom settings.
Two different teacher conceptions of assessment inventories have originated separately in Spain and New
Zealand. This study examined (a) the extent to which the models for each inventory could be recovered and (b)
the relationship between inventories. Responses were obtained from 566 Ecuadorian primary and secondary
teachers in two rounds of surveying. Results showed that with a few modifications both the Spanish and New
Zealand models fit the data. Mean scores were strongest for improvement, caution, and societal control factors.
Factor inter-correlations between the Spain and New Zealand models indicated that the teaching, certifying, and
accounting domains were moderately correlated with accountability and improvement purposes, while societal
control correlated with caution, and formative regulation correlated with irrelevance. These results are con-
sistent with how teachers seem to conceive of assessment within strong examination systems.

The influence of conceptions on the daily school practice is out of
question today. In the last decade, different models of how teachers
understand the purpose, role, and effects of assessment have been
published (Barnes, Fives, & Dacey, 2015). Research has identified that
the two predominant purposes of assessment (i.e., formative improve-
ment vs. summative evaluation) create substantial tensions for teachers
(Bonner, 2016). A further widely attested phenomenon in teacher
thinking about assessment is that these beliefs tend to reflect the social,
historical, and cultural priorities established in each jurisdiction in
which teachers are employed (Fulmer, Lee, & Tan, 2015). This means
that interpreting teacher conceptions of assessment needs to pay at-
tention to contextual factors operating in a jurisdiction with its parti-
cular systemic requirements (Remesal, 2007).

While there is conceptual coherence across the various strands of
research (e.g., agreement that accountability and improvement are
dominant beliefs), there is little empirical evidence comparing and
contrasting research instruments from the different research strands.
This means that claims of coherence have as yet not been explicitly
tested. This paper addresses this need by examining the validity of two
published self-report inventories (Brown 2004; Remesal & Brown,
2015) into teacher conceptions of assessment in one particular cultural
context (i.e., Ecuador) and attempting to generate a model that captures
the interaction between the supposedly similar factors. These two

inventories were selected, in part, because they appear to have had
substantial influence in how teacher conceptions of assessment have
been framed in recent reviews (Barnes et al., 2015; Bonner, 2016;
Fulmer et al., 2015). Hence, evaluating the relationship of the two in-
ventories may be of substantial benefit to the field.

1. Teacher conceptions of assessment

Since recent reviews of the teacher conceptions of assessment lit-
erature exist (Barnes et al., 2015; Bonner, 2016; Fulmer et al., 2015),
this section will briefly outline the most important issues. The educa-
tional purpose of assessment is to provide information about student
progress and needs so as to guide teachers in how they should plan and
implement subsequent teaching, while at the same time providing in-
sights to students as to what they should do to improve their own
learning (Brown, 2008; Remesal, 2011). In contrast, the accountability
orientation (Remesal, 2011), sometimes known as evaluation-orienta-
tion (Brown, 2008), uses assessment to either certify student attainment
of expected standards or qualifications (i.e., public examinations for
entry to further opportunities), or more generally to identify, so as to
reward or punish, highly effective or ineffective, respectively, teachers
and/or schools (Nichols & Harris, 2016). The argument simply is that
teachers tend to endorse the purposes and functions deemed
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appropriate by both social norm and official policy. These two purposes
or orientations, in accordance with Scriven’s (1967) analysis, have been
largely captured with the terms formative and summative assessment,
respectively.

Remesal (2007, 2011) presented a qualitative study on primary and
compulsory secondary school teachers in Spain (QMCoA, Qualitative
Model of Conceptions of Assessment). She reported similar results to
Brown, Lake and Matters (2011) in that teachers’ conceptions of as-
sessment appeared to be linked to the school level in which teachers
worked. More specifically, primary teachers were more concerned with
formative assessment while compulsory secondary teachers viewed
assessment more as a tool for accountability. It is noteworthy, however,
that the school level by itself does not convey the predominant purpose
of assessment in each case. Rather the final nature of the educational
level within the broader social system and its educational policies de-
fines the purpose. In other words, these results could differ if primary
teachers had a social responsibility of declaring pupils’ final achieve-
ment with a definitive value, as is seen in Hong Kong or China (Brown,
Hui, Yu, & Kennedy, 2011).

Remesal’s model structures conceptions around how teachers con-
ceive of assessment influencing four different aspects of the teaching
and learning process: (1) the act of teaching, (2) the act of learning, (3)
the act of providing an accreditation to or certification of learning re-
sults, and finally (4) offering accountability to different classroom-ex-
ternal agents, including school administrators, families and policy
makers. In her model, any teacher dynamically constructs conceptions,
that is, organised beliefs systems, about each of these four ‘spaces of in-
fluence of assessment’. Simultaneously this model characterizes the
teachers’ conceptions as either inclined to a formative-regulatory view
or as a non-regulatory accreditative tendency, often with a mixed
nature due to the complexity of educational praxis. In other words, in
Remesal’s model the dilemma lies not on whether the teachers conceive
of assessment as improving learning versus giving account, but rather
on how they think this improvement should be carried out and mon-
itored and what form the accountability or accreditation should take.
This complex mixed approach is necessary since by its own nature the
educational system requires inevitably teachers to engage in both basic
functions of assessment. This type of model is bifactor in that two dif-
ferent independent dimensions are used to predict responses to items.
This bifactor model was validated in a study of foreign language tea-
chers (Spanish as Foreign Language in particular) in school as well as
non-formal schooling contexts (Remesal & Brown, 2015). Those Spanish
as a Foreign Language teachers agreed most with the formative reg-
ulation version of all four conceptions and more-or-less rejected the use
of student assessment to evaluate the quality of teaching.

Rather than relying on the bifactor approach, Brown’s Teachers
Conceptions of Assessment (TCoA) has used a classic simple structure
factor model approach to tackle complexity by introducing a hier-
archical structure. This model has worked well with primary and sec-
ondary teachers in New Zealand (Brown, 2011) and Queensland
(Brown, Lake et al., 2011). However, cross-language and societal stu-
dies with the TCoA have consistently shown that the New Zealand
developed hierarchical structure of factors fails to replicate. None-
theless, many items tend to group in identical factors giving partial
validity to the items and their factors (Brown &Michaelides, 2011;
Brown & Remesal, 2012; Gebril & Brown, 2014).

Despite this, endorsement of items and factors related to assessment
for improved teaching and student learning seems to be consistently
strongest (Barnes et al., 2015; Bonner, 2016). Nonetheless, interesting
differences in strength of agreement with four purposes of assessment
and the inter-correlations of those purposes seem to align with con-
textual factors. For example, in the examination-heavy culture of China
and Hong Kong (Brown, Hui et al., 2011; Brown, Kennedy, Fok,
Chan, & Yu, 2009), assessment for improvement was highly correlated
with assessment for student certification or accountability, unlike low-
stakes contexts such as New Zealand (Brown, 2011) and Queensland

(Brown, Lake et al., 2011). Within jurisdictions it has been consistently
reported that secondary school teachers agreed more than primary
teachers that assessment was for student accountability while agreeing
less that it was for improvement (Brown, 2011; Brown, Lake et al.,
2011). These differences suggest that the introduction of national
qualifications assessment systems in secondary schooling tend to be
associated with different assessment practices and conceptions.

In light of these findings, we might expect that Remesal’s QMCoA,
having been originally developed in Spanish, would have better fit to
Ecuadorian teachers than Brown’s TCoA. Nonetheless, we might expect
the TCoA items to group in similar ways in Ecuador without replicating
the hierarchical structure. We might also expect secondary teachers to
have stronger endorsement of student accountability ideas over for-
mative assessment notions.

2. The school system in Ecuador

Ecuador is a multilingual and multicultural country with slightly
over 16,000,000 inhabitants. Over 60% of the population lives in urban
areas. There are three main ethnic groups in Ecuador: ‘mestizos’ (i.e., a
person of mixed race, especially of Spanish and American Indian par-
entage), Afro-Ecuadorians, and Indians. The population of Indians
consists of thirteen different ethnic groups, all recognized as individual
nationalities in the current constitution (i.e., Awa, Achuar, Chachi,
Kichwa, Shuar, Tsáchila, Huaorani (Huao), Siona, Secoya, Shiwiar,
Cofán, Epera, and Záparos).

A series of policy reforms have been successful in reducing func-
tional illiteracy from 46.5% in 1974 to 21.3% in 2001 (Viteri, 2006).
The school population has increased from 68.6% in 1982 up to 90.1%
in primary school and from 29.5% up to 44.6% in compulsory sec-
ondary school in 2001. Given the cultural plurality of Ecuador, great
effort in these processes of reform has focused on the interculturality of
the Ecuadorian society (Walsh, 1998). Currently, the Ecuadorian school
system follows a 6 + 4 (+2) structure prior to university entrance (i.e.,
compulsory primary and secondary, followed by optional college).

Torres (2006) shares some recent historical data of the educational
state of the art in Ecuador. According to her study, in 2000 Ecuadorians
remained 7.5 years in school in average and only 29% of the population
finished secondary school. One out of 10 children had to retake first
grade, one out of three did not finish primary education, and nine of ten
children in rural areas did not finish secondary school. Results in
Mathematics and Language in national exams (Aprendo) were very low
in 1996, and they even decreased by the year 2000.

The government launched in 2006 an immense renewal project of
the educational system to fight the low level of school completion and
performance, including basic preparation for teaching, in line with
other movements in Latin America (Dussel, 2001). New schools with
the latest technological resources are being built. Small unitary schools
dispersed in rural areas lacking the minimal infrastructure are being
replaced by huge mega-schools that gather pupils from a big area
around. These so-called millennium educational units (Unidad Educativa
del Milenio) receive several thousands of students, often in two or even
three shifts a day. The bad reputation of the public school (Ponce,
Bedi, & Vos, 2002) is slowly changing nowadays.

Ecuadorian education is governed by the 2011 Ley Orgánica de
Educación Intercultural, which provides general education up to age 15,
when students select either a General or Vocational senior high school
orientation (OECD, 2016). The Ecuadorian Ministry of Education
(2016) reports satisfying results in 2016: the number of children at-
tending pre-school has increased 10.6 times from 2007 to 2016; in
2016, 96.23% of children between 5 and 12 years of age were attending
primary school, while 72.25% of teenagers aged between 12 and 18
years were attending compulsory secondary school, and the national
illiteracy ratio decreased 5.65% in 2016.

School in Ecuador is generally characterized by strong traditional
conventions. There are two peculiarities in the Ecuadorian school
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