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Abstract

Background:

Assessment for accountability, selection, and performance monitoring
continued to be a focus of standardization while the implications of that
standardization went beyond measurement.

Methods:

This significant secondary analysis of evidence explored from the fields of
scholarship, policy and institutional realms related to issues of equity, inclusion
and student development. Materials were analyzed using a structured
interpretive process that involved checking claims about control, reliability,
validity, fairness, instructional effects, and developmental consequences.

Results:

Five recurring tensions emerged in the synthesis: comparable scores/validity
in context; accountability/curriculum narrowing; formal equality/substantive
inclusion; pressure on performance/well-being of students; efficiency of
the system/Professional judgment. Where standardized tests allowed
for comparison across schools, it also highlighted differential outcomes
of attainment; however, standardized tests also reinforce inequalities of
opportunity where varying levels of preparation, language proficiency,
disability access and cultural knowledge were different. With high-stakes use
increasing, there is an increase in teaching to the test, anxiety, labelling and
strategic exclusion.

Conclusion:

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Global Citation. This is an open access article under the CC BY license
('http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ ).
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The review recommended an assessory system of
moderated teacher judgment, curriculum-based
assessments, low-stakes standardized assessments,
student portfolio, and equity audit. Reform was the
change of purposes, consequences, governance and
interpretation practices of tests.

Keywords
Standardized Assessment; Educational Equity;
Inclusive  Assessment; Student Development;

Assessment Validity; Educational Accountability

1. Introduction

Standardized assessment has a strong influence on
the education sector today due to potential benefits
in comparison, efficiency and transparency. Common
tests have been used by governments, school
systems, universities, and employers to encapsulate
achievement, highlight differences in achievement
and to give away opportunities, and as an assessment
of institutions (Ajjawi et al., 2022). These functions
have contributed to stripping standardized scores
of their subjective, mobile, and easy-to-administer
looks. But, the apparent accuracy of a score can
obscure the fact that classifications may be disputed
by others, differences in the measurement of what
was learned, by whom and under what circumstances,
and some variations in the interpretations of resulting
implications (Ansorger, 2021).

So that’s no longer about how technically sound
standardized tests are. The more fundamental issue
relates to whether uniform measurement results in
stealthily taken decisions that are consistent with
equality in an unequal system, and educationally
defensible (Apelehin et al., 2025). Pupils come to the
assessment with varying experiences of experienced
teachers, secure homes, food, internet, tutoring,
language support, health insurance and culturally
appropriate curriculum (Baniasadi et al.,, 2023).
A common test could be implemented using the
same procedures of a distribution yet measuring an
opportunity distribution that was never equal. Formal
equality can thus go hand in hand with equality which
is essentially unfair.

The standardization also impacts the ways schools
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teach and students’ conceptions of learning. Teachers
and leaders make pragmatic changes in practice
when the consequences of results impact promotion,
admission, funding or inspection and/or institutional
reputation (Bulut et al.,, 2024). This response may
be helpful in some cases of diffused curricula, but
it may also have the negative effect of reducing the
focus, creating privilege for knowledge easily scored
through tests and examinations, and ultimately
leaving less time available for creativity, discussion,
collaboration, inquiry and social interactions during
the implementation of the curriculum. The test moves
from being a measurement device to a technology of
control which influences behavior.

Consider three interconnected lenses for a rethinking
of assessment, equity, inclusion and student
development. Equity is about the fairness of the ways
assessments and the outcomes of the assessment
are distributed. Inclusion is about students with
disabilities, multilingual learners, culturally diverse
learnersandthosedisadvantagedinlearningtobeable
to demonstrate learning without irrelevant barriers
(Cairney & Kippin, 2022). Student development
focuses on the impact of assessment on motivation,
identity, the building of confidence, curiosity, self-
regulation, a sense of belonging and longer-term
engagement. The same system has the potential of
generating statistically similar scores and yet failing
in each of the three areas. Uses and consequences
of the use of standardization in assessment were
critically appraised and analyzed secondarily. It was
posed 4 questions.

RQ1: What motives could these standardized
tests have for legitimate educational purposes?
RQ2: What was the impact of the test design and
high-stakes testing on various groups of students?
RQ3: How did standardized assessment impact
teaching, motivation, identity and broader
development?

RQ4: What is an architecture for assessment that
would do so without a single score becoming the
predominant way things are judged educationally?
The paper made a basic claim that standardized
measures should be used as partial evidencein aplural
landscape of assessment, instead of as a statement
of ability, merit, school quality or future prospects.
Comparability proved to have its usefulness, but no
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more than in the case of tightly drawn purposes, less
than dire consequences, situational interpretations
and truly weighty alternative evidence. It was thus
necessary to carry out reform not only with better
test items but also with other means. It involved
rearranging institutional ties between measurement,
curriculum,  accountability, and  professional
judgement, as well as voice in the learning process
and students.

2. Conceptual Foundations

Standardized assessment was defined as a
measurement whose procedures of administration,
scoring and interpretation are shared with the
community. Standardized assessments  were
defined as a ‘measurement administered, scored,
and interpreted under the rules shared with the
community (Equitable, 2025). By controlling for some
of the variation due to how the test was administered
and how items were scored, the results of every
individual, school or across years could be compared.
But reliability did not make for validity. A score might
be consistently achieved, but it reflects a limited
aspect of learning or may be based on a decision
without reference to the evidence produced.
Validity was considered to be a question of “how”
to use and interpret findings. Of note, it was the
propriety of a specific inference from a particular
score, under specific circumstances, that was being
questioned, and not the validity of the test in the
abstract. Therefore, a mathematics score may need to
be translated to reflect performance on one or more
numerical tasks sampled from the measurement, but
cannot necessarily be used to automatically assume
performance on other measures such as creativity,
persistence, quality of teaching or the effectiveness
of the school (Fien et al., 2021). High-stakes systems
tended to have loose interpretations, which were
moved beyond the level of evidence.

Equity and Equality are distinguished. Equality would
mean following consistent procedures, equality
would require attention to unequal conditions, and/
or consequences; equity would not. An equitable
assessment system had students rate their
experience as students trying to learn the content
that was assessed, have students rate whether there
were any factors that limited their ability to learn that
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content, and have students rate whether there were
any factors that hurt their performance more so than
other groups of students. It also explored who would
benefit from the use of sorting by scores, and who
would run the risk of being misclassified.

Inclusion was seen as the inclusion with dignity
and interpretative justice. Accommodations (be it
providing extra time, assistive technology, accessible
formats, breaks, or alternative modes of responding)
would decrease the barriers but, in themselves,
were not a sign of inclusion (Garcia et al., 2025).
Exclusionary tests might occur when the language
requirements have nothing to do with the underlying
concept being assessed, when the language examples
require a certain type of background knowledge that
a certain social or cultural group may not possess, or
when rules for administration are based on the idea
that all learners are in some way deviant.

A wide approach to the conception of student
development was taken. Education was about
academic knowledge, but also acquired agency,
identity, relationships, ethical judgement, emotion
control, communication, imagination and agency to
act collaboratively. These outcomes were sampled
only as part of standardized tests. They also indirectly
and unconsciously exerted their developmental
impact by giving feedback, comparison, ranking
information, preparation information and placement
decisions.

The assessment was made based on the following
assessment ecology approach (Garver, 2020).
Assessment was not considered as one event, but
a set of related purposes, actors, instruments,
interpretations, incentives and consequences.
A technically sound test might have negative
consequences when  coupled with  other
consequences. A small, standardized measure,
however, might be useful in addition to teacher
evidence, discussion of diagnostics and low-stakes
monitoring. So the ecology, the whole idea, is what
was important, and not the instrument in itself.

3. Methodology

This study was considered to be a critical review
and qualitative secondary analysis. This perspective
was chosen because the research question needed
interpretation in various fields of study, from
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measurement theory, educational policy, inclusion,
psychology, sociology, and the classroom context.
The aim was not to arrive at some sort of pooled
effect size, but to analyse some of the claims,
inconsistencies, mechanisms, and institutional results
that tend to recur.

Scholarly reviews, empirical studies, policy analyses,
technical reports, institutional evaluations and
documented student and/or teacher perspectives
about standardised assessment constituted a
purposive evidence corpus. Materials were deemed
relevant based on their consideration of at least one
of four areas: measurement validity, educational
equity, inclusive access, and/or student development.
Primary, secondary and transitional education
evidence was kept that shed light on mechanisms at
the system level. In order to eliminate purely technical
studies without implications for their applications or
for their interpretation, the author excluded from the
above-mentioned collection those papers.
Structured extraction was used to analyse the data
obtained from the participants’ responses in the
course of the study. For the assessment, each source
was assessed for the following: Purpose, population,
stakes, construct measured, reported benefits,
reported harms, affected groups, contextual
moderators, and proposed reforms. Some of the
original codes involved ‘Comparability’, ‘Opportunity
to learn’, ‘Cultural loading’, ‘Language demand’,
‘Disability access’, ‘Curriculum narrowing’, ‘Testing
to the test’, ‘Anxiety’, ‘Motivation’, ‘Labelling’, ‘Score
inflation’, ‘Professional judgements’, ‘Accountability
Incentives’.

A comparison of codes was made between different
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types of evidence and themes. Any findings that
contradicted each other were retained. For instance,
the use of standardized testing was coded both as a
mechanism for the revealing of achievement gaps as
well as a mechanism that can re-create an unequal
opportunity. Potentially beneficial curriculum review
and potentially harmful narrowing (based onintensity,
alignment and stakes) were coded as examples of
test preparation. This way of doing things avoided
the self-serving prescription “one size fits all” for
standardized assessment, as well as the assumption
that standardized assessment universally harmed.
There were five themes that emerged as the valid
results: constrained validity, distributive inequity,
incomplete inclusion, developmental consequences
and accountability distortion. These themes were
then woven into a well-designed assessment ecology
that included standardized measures, but delineated
their limited role and the complementary functions
of teacher judgments, performance tasks, portfolio,
formative assessments, and student reflections.
Reflexivity was considered by separating evidence
pertaining to the properties of tests from evidence
pertaining to the use of tests. Different purposes
have been distinguished from the consequences that
were observed. Where claims relied on advocacy,
commercial interest or small samples, these were
addressed in a considered manner. No subjects were
recruited, and data were not discernible. Thus, the
need for ethical approval was not necessary. The
review does, however, make a moral critique of the
effects of classification, exclusion and high-stakes
decision-making.

Table 1. Critical-review design, evidence boundaries, and interpretive safeguards

Element Specification

Analytical contribution

Review design
ary analysis

Critical review and qualitative second-

Supported interpretation across measure-
ment, policy, inclusion, psychology, and
classroom practice.

Evidence corpus

perspectives

Scholarly reviews, empirical studies,
technical reports, policy analyses, insti-
tutional evaluations, and documented

Included evidence addressing validity, equity,
inclusion, or student development.
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Analytical unit

Claims about purposes, constructs,
stakes, mechanisms, consequences,
affected groups, and proposed reforms

Separated properties of tests from conse-
guences of their use.

Coding domains

Comparability, opportunity to learn,
language, disability, cultural loading,
curriculum narrowing, anxiety, motiva-
tion, accountability, and alternatives

Preserved positive, negative, mixed, and
conditional evidence.

Synthesis meth-

Comparative coding, thematic grouping,

Generated five critical themes and a bal-

od contradiction analysis, and integrative anced assessment ecology.
interpretation
Safeguards Reflexive distinction between intended | Reduced overgeneralization and maintained

purposes and observed effects; scrutiny
of advocacy and commercial claims

interpretive transparency.

4. Findings

4.1 Constrained validity and the problem of
overinterpretation

Selected knowledge was summarised efficiently in
standardized tests, which were conducted under
controlled conditions. Out of these, their best
was comparability. Systems honed in on overall
performance trends and tracked progress and
identified population groups in need of attention
through common tasks and scoring (Hargreaves,
2020). This information might prove to be a wake-up
call if they generally felt complacent, looking at the
differences that had been discovered.

However, there was a loss in their validity when scores
were used as overall indicators. Only basic knowledge,
content and limited time and response formats were
tested. They tended to favour swift performance
of individuals, problem-solving without context
and knowledge of test conventions. It was hard to
convey complex skills and abilities like collaboration,
oral rationale, enquiry, creativity, practical skills and
ethics with traditional items.

34

Overinterpretation was when insufficient data were
used to rate teachers, schools orintelligence, potential
or institutional quality. These inferences omitted
to consider sampling error, curriculum variation,
student mobility, language, disability or opportunity
to learn. Numbers, because they seemed “objective,”
lead the decision makers to ignore the “assumptions”
needed to make the leap from performance with the
test items to making decisions about merit (Hauer et
al., 2023).

Also, false certainty was the score’s precision. Even
if a small difference occurred within a plausible
range of measurement, this difference might result
in a placement or access difference. The notion of
cut scores pushed continuous categorizations of
performance to profiling/aggregating into categories
(e.g., proficient, below standard, and eligible), thereby
creating the impression that there were fixed classes
of different kinds of students near the cut scores who
were in the transition zone. It was an administratively
expedient classification that was educationally
precarious.
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Standardized Assessment Consequence Pathway

Assessment design
Construct definition
item format
administration rules

Interpretive mechanisms
Comparability
classification
score precision

public meaning

Equity outcomes
Opportunity distribution
classification error
resource consequences

Context and opportunity

Inclusion outcomes

Curriculum access
resources
language and disability

Behavioral mechanisms
Teaching to the test
strategic response
preparation markets
student anxiety

Accessibility
language fairness
cultural relevance

Governance and stakes
Selection
accountability
sanctions and incentives

Developmental outcomes
Motivation
identity
belonging
broader learning

The same instrument produced different consequences when purpose, stakes, opportunity, accessibility, and interpretation changed.

Figure 1. Pathways through which standardized assessment design and governance shaped equity, inclusion, and development

4.2 Distributive equity and unequal opportunities
to perform

The review revealed that accumulated opportunity
was sometimes assessed as part of a standardized
assessment process in addition to current attainment.
The students who came from wealthier families
tended to be more likely to have access to tutoring, a
quiet space to study, enrichment activities, amongst
other things, whilst adults in the households also
tended to be more knowledgeable about the
education system. Test preparation markets were
able to translate monetary investments into “test
score” advantages, especially when test-taking
was necessary for admission to top programs or
institutions.

Another aspect that influenced performance was
school resources. Opportunity to learn was affected
by experienced teachers, technology, libraries,
coherent curricula and small class size and specialist
support. Without the ability to account for unequal
“inputs” or contributions, there was danger in holding
schools accountable for their “outputs” (Herrera et
al., 2024).

35

Though the use of standardized testing could help
ensure equity if used diagnostically. Disaggregated
results allowed persistent gaps to be seen and
excluded average performance to mask exclusion.
This was to change based on the equity value.
Results that lead to further resources, curriculum
support and investigation could be used to enhance
accountability for the underserved groups through
testing. The same information could also exacerbate
inequalities if failure to engage in this process in the
context of results would lead to sanctions, closure or
reputational damage.

Strategic behaviour was the result of high-stakes
consequences. Schools might focus resources on
pupils with scores close to the thresholds, pupils
who have not yet reached the thresholds might be
excluded from the groups used for testing, schools
might discourage pupils who need support from
taking tests, or schools might ‘narrow’ teaching for
groups which might be considered at risk. Not all
of these reactions were necessarily from unethical
people, but were typical responses to incentive
structures.
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4.3 Inclusion, accessibility, and construct-irrelevant
barriers

Students with disabilities experienced difficulties
where test formats required skills that wasn’t the
target construct. For example, a science test may be
transformed into a reading speed test, a mathematics
point may be based on visual presentation, and a
written answer may negatively affect a person due to
motor issues. However, some barriers were lowered
through accommodations, while inconsistent
eligibility and the complexity of administering the
accommodations restricted access.

The review recognized that there is a conflict of
standardization and adaptation. The stronger the
uniformity, the easier it was to maintain a level of
comparability; with individual access, the more
flexible the access (Huber & Helm, 2020). It was not
necessary that the conditions of each student be
exactly the same for the conditions to be considered
fair. It called for some modification in administration
to break through the irrelevant obstacles, but it did
not bring about any alterations in the construct.
This distinction called for design and professional
judgment.

Issues were also similar for multilingual learners.
Testing in a dominant language may result in incorrect
inferences about knowledge of a subject matter
vs the language proficiency. Sometimes, minimally
changed text enhanced comprehension, while at
other times inadequate simplifications increased or
decreased the meaning of the disciplinary language
and/or changed the level of difficulty. There were
also risks involved with translation, as the concepts,
contexts, and expectations of the rhetorical listeners
did not align in a seamless manner.

Interpretation was shaped by familiarity with the
culture/s. There might be benefits to item contexts,
names, experiences and reasoning expectations that
benefit students who live up to the expectations
of the test. Some differential functioning will be
identified through statistical checks, but this does
not solve technical problems with cultural issues. This
meant including a variety of design teams, conducting
cognitive interviews, having accessible trials and
subsequent review following implementation.

and instructional

4.4 Curriculum narrowing
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distortion

The testing environment of high stakes impacted the
priorities of the curriculum. Arts, physical education,
citizenship, practical learning, and interdisciplinary
inquiry were the subjects and/or skills that were at
risk of being reduced, while subjects/skills included
in the accountability metrics received more time.
Teaching shifted to variations in the form of questions
and regular topics.

Educationally responsible alignment was present in
some cases. The common assessments and standards
might help promote focus on basal literacy and
numeracy. Troubles started to crop up when mimicry
took the place of alignment. Test-type questions
were repeated, which resulted in an increased
familiarity but led to the displacement of explanation/
exploration and transfer. Students acquired skills in
noticing answer patterns in the absence of long-term
understanding.

Teachers who were under pressure would use
scripted programs that test to narrow targets, and
often, frequent benchmark tests and data meetings
would focus on predicted test scores. There was more
assessment information, much of which was used for
accountability purposes, not learning (Jagers et al.,
2025). Time taken to administer and analyze interim
tests might be at the expense of time for classroom
support.

Additionally, professional judgment was impacted.
There was potential for teachers to increasingly
privilege external scores over classroom evidence,
although the evidence in some cases was signs
of deeper learning. On the other hand, if testing is
distrusted, resistance to comparative information
which could be of benefit may surface. Nor
submission to scores nor rejection of measurement
was an appropriate solution for a balanced system.

4.5 Motivation, identity, and student development
Assessment was standardized and messages of ability
and/or value communicated. Students frequently
saw scores as making judgments on the nature of the
person’s intelligence as opposed to a performance
in certain conditions. Students may become
marginalized in low classification if they are excluded
from the intervention or access to advanced work or
determine grouping.

36
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Concern about tests affected and decreased focus,
working memory, and perseverance. For some, a level
of challenge may have encouraged them to prepare
better, where high stakes may have increased their
fear of failing or the repercussions of failure for either
themselves, their teachers or their school. Anxiety
wasn’t equally spread across the board. For students
who have had negative experiences in the past, those
who are perfectionist, or those with disabilities or
language concerns, or who think that others may not
be expecting them to excel, there may be some more
interference.

Motivations shifted to a performance orientation
when success was considered in terms of ranking.
The students began to place less value on grades and
scores as compared to curiosity, revision, cooperation,
or intellectual risk (Khasawneh & Khasawneh, 2023).
For the untested activities, they did not seem to be
as valuable. Sometimes assignments may be used for
external comparison, which provides motivation for
students; on the other hand, it is possible that some
students may experience avoidance because they
believe that they would get low marks.

Relations to the consequences of development. The
pressure of competitiveness may negatively affect
peer cooperation, and the pressure at school may
affect the teachers’ interaction with their students.
The teacher could focus on students who would have
an impact on the performance indicators, which may
unwittingly diminish the attention given to others.
The review was not in favour of a removal of
evaluation. Clear expectations, feedback and
opportunity for students to demonstrate progress
benefited students. The developmental theme was
about the nature and way in which the assessment
was to be done. Feedback that was specific, revisable
and related to strategies was a positive support to
growth. One benchmark score offered little advice
as it gave an overall picture of performance and not
what to do to improve.

4.6 Accountability, governance, and institutional
behaviour

Standardized assessment was most problematic when
it came to bear responsibilities it could not carry.
Scores were chosen by policymakers as they were
easily visible and scalable and could be communicated
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to the political sphere. But issues like the quality of a
school or the effectiveness of its teachers would not
be amenable to a single measure or scale.

Feedback loops were created with accountability
systems. Targets shaped teachers, selection of
students, allocation of resources, teacher and
student report system and teacher leader priorities.
When scores became “high-stakes indicators, the
whole thing was ‘tainted’ as it served as a ‘neutral’
observation, then as participants got used to scores,
they became more like a ‘trained’ observation. An
increase in results may be due to learning, familiarity,
narrowing of the curriculum, selective participation
and/or change in cohort composition.

The quality of governance was related to
transparency. Stakeholders wanted to be informed
about what was being tested, how the scores were
scaffolded, how uncertainty was shown, the options
for accommodations, and how the results informed
decisions. Proprietary systems also tended to evade
scrutiny, reducing public accountability.

Standardized samples may need to be used more
heavily in low-stakes monitoring, and richer evidence
and review could be used for making individual
decisions of a high-stakes nature. This process was
thus not viewed as a way of introducing optional
exceptions, but was arequirement, subject to appeals,
contextual information and human judgment.

4.7 Alternatives and the case for a balanced
assessment ecology

None of the alternatives completely addressed all
the limitations. Teacher assessment had been used
to reflect ongoing achievement and understanding of
the context, though there was potential for personal
expectations, workload and the lack of uniformity of
standards to be a factor. Portfolios were growing in
complexity, but were potentially difficult to moderate
and compare. The performance tasks were expensive
in terms of design and scoring and measured the
application and reasoning. The self-assessment of
students was assisting in the realization of agency,
but it was not a substitute for external assessment.
The synthesis, thus, favoured a combination (rather
than substitution). Limited diagnostic signalling
could be provided with standardization of tests
on a system-level basis. There is potential to use
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classroom assessment to inform classroom practice.
Achievement over time could be moderated by
teacher judgment. Application, communication and
collaboration can be captured with performance
tasks. Portfolios might evidence growth, revisions
and a range of strengths (Meylani, 2024). Student
reflectionisthe opportunity to develop metacognition
and ownership.

Multiple measures only presented any value if there
was integration and balance between the measures.
New additions to the system in the form of portfolios
would have no effect on the system of decisive SLPs.
Progression, reporting and evaluation required some

Journal of Educational Research and Human GrowthVolume 1, Issue 1 (2026)

formal weight to be given to the alternates in this.
Moderation processes needed to be put in place to
allow for consistency, whilst not forcing elements of
evidence to a common template.

Equity auditing was also a part of the balanced
assessment. Systems should consider issues of
participation, accommodation, classification error,
subgroups, curriculum impact, and preparation
input. To interpret and apply student and teacher
views. They had achieved the best results in the
field of assessment reform, where there had been
an improvement in information quality and in the
educational process.

Table 2. Critical synthesis of benefits, risks, and reform requirements

Dimension | Potential contribution Critical risk Required safeguard
Validity Reliable comparison of [ Scores are overinterpreted | Restrict claims to the measured
selected content as intelligence, potential, construct and intended decision.
teacher quality, or school
quality.
Equity Disaggregated results ex- | Unequal preparation, Audit opportunity to learn and
posed persistent attain- [ tutoring, resources, and resource consequences.
ment gaps opportunity shaped perfor-
mance
Inclusion Common expectations Language, disability, for- Design accessible tasks and permit
and accommodations mat, and cultural familiarity | construct-preserving flexibility.
supported participation | created irrelevant barriers
Curriculum | Standards encouraged High stakes, narrowed Monitor curriculum completeness
attention to foundational | subjects, pedagogy, and and reduce punitive consequenc-
knowledge intellectual risk es.
Student de- | Clear expectations some- | Anxiety, labelling, ranking, | Use specific feedback, revision,
velopment | times encouraged prepa- | and score-based identity and multiple demonstrations.
ration weakened motivation
Governance | Scalable data-supported [ Thresholds, rankings, and Use proportional stakes, trans-
monitoring and public sanctions generated strate- | parency, appeals, and contextual
reporting gic behavior review.
Professional | External evidence chal- | Scores displaced richer Moderate professional evidence
judgment lenged inconsistent local | classroom knowledge or and develop assessment literacy.
expectations provoked total rejection

5. Discussion

The review revealed that standardization of
assessment is neither in itself fair nor unfair. Its impact
varied according to the intentions, objectives, and
risks associated with its use, how long it was used, and

38

the context. Comparability was the one dimension
of quality that was provided by standardization.
Common measures may show patterns and be used
in a narrow evidentiary role to assist in monitoring
systems. As dominant judgments they created, they
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reduced and simplified the complexity of education,
and amplified inequality. Numerous test-related ill
effects stemmed from the consequences of tests, and
not just from the design of tests. A moderately valid
test lost its validity when tied to punitive sanctions,
hard limits or only-in programmes. Those who are
using more will need more technical improvement;
that wouldn’t help them (Murillo & Hidalgo, 2020).
From equal treatment to equal opportunity for
performance of learning was a requirement for
equity. This transition didn’t imply no standards
(Tobon et al., 2020). That involved taking a look at
opportunity to learn, individual language, disability
issues, cultural context and consequences of error.
It also required the understanding that changes in
scoring might not indicate skill learning differences,
but might just be a relation to different environments
(Walker et al., 2023). For inclusion, the design for the
variability of the learner was a wider way of thinking
from the start. Some use of adaptations was still
required, but the use of the one-to-many modes and
varying the timing made exceptional options less
necessary (Paramole & Adeoye, 2024). But there was
a requirement for restraint in the interpretation of
“inclusion. Language and/or format effects should
not blind a rater to a subject knowledge impact.

The broadened criterion for assessment quality was
the result of student development. Only reliability and
prediction should not be the criteria to determine if a
system is a good one or not. It is also to be reviewed
based on the effect it had on motivation, identity,
belongingness, curiosity, and the desire to learn. It
would be impossible to view tests which guaranteed
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a correct ranking together with a diminished interest
in education as an educational success. The findings
favored a balanced approach for assessing an
ecology that is centred on the criteria of “fitness for
purpose. There were a number of purposes, all of
which involved different types of evidence: system
monitoring, classroom diagnosis, certification,
selection, and student reflection. Purpose separation
was accomplished, and the overinterpretation was
eliminated, enabling the selection of the forms used
in the assessment based on their strengths (Smith &
Holloway, 2020).

Professional judgment has been a key. While human
judgment may be biased, there were no values or
discretion eliminated by removing human judgment,
but they were simply moved to test design,
algorithms, thresholds, and policy rules. Disciplined
judgment with moderation, evidence, transparency
and appeal was the appropriate response. Likewise,
teachers should not have to make decisions but are
not held accountable, nor be pushed to administer
external scores (Stacey et al., 2020).

A second recommendation was for the idea of
assessment literacy as a system capacity to be
explored. Some understanding of uncertainty,
purpose, validity and appropriate inference by
students, their families, teachers, leaders and
policymakers was needed (Taylor, 2022). A score’s
significance beyond the bounds of their literacy. As
a result, such public communication needs to focus
on ranges, patterns and what elements of context
should be taken into account, rather than on league-
table certainties.

Balanced Assessment Ecology
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Balance required formal decision weight, moderation, accessibility, transparency, and continuous review of subgroup consequences.

Figure 2. Balanced assessment ecology integrating standardized, professional, performance, portfolio, and formative evidence.
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6. Policy And Practice Frame-
work

A reform concept was devised based on six principles.
First, the instrument selection serves the purpose.
All decisions in relation to assessments should
be included, and the evidence needed. Individual
progression should not be set on the basis of tests
set up for system monitoring.

Secondly, there shall be proportionality to the validity.
The more at stake, the more needed the evidence,
the more the possibility for reviewing, and the more
safeguards there were, the more safeguards there
were for the situation. Access/exclusion/retention/
institutional sanction should not be based on one
score only.

Third, curriculum-completeness should be the focus
of assessment. Systems need to look at whether
tested content pushed aside/overlooked larger
educational objectives. The quality of a school
should be assessed, as well as against its academic
attainment, by the participation and well-being of
the student, the feeling of “inclusion,” creative work
and developmental progress.

Fourth, be careful not to simply add to inclusion; try
to design it overall. Accessible formats and language
review, multiple response options, and AT should be
designed in rather than modified. Accessible formats,
language review, multiple response options, AT, and
flexible administration should be considered or built
into development, rather than modification. This
should look as simple, consistent and stigma-free as
possible when processes are being decided on the
accommodations.

Moderation of professional evidence. It was necessary
to coordinate teacher judgments, portfolios, and
performance tasks, to have illustrations available
for use, to review work together and periodically
calibrate. Moderation enhanced comparability and
maintained the local richness.

Sixth, ongoing equity auditing needs to take place.
The following should be taken into account by
officials: score distributions, misclassifications,
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non-participation, accommodation usage, access
to test preparation, narrowing of curriculum, and
downstream placement. Different outcomes of
assessment are not a technical consequence, but
instead should trigger a change in policy if harm
is done to one or more groups as a result of that
assessment.

The framework recommended that schools develop
an evidence profile with standardized elements of
little value, an assessment process that was based
on curriculum, an extended performance task,
moderated teacher judgment, student reflection
and “contextual notes” for sharing with students.
The profile should display ‘change over time’, not
just ‘endpoint’. Follow-up feedback should be given
to students, in an informal way, outlining strengths,
further steps and support.

Where it wasn’t necessary to have an individual
student’s score, there should be sampling for
accountability. The use of samples would decrease the
burden of testing, strategic distortion, and maintain
information about the population. Institutional
evaluation needs to be a combination of outcomes
and resources, inclusion and process evidence. When
using review teams, the focus should help to identify
the causes for concerns and not make judgments
about quality based on a number.

Multiple pathways should be used for selection, where
assessment is concerned. Common measures might
be supplemented by prior attainment, contextual
information, portfolios, interviews, recommendations
and/or demonstrated performance. Appeal and
reconsideration to be part of decisions, especially in
regions of thresholds.

Implementation required investment. It took time
and expertise to assess performance, to moderate
performances, to determine accessibility and to
provide feedback. Rich assessment couldn’t be
obtained by simply requesting teachers to include
more assessment into current assignments. The focus
should be shifted away from over-testing, towards
commercial preparation and the multi-production
of data, towards collaboration and the learning of
professionals.

Table 3. Implementation roadmap for equitable and developmentally responsible assessment reform
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Reform stage

Required action

Monitoring evidence

1. Clarify purpose

State the decision, construct, population, and
intended interpretation before selecting an
instrument

Purpose-use register; validity review;
prohibited uses

2. Reduce score
dominance

Prevent one result from determining access,
retention, selection, or institutional sanction

Multiple-evidence rule; threshold
review; appeal rate

3. Build inclusion

Embed accessible formats, language review,
assistive technology, and flexible administra-
tion

Participation gaps; accommodation
uptake; accessibility testing

4. Protect curricu-
lum breadth

Monitor displacement of arts, inquiry, citizen-
ship, practical learning, and collaboration

Instructional-time audit; curriculum
breadth indicators

5. Moderate
professional evi-
dence

Use shared criteria, exemplars, collaborative
review, and calibration for teacher judgment

Inter-rater consistency; moderation
completion; feedback quality

6. Audit equity
effects

Examine subgroup classification, preparation
access, error consequences, and downstream
placement

False-positive and false-negative pat-
terns; resource response

7. Report devel-
opment

Include growth, revision, student reflection,
well-being, and learning strategies

Narrative profiles; portfolio quality;
student agency indicators

8. Review gover-
nance

Disclose scoring, uncertainty, data use, com-
mercial interests, and decision rules

Transparency audit; independent
oversight; stakeholder trust

7. Limitations and Future Re-
search

This review was a synthesis of multiple pieces of
evidence without a formal meta-analysis. The ages
of the materials included ranged from elementary
to high school; they came from various jurisdictions
and included different types of tests, with varying
stakes and methodological quality. Mechanisms and
recurring patterns were identified for the analysis,
but the prevalence and magnitude of effect for each
of these were not estimated.

The secondary design relied on reference evidence,
and there was evidence, published references and
publicly documented evidence. Students who did not
participate in testing, were not engaged in learning,
and/or did not have access to research may have
been underrepresented. Favourable interpretations
also might be placed in a commercial or government
report.

Standardized assessment included any of the
following: Achievement tests, admission testing,
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accountability tests, benchmarks, and screening
instruments. They had quite divergent objectives.
Drawing inferences should accordingly be made
based on context and not as general negations.
Futureresearch shouldstudytherelative effectiveness
of balanced assessment systems through a longer
time frame and across a number of areas, including
achievement, equity, well-being, teacher workload
and public trust. Research should look at errors in
classification according to overlapping identities, and
not each of the four of them separately, disabling,
disadvantaged, language and gender. Another
research area should be the impact on transparency,
bias and professional judgment in the use of artificial
intelligence, automated scoring, and adaptive testing.
There is a need for an increased focus on pupil voice.
The schedules of feedback, reporting, appeals and
assessment should involve young people in their
design. The cost research was also necessary as
richer systems could require some extra time and
effort for the professional to manage, but would save
money spent on redundant testing, remediation and
disengagement in systems costlier than these.
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8. Conclusion

The idea of standardized assessment was good
because it provided a kind of comparability, but it
was educationally unhealthy to view the numbers
as absolute, context-laden judgments. That design
of tests, along with the stakes, interpretation,
accountability incentives and opportunity to learn,
was demonstrated to influence equity, inclusion and
student development in the review.

The fair system didn’t end measurement. It limited
each of the measures to the ends that it was able
to serve. When making judgments, standardized
evidence should inform, but not dictate, judgment.
Multiple sources, context review, accessible
participation, and meaning of appeal were required
for high-stakes decisions.

The proposed framework of a balanced assessment
ecology involved a mixture of low-stakes standardised
assessments, moderated teacher judgements, in
situ performance-based assessment, portfolios,
summative feedback and student reflections. With
this design, shared expectations were maintained,
and there were different approaches to expressing
learning.

This necessitated a change of paradigm in thinking
about assessment from that of identifying pupil rank
to that of identifying development. The key issue was
how to create credible evidence whilst not restricting
the breadth of education, or portraying more
positively than they are in fact, students learning.
Systems were more likely to facilitate accountability
and humane education when they were in balance
that were both comparable and contextual, attended
to professional judgment, and were inclusive and
developmentally focused.
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