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A B S T R A C T

This study examines tensions in teachers’ conceptions of assessment following an assessment reform in Finland,
which has traditionally been a low-stakes assessment culture. There are no national examinations in compre-
hensive education; instead, teachers assign students’ final grades. Recently, the country has introduced more
detailed criteria for the final assessment to improve the comparability of grades. The analysis of 28 teacher
interviews reveals that this relatively minor reform has created four significant tensions in teachers’ conceptions
of assessment. We call for assessment reforms to be culturally sensitive, carefully considering the context in
which they are implemented and paying attention to possible tensions.

1. Introduction

Educational assessment has a double duty in comprehensive educa-
tion: it should promote student learning and, at the same time, qualify
and rank students for societal selection (Boud, 2000). The latter purpose
has increasingly been emphasised amid global testing cultures (Smith,
2016). Countries and regions vary in their approaches to organising
assessment. Every developed educational system must have ways of
sorting and ranking students for the various tiers of society. This should
clearly be done in a credible way. In low-stakes assessment contexts,
testing and comparison do not characterise schooling as strongly as in
high-stakes contexts. The more high-stakes the assessment culture, the
more attention is paid to testing and the more central the objectivity of
assessment becomes. Therefore, high-stakes contexts typically rely on
national testing as an objective way to handle student selection. In
contrast, low-stakes contexts often build on teachers’ ability to assess
their students truthfully.

Even in countries with low-stakes and teacher-based assessment,
there is a struggle between the summative and formative purposes of
assessment (Harris & Brown, 2009; Remesal, 2011). Teachers’ dual role
as educators and assessors (Harris & Brown, 2009) may be even more
tense than in high-stakes countries in which external operators carry out
assessment. As teachers are responsible for planning and conducting
assessment, the question of what assessment is and should be is negotiated

amid these potential tensions that teachers face. Therefore, how teach-
ers balance their understanding of assessment in low-stakes contexts is a
crucial question for research.

Finland is an apt example of a low-stakes assessment culture. Stu-
dents receive final grades at the end of basic education (Grade 9, when
students are typically 15 years old), and the grades are used to facilitate
selection for upper secondary education. Nonetheless, Finnish society
pays comparatively little attention to grades, which is rather unique
with respect to international comparisons (Autio, 2021). That said, the
international trend towards increased interest in and measurement of
student learning outcomes (Teltemann & Jude, 2019) can be recognised
in Finnish public discussions. In Finland, teachers have traditionally
been able to assess students with the learning purpose of the assessment
as the main priority. In Finnish basic education, there are no national
high-stakes examinations. Grades have relatively little influence on
one’s future, and schools are comparatively equal (Kumpulainen &
Lankinen, 2012). Moreover, final grades are solely based on teachers’
classroom assessment.

In the new millennium, Finnish researchers and policymakers have
raised concerns about the inequality of these teacher-formulated final
grades (Lappalainen, 2004; Ouakrim-Soivio, 2013). The Finnish Na-
tional Agency of Education (FNAE, n.d) implemented an assessment
reform introducing more detailed assessment criteria to improve the
situation (FNAE, 2020a; FNAE, 2020b). These criteria are designed to be
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used by teachers as guiding tools, while teachers’ final grades remain
unmonitored. Despite the reform, Finland firmly remains a country with
low-stakes assessment. However, the reform has brought the country’s
assessment system one – albeit small – step closer to the international
norm of precise measurement, even though such measurement is still
conducted by autonomous teachers rather than via standardised tests.
This study aims to unpack the potential tensions that arise when
teachers are required to assign final grades based on new assessment
criteria while still maintaining their vast autonomy as assessors.

Assessment reforms are implemented for two main reasons: to drive
broader curriculum reforms (Barnes et al., 2000; Torrance, 2011) and to
improve the quality of assessment itself. The Finnish basic education
reform falls into the latter category. In the 21st century, such reforms
have typically aimed to strengthen the role of formative assessment
(Darmody et al., 2020; Hopfenbeck et al., 2015; Rosin et al., 2022; Yan&
Brown, 2021). The recent Finnish reform is a rare example of this age of
reforms, as it places greater emphasis on summative assessment.
Although there are lessons to be learned from all assessment reforms,
this article focuses on more recent ones. This is because the educational
landscape has changed in ways that may contribute to teachers’ con-
ceptions. In particular, we suggest that two phenomena have shaped
assessment cultures around the world. The first is the growing under-
standing of formative assessment, which exploded around the turn of the
new millennium (Birenbaum et al., 2015), influencing countries’
assessment policies (Volante et al., 2024). The second is the increased
interest in assessment and accountability and the increasing competi-
tiveness in education, which are encouraged by international large-scale
student assessments, such as Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) (Teltemann & Jude, 2019).

Implementing assessment reforms is not easy. Such reforms aim to
change teachers’ assessment practices, but the practices will only
change if teachers’ conceptions of assessment change (Fives & Buehl,
2016). Indeed, teachers’ actions mediate the success of any assessment
reform (Arrafii, 2022; Darmody et al., 2020), especially in decentralised
assessment contexts such as Finland. Therefore, we consider it particu-
larly important to focus on teachers’ perspectives, exploring their con-
ceptions of assessment in reform situations (Harris & Brown, 2009).

Teachers’ conceptions of assessment reflect both teacher character-
istics and environmental characteristics, such as assessment policies
(Darmody et al., 2020; Yan & Brown, 2021; Yates & Johnston, 2018).
Teachers’ conceptions are influenced by the contexts in which they
operate, and these contexts contribute to which conceptions are acti-
vated (Fives & Buehl, 2012). Conceptions of assessment are influenced
by classroom, school and national environments (Fulmer et al., 2015).
Besides national traditions and values, international trends also play a
role, such as the increased interest in and teacher accountability for
student test results (Fulmer et al., 2015; Teltemann & Jude, 2019).
Changes in the environment, particularly changes in assessment pol-
icies, create tensions in teachers’ conceptions and practices of assess-
ment (Arrafii, 2022; Darmody et al., 2020; Yan & Brown, 2021), at least
for a while, before a new equilibrium is established (Xu& Brown, 2016).
Therefore, exploring teachers’ conceptions of assessment in the after-
math of reform is productive for understanding the consequences of
reform.

In the present study, our research objective is to analyse teachers’
conceptions of assessment shortly after the assessment reform. We are
particularly interested in understanding the potential tensions that may
arise in teachers’ conceptions of assessment when a low-stakes assess-
ment culture introduces an emphasis on students’ accurate measure-
ment. As we show, this creates tensions when the seemingly universal
and acontextual ideal of measurement meets teachers’ daily work,
which is deeply embedded in their school contexts (see Smith, 2016). We
discuss the broader implications of such tensions for educational
systems.

1.1. Teachers’ conceptions of assessment

Our study focuses on teachers’ perspectives on the recent assessment
reform in Finland. In doing so, we take part in the long tradition of
scholarly work that has unpacked teachers’ viewpoints on assessment by
studying their perceptions, beliefs, conceptions, attitudes and so forth
(Alonzo et al., 2021; Barnes et al., 2014; Bonner, 2016; Pajares, 1992). It
is widely known that teachers’ assessment practices do not change
following reforms unless their beliefs about the purposes and practices
of assessment also change (Fives & Buehl, 2012, 2016; Harris & Brown,
2009). This makes it particularly important to study teachers’ beliefs,
opinions and conceptions of assessment in the context of reforms. While
definitions and operationalisations differ, all these ideas provide a
window into the lived world of teachers, enabling us to understand how
teachers themselves make sense of the prevailing assessment policies,
practices and discourses. This study focuses on teachers’ conceptions of
assessment, broadly conceptualised as “the belief systems that teachers
have about the nature and purposes of assessment” (Xu & Brown, 2016,
p. 156).

However, it is not only the definitions that differ but also the overall
research paradigms behind them. Most commonly, research on teachers’
perspectives on assessment has treated conceptions, beliefs and per-
ceptions as psychological constructs. In other words, these constructs are
seen to reside within the individual, albeit in vivid interaction with the
surrounding school community and society (Alonzo et al., 2021; Barnes
et al., 2017; Gebril & Brown, 2014; Postareff et al., 2012). The most
notable example of this is the quantitative Teacher Conceptions of
Assessment (TCoA) instrument, which has been used extensively in
various research contexts to uncover teachers’ conceptions of assess-
ment (Brown & Gao, 2015; Brown & Remesal, 2012; Darmody et al.,
2020; Yates & Johnston, 2018). Moreover, many current models of
teacher assessment literacy – namely, teachers’ capacity to design and
implement assessment – include the idea that teachers should be aware
of their own conceptions of assessment (DeLuca et al., 2016). An apt
example is Xu and Brown’s (2016) model of teacher assessment literacy,
which includes the dimension of conceptions of assessment as an individ-
ualistic construct consisting of cognitive and affective dimensions.

By contrast, we take a collectivist approach to teachers’ conceptions
of assessment by noting that while they are “influenced by policy pri-
orities in specific socio-cultural and institutional contexts” (Xu& Brown,
2016, p. 156), they are formed through broader public and societal
discourses about assessment and are “subject to an individual’s personal
and educational experiences” (Xu & Brown, 2016, p. 156). As such,
teachers’ conceptions of assessment are constituted and shaped by
teachers’ collective stories about assessment (e.g., Harris & Brown,
2009).

Our study is particularly interested in the tensions within teachers’
conceptions of assessment. It is widely recognised that teachers experi-
ence tensions as they balance the accreditation and learning purposes of
assessment (Harlen, 2005; Harris & Brown, 2009; Whittaker & Young,
2002; Winstone & Carless, 2021). Bonner (2016) further highlights the
tensions, stating that “the story of teacher perceptions about assessment
is no longer a story of confusion; it is a story of tension and conflict” (p.
21). As Chan and Tan (2022) argue, tensions in teachers’ understandings
of assessment are not always problematic or undesirable (p. 448). Their
study shows that tensions do not always hinder teachers’ formative
assessment practices but can indeed support them. Similarly, Govaerts
et al. (2019) call for moving beyond either–or thinking in assessment.
This type of thinking might include, for example, emphasising either the
learning purpose or the accreditation purpose of assessment. Instead, the
researchers urge teachers to embrace dilemmas and tensions in assess-
ment by adopting a both–and approach to assessment design.

In this study, we rely on a qualitative and interpretivist approach to
teachers’ beliefs to capture teachers’ stories about potential tensions in
assessment amid an assessment reform. More specifically, we use the
specific framework of Remesal (2011) to understand teachers’
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conceptions of assessment. Many other studies have identified tensions,
but usually with a focus on tensions between individuals or between
groups (see Bonner, 2016). Remesal’s (2011) framework is particularly
compelling due to its capacity to unpack internal tensions within the
same teacher group (Barnes et al., 2014). Moreover, it connects assess-
ment to both school and society, which is relevant in the case of a re-
form. According to Remesal’s (2011) framework, teachers’ conceptions
of assessment consist of four categories: learning, teaching, certification
and accountability. Within these categories, assessment beliefs can be
positioned on a bipolar continuum. On one end of the continuum,
assessment is viewed as having a pedagogical function. On the other
end, assessment is viewed as having a societal function. Teachers’ con-
ceptions of assessment are composites of their beliefs across the four
categories. This framework is further demonstrated in this article’s
method section through concrete examples of individual beliefs (readers
may also refer to Remesal, 2011).

1.2. High-stakes vs low-stakes assessment cultures

The terms low-stakes and high-stakes assessment are often used but
seldom adequately defined. We explain our understanding of the con-
cepts before describing the Finnish assessment culture, which we claim
to be low-stakes.

A test is considered a high-stakes test if its results have a direct and
typically long-lasting impact on students, teachers or schools. The pri-
mary use of high-stakes assessment is student selection, placement and
certification, but other common uses include accountability and setting
standards (Stobart & Eggen, 2014). Low-stakes tests do not have such
direct effects.

The concept of a high-stakes assessment culture is more complex
than that of testing because it includes structural and cultural features.
Assessment cultures cannot be divided into high-stakes and low-stakes
cultures; rather, these ideas should be understood as a continuum
(Chen & Teo, 2020). The structural features relate to equity between
schools and the organisation of student selection. The stakes of assess-
ment increase when there are significant differences between schools or
classes or between later educational institutions whose selection is based
on prior assessment results. Moreover, the stakes increase when
educational pathways contain bottlenecks or dead-ends that students
must avoid.

An assessment culture becomes more high-stakes the more socially
accepted assessment is and the more assessments and their results are
perceived as legitimate and relevant (Moses & Nanna, 2007). In addi-
tion, the more objectively assessment results are considered to reflect
students’ learning and learning potential, the more high-stakes the
assessment culture. In high-stakes assessment cultures, assessment re-
sults are seen as reflecting the quality of not only students but also
teaching, teachers and schools, and they are used for accountability
purposes.

Classroom assessment, or teacher-based assessment, refers to
assessment that is planned, implemented and analysed by teachers and
used for both summative and formative purposes (Black & Wiliam,
2018; McMillan, 2013). In high-stakes contexts, teacher-based summa-
tive assessment tends to be questioned due to the potential inconsistency
of teachers’ judgements (Black & Wiliam, 2018). However, while there
is more human influence in teacher-based assessment than in stand-
ardised tests, teacher-based grades can be a good measure of student
achievement (Aléman et al., 2024). They have certain strengths
compared to standardised tests. For example, teacher-based grades
consist of multiple inferences and can consider a broader range of as-
pects than standardised tests (Stanley et al., 2009).

1.3. The assessment reform in Finland

Compared to most countries, Finland has a low-stakes assessment
culture. In Finnish basic education, assessment is based entirely on

teachers’ classroom assessment. The Finnish National Core Curriculum
(FNCC) outlines the learning and assessment objectives, but it is up to
teachers to decide how to assess them. Teachers have a high degree of
autonomy in organising teaching and assessment, and there are no high-
stakes examinations (Kumpulainen & Lankinen, 2012). Assessment can
be based on various forms of evidence, such as observations, project
work, portfolios, examinations, texts and audio and video documents.
Examinations are not mandatory, but they are a common practice, as
they have historically been (Atjonen et al., 2019; Pulkkinen et al., 2024).
Broadly speaking, Finnish teachers have used their autonomy to main-
tain their assessment practices rather than to transform them. However,
according to the FNCC (FNAE, 2020a), teachers must use various forms
of evidence to assess students. Furthermore, it is stated that the assess-
ment of all the objectives in any school subject cannot be based on only
one type of evidence (e.g. examinations).

According to the FNCC (FNAE, 2020a), students must receive grades,
starting from Grade 4 at the latest. Regional variations exist, and grades
may be assigned earlier but not later. Grades are assigned in all disci-
plines except guidance counselling, and the grading scale ranges from 4
(failed) to 10 (excellent). Selection for upper secondary education after
basic education (Grade 9) is based on students’ final grades, which are
determined by teachers’ classroom assessment. At this point, classroom
assessment has tangible consequences for students’ lives.

Admission to upper secondary schools is based on students’ grade
point average for theoretical subjects. For vocational schools, it is based
on the grade point average for all subjects. However, for contextual
reasons, the stakes of grades are low compared to other countries. The
Finnish educational system is relatively non-competitive (Autio, 2021).
It mainly consists of one public system, with only a few private schools.
In basic education, students typically go to the assigned local school.
General upper secondary schools are equal in terms of the quality of
teaching. If students’ grades are not high enough for the education of
their choice, be it vocational or upper secondary, they can attend pre-
paratory education and reapply. What further reduces the stakes of final
grades is the recent extension of compulsory education (Ministry of
Education and Culture, 2021), which guarantees every student a sec-
ondary qualification. Not having bottlenecks in education is in line with
equity, which is a central value of Finnish basic education (Niemi, 2012)
and, hence, of assessment.

Previous research has shown that final grades are not comparable (e.
g. Ouakrim-Soivio, 2013), and these findings have driven the recent
assessment reforms. Students with the same level of skills and knowl-
edge have been shown to receive grades that differ by up to two grades
(Lappalainen, 2004; Ouakrim-Soivio, 2013). Before and during the re-
form, there was broad discussion in the media about the incomparability
of grades, and the Finnish National Agency of Education (FNAE)
emphasised comparable grading in its communication concerning the
reform.

One reason for this discrepancy can be identified in the two previous
curricula (FNAE 2004; FNAE, 2014), which describe the assessment
criterion for good skills only (Grade 8). With just one criterion, it is not
even theoretically possible to provide reliable grades across the whole
grading scale. The reliability of assessment during the previous curric-
ulum (FNAE, 2004) was further challenged by the weak link between
learning objectives and final assessment criteria. This did not guide
teachers to include all learning objectives in their assessment. The FNCC
2014 tackled this issue by presenting a definitive list of learning objec-
tives for each school subject and describing Grade-8 criteria for each
learning objective. Overall, the FNCC 2014 paid more attention to the
implementation of assessment. The chapter describing the organisation
of assessment (FNAE, 2014) was longer than for previous curricula
(FNAE, 2004), providing more detailed information on the imple-
mentation of formative and summative assessment. However, despite its
length, the chapter on assessment led to some misinterpretations among
school leaders and teachers. It was thus rewritten soon after its imple-
mentation. In 2020, the FNAE introduced a new chapter on assessment
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(FNAE, 2020a).
The core of the reform, and the focus of this article, was the intro-

duction of more detailed assessment criteria. At the end of 2020, criteria
for Grades 5, 7 and 9 were released to supplement the criteria for Grade
8 (FNAE, 2020b). The purpose of the new criteria was to improve the
comparability of final grades (FNAE, nd). Teachers have been reported
to appreciate the reform at a general level but to struggle with the details
(Ketonen, 2024; Pulkkinen et al., 2024). The criteria were not referred to
as a major change but rather as a tool for calibrating assessment. These
criteria were used for the first time in the final assessment at the end of
the 2021–2022 school year in May 2022. At the time of the interviews,
the criteria had been used once.

1.4. Study aim

The purpose of this study is to investigate potential tensions in
teachers’ conceptions of assessment following the recent assessment
reform in Finland. We propose the following research question: As the
assessment system moved one step closer to the precise and transparent
measurement of student learning, what kind of tensions have arisen
between teachers’ conceptions of assessment?

2. Methods

The data for this study were collected as part of the nationwide
research project PARVI from December 2022 to April 2023. The Finnish
Ministry of Culture and Education ordered the research project to pro-
vide information on reforming the final assessment in basic education.
The research team submitted a report to the ministry in January 2024
(Pulkkinen et al., 2024), and the data were subsequently made available
for further study.

2.1. Participants and data

The participants were Finnish lower secondary school mathematics
(n= 15) and physics (n= 13) teachers. Most of them taught both physics
and mathematics, but they were interviewed from the perspective of
only one discipline. We intentionally chose these disciplines because
these teacher groups share similar conceptions of knowledge and
teaching, which was deemed appropriate for studying their conceptions.
In the PARVI project, a nationally representative sample of schools was
selected to answer a questionnaire, and all teachers were given an op-
portunity to participate in the interviews. Later, the principals of Finnish
lower secondary schools were asked to inform their teachers about the
possibility of participating in the interviews to increase participation.
The final participants were teachers from various regions of the country
with diverse career paths and teaching experience.

The data consisted of semi-structured interviews that were tran-
scribed before the data analysis. In the first part of the interview,
teachers were asked about their general conceptions of assessment and
the reform in general, their experiences with implementing the reform at
their school, and the impact of the reform on their work. After the
general part, discipline-specific questions were asked, using the assess-
ment criteria of the discipline to support the discussion. Teachers were
asked about the use and applicability of the criteria and the interpre-
tation of certain principles, such as weighting of versatile learning ob-
jectives and assessment of working skills. They were also given the
opportunity to provide feedback and comments on the criteria. Finally,
they were asked to explain how they would like to see assessment pol-
icies and practices be developed. The interviews were conducted
through online video meetings. The recordings began after a brief
introduction to the purpose of the study and assurances that teachers
had given their consent. The recordings varied between 25 and 87 min,
averaging 51 min.

2.2. Analysis

The analysis was theory driven. We used Remesal’s (2011) frame-
work to define the concepts of assessment conception and assessment
belief. The first researcher began the analysis by carefully reading the
transcriptions and identifying the units of analysis in which teachers
expressed assessment beliefs. Each unit of analysis contained one
meaningful and coherent idea about assessment. The researcher had
conducted the interviews and was familiar with the data. The identified
extracts were typically long (average length 1193 characters), as
contextual information was needed to understand the beliefs. After
identifying all the units of analysis, the first researcher assigned them to
different categories of Remesal’s (2011) framework based on which
dimension(s) of assessment the belief related to (1–4; see Table 1) and
whether it concerned pedagogical aspects of assessment, societal aspects
of assessment, or both (A, B, AB).

Table 1 contains examples of categorisations from Remesal’s (2011)
study, along with additional data-based examples in italics from the
specific context of the Finnish assessment reform. The categorisations of
extracts were discussed with a colleague from the research project who
had categorised a subset of the dataset in order to test and extend the
initial understanding of teachers’ thinking. In comparing the catego-
risations and discussing the differences, we noticed that teachers
simultaneously held multiple, often contradictory beliefs. This was not
surprising based on previous research (Brown, 2008; Fives & Buehl,
2016), but it made it impossible to code an individual extract as a single
category.

Next, the first researcher summarised each unit of analysis – con-
sisting of raw data – into a short description, following the guidelines of
in vivo coding in that each unit of analysis was assigned a summary
statement by using teachers’ own phrases whenever appropriate. She
then pasted these descriptions onto digital post-it notes and began to
form groups of similar beliefs. This grouping process was data-driven
and iterative, informed by Remesal’s (2011) framework (see Table 1).
As a result, each group reflected a particular category of the framework.
Although the individual units of analysis often contained conflicting
beliefs, the groups provided a more coherent perspective that could be
assigned to a particular category of Remesal’s framework. After
grouping, each group was named.

Finally, the first researcher identified the tensions within and between
the created groupings. She started by looking for tensions within each
unit of analysis and marked these post-it notes with an asterisk. An
example of a unit of analysis with an internal tension was “There will
always be human reasoning involved in assessment, and there should be. It
[assessment] should not be only about comparability. It is about learning
first.” The author then systematically reviewed all the groups created
and identified any tensions between them. Whenever she identified a
tension between the groups, she marked it with an arrow. An example of
groups in conflict was “Objectives are appropriate to the nature of the
discipline” vs “Current objectives are difficult to assess.” After identifying
all the tensions, the researcher collected all the conflicting post-it notes
and group names with tensions on a new digital board and formed
groups based on the tensions. As a result, four central tensions were
constructed between teachers’ various conceptions of assessment. Three
of the tensions were between two poles of the same assessment dimen-
sion, and one was between two different dimensions.

3. Results

In this study, we examined the tensions in teachers’ conceptions of
assessment following the recent reform that emphasised the measuring
purpose of assessment by introducing more detailed final assessment
criteria. In our analysis, we found four tensions between eight concep-
tions of assessment. It is worth noting that all the tensions were between
societal and pedagogic functions of assessment. The conceptions and
tensions are presented in Fig. 1.
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3.1. Tension 1: assessment supports and obstructs learning

The first tension in teachers’ conceptions of assessment concerned
the dimension of learning. Teachers saw the pedagogical and societal
purposes of assessment as competing. They felt that the measurement of
student learning had intensified not only as a result of the increased
emphasis on equality in assessment but also due to several other features
of the curriculum: long lists of learning objectives to be assessed, the
requirement to collect diverse evidence of student performance and the
requirement for transparency in assessment. These were experienced as
leading to continuous evidence gathering, forcing teachers to constantly
inform students of the purpose and practices of assessment as well as
students’ progress. Teachers expressed a desire to focus more on
teaching and less on assessment. Some felt that the intensified mea-
surement of learning undermined students’ persistence and joy of
learning. They saw that this was particularly true for low-achieving
students for whom it was difficult to provide both encouraging and
realistic assessments. Teachers reported that the societal purpose of
assessment led students to focus on grades rather than learning. This was
seen to lead to undesirable consequences, such as rote learning, cheating
and reduced student well-being, as exemplified by the following extract:

“I think that assessment increases stress. Students now see school as a
more stressful place. They no longer go to school because they enjoy
learning. The assessment criteria are related to this because most
teachers believe that they have to document meticulously what the
grade consists of. And this means that they now have to use various
assessment tasks, at least one task for each learning objective. This

Table 1
Remesal’s (2011) framework of teacher conceptions, modified for our analysis.
The italics are data-based additions to Remesal’s framework in the particular
context of the Finnish assessment reform.

A) Pedagogic regulation B) Societal accreditation

1. Learning (Assessment
has consequences for
learning)

The student must be
active in the design and
development processes
concerning assessment.
Assessment can provide
opportunities for learning
new content.
Assessment provides
opportunities to improve
learning-to-learn skills.
Students learn by
identifying and correcting
their own mistakes.
The student must be an
active participant in
assessment.
Students learn by using the
criteria.
The criteria advance
students’ understanding of
the quality of their work.

Assessment informs
students about the level of
their achievement at the
end of learning.
Assessment motivates
students and makes them
increase their study
efforts.
Knowledge about one’s
level of learning increases
one’s study effort.
Assessment does not
promote learning but has
a negative influence on it.

2. Teaching (Assessment
has consequences for
teaching)

Assessment needs a
substantial change in
order to meet students’
diverse educational
needs.
Assessment can be used to
adjust teaching
(immediately, short term
and long term).
Assessment can be used to
adjust teaching in the
school (beyond the single
classroom).
Assessment can be used to
make methodological
changes only in the long
term or for future courses.
Assessment must not guide
the teacher’s work too
vigorously.
Assessment must be aligned
with the nature of the
discipline.
Assessment can be used for
differentiation of learning.

Assessment disturbs the
teaching rhythm (e.g.
teachers need to slow
down when students do
not follow or speed up for
examinations).
Teachers must change the
rhythm of teaching because
of assessment (this is
considered neutral, not
harmful).
If students’ achievement
is unsatisfactory, the
teaching practices must
be repeated by reviewing
the learning content a
second time.
Only school-level changes
are sensible (e.g.
grouping students and
supporting teachers).
Assessment does not
influence teaching, or the
influence is negative (e.g.
loss of time and stress).
National and local
assessment guidelines guide
teaching.
Assessment has
contradictory influences on
teaching.

3. Certification
(Assessment has
consequences for the
certification of
learning)

Assessment hardly serves
as a selective instrument
because it does not allow
comparison of results.
Assessment is not a selective
instrument because
students’ true learning
outcomes are challenging to
assess.
The student’s individual
progression must be taken
as an essential reference
criterion (or considered
one factor) for
accreditation purposes
and for undertaking
changes in teaching.
Assessment must not be
norm-based.
Students should not be

Quantitative grading of
achievement is more
important than
qualitative assessment of
the learning process.
More systematic ways are
needed to arrange student
selection (e.g. national
tests).
The accreditation (final
assessment)must be norm-
based.
Results of assessment
performance must be
expressed in numerical or
categorical grades.
Comparing students to each
other is helpful.
If a student fails, the
teacher should lower the

Table 1 (continued )

A) Pedagogic regulation B) Societal accreditation

compared to each other in
assessment.
Letting students’ self-
assessment influence the
grades would be a good
idea.
Qualitative learning
advances are more
important than
quantitative advances.

demands or repeat the
testing, forgetting about
the first unsatisfactory
results.
Assessment is an
indispensable (or useful)
tool for social control and
student selection, for
differentiation and for
determining the accepted
performance level.

4. Accountability
(Assessment has
consequences for the
accountability of
teaching)

Assessment enables
engagement in a whole
systemic change beyond
the individual classroom
and school.
Families must be
informed about their
children’s learning to
promote collaboration
between the school and
the family.
Collaboration and two-way
communication with
families in the assessment of
a student’s learning is
essential.
Communication about
assessment must be multi-
directional with different
audiences, including
students themselves.
External comparative
evaluation studies must
be rejected if there is no
connection with the
particular context.
Teachers are not
accountable for upper
secondary schools and their
teachers.

External evaluation is
accepted for comparison
purposes or agreed upon,
but without further
interest.
Communication with
different audiences must
be unidirectional if the
teacher is to keep their
face.
The teacher knows best
about assessment.
Families must be
informed about their
children’s results, but
merely as passive
recipients of information.
The teacher’s assessment
decisions (especially
grades)must be justifiable
in front of different
audiences (students,
colleagues, and school
leadership)
Grades must be predictable:
they should not surprise the
student or the family.
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means an increased number of assessment tasks for students in all
subjects.” (T24, 3 years’ experience, physics1)

At the same time, teachers understood the need to measure student
learning, even though they were less enthusiastic about it. The following
extract illustrates the tensions between the societal and pedagogical
purposes of assessment relating to learning:

“I do not see [summative] assessment as the most meaningful part of
the teacher’s job. I would rather teach and interact with students. I
understand what it is for, but I do not see it as the most important
task of basic education. Assessment is particularly challenging with
low-performing students. I feel that assessment is unfair and un-
workable for them. But of course, I understand why we have the final
assessment, because everyone needs to be measured somehow.”
(T18, 8 years’ experience, mathematics)

The teacher describes how summative assessment feels like an
unmotivating and sometimes even unfair practice, but how they also
understand it as justified and necessary for societal purposes.

Teachers generally described the conflict between formative and
summative assessment as a permanent one to be endured. Many
expressed that basic education had intrinsic value and that providing
skills for further education or grades for student selection was second-
ary. Some teachers hoped for solutions at the administrative level and
went so far as arguing that basic education should reject the societal task
of sorting students:

“If I could ask one thing of society, it would be to stop striving for
equality of assessment. It does not necessarily have to be equal. The
goals of basic education are different. In fact, the law does not
mention the comparability of assessment. I think that the in-
structions of the Agency for Education contradict the law. The law
mentions three purposes for assessment, and comparability is not one
of them. These three purposes are encouragement, guidance and
tools for self-assessment. Assessment should be developed from the
perspective of the law. How people are selected for schools is a
business of upper secondary education, and basic education should
not accept it.” (T10, 12 years’ experience, physics)

The teacher refers to the Basic Education Act to argue that the

societal purpose of assessment is not the business of basic education and
suggests that the task could be transferred to upper secondary education.

3.2. Tension 2: assessment guides and strangles teaching

The second tension concerned teaching and its pedagogic and soci-
etal aspects. The tension existed between two main conceptions:
appreciation of teachers’ autonomy and appreciation of students’ equal
treatment. By equal treatment, teachers meant not only equal grading
but also equal teaching. They felt that the new assessment guidelines
drove pedagogy and, therefore, standardised teaching. According to this
conception, the change was positive and rational. The following are
examples of teachers’ comments:

“I guess you asked how I see assessment. I see it as a good profes-
sional counsellor.” (T7, 12 years’ experience, physics)

“It [the reform] has changed my assessment practices so that I now
pay attention to some learning objectives in the curriculum that I had
not noticed before. I realised that I had not taught some of them at
all. There were others that I had not assessed. I try to direct my
teaching so that such objectives are included in my teaching and
maybe even in assessment. That has been the principal change. I
think the reform has diversified my teaching.” (T9, 15 years’ expe-
rience, physics)

In both of the above quotes, the teacher views the guidance provided
by the assessment guidelines as a positive thing. In the latter quote, the
teacher explains that the assessment reform has led them to diversify
both teaching and assessment to better align with the curriculum.

At the same time, many teachers emphasised the negative aspects of
the new guidelines. They highly valued teachers’ autonomy in teaching
and saw the increased guidance through assessment as harmful. One
such conception is shown in the following quote:

“Personally, I did not like the criteria reform. I thought it was wrong!
I liked the previous model with only the Level-Eight criteria. Back
then, teachers were given more freedom. Now, we are moving to-
wards a more patronising direction. That’s how I see it.” (T21, 15
years’ experience, mathematics)

The quote illustrates that negative views were not only related to
concrete issues, but also to the sense of unnecessary control. However,
concrete problems were also mentioned. Some teachers commented that
consideration of differentiation in terms of students’ individual learning

e

Fig. 1. The tensions in teachers’ conceptions of assessment are categorised according to Remesal’s (2011) framework.

1 Discipline refers to the perspective of the interview, not the qualification of
the teacher.
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needs was challenged because of the requirement for equal assessment.
One commented as follows:

“I think it [the reform] has added to teacher’s workload because
everything has to be transparent and marked in Wilma [the learning
management system used in Finland] so that teachers can justify any
grade at any time. Teachers work too hard with their exams.
Teaching is guided way too much by assessment. … It [the reform]
limits my autonomy as a professional.” (T25, over 20 years’ experi-
ence, mathematics)

The teacher discusses the workload and control resulting from the
need to assess and report more than before. They perceive this as
limiting their ability to act autonomously and use their professional
judgement.

Many teachers held these conflicting conceptions simultaneously.
They saw the value of equal treatment of students and the freedom of
teachers to adapt their teaching to the circumstances:

“For the assessment to be equal, meaning that it is the same for
everyone, the criteria should be more tangible. But on the other
hand, it is good to have the freedom to adapt. It’s a contradictory
case.” (T4, 7 years’ experience, physics)

In the quote, the teacher is balancing two values: teacher autonomy
and equal treatment of students in assessment. They see that both cannot
be achieved at the same time.

As an extra twist, teachers recognised that despite the new guide-
lines, their autonomy remained high; therefore, the current assessment
guidelines did not guide all teachers:

“No matter what the criteria are, a fogey can remain a fogey and say,
‘this is how I have always done it, and this is how I will always do it.’
On the other hand, I appreciate autonomy in my work so that no one
tells me how to do it. I am not ready to give that up. One solution
would be force, such as high-stakes tests that force everyone to teach
the same stuff. But I don’t want that either. It’s a tough question.”
(T4, 7 years’ experience, physics)

The teacher points out that the criteria do not always provide guid-
ance because teachers can decide not to follow them. Although the
teacher sees this as a problem, they are hesitant to increase control
because they value teacher autonomy.

3.3. Tension 3: diverse learning objectives support the validity of teaching
but conflict with the reliability of assessment

The third tension in teachers’ conceptions of assessment was be-
tween the pedagogic pole of teaching and the societal pole of certifica-
tion. The current assessment reform had introduced numbered lists of
learning objectives in each discipline and linked them more closely to
assessment by introducing assessment criteria for each objective. In
terms of teaching, teachers saw the current learning objectives as
consistent with the nature of the discipline. Traditionally, assessment
has focused on content, but the recent reform made it explicit that
competences must also be targeted in assessment. Teachers expressed
their appreciation of the alignment of assessment with the nature of the
discipline. In the following extract, one teacher described a change in
mindset brought about by the reform:

“I do not think that assessment should focus more on content. It took
me a while to internalise the new curriculum… like what the guiding
idea was. The point is precisely that we teach, for example, the skills
and knowledge of science by covering certain content. The content is
a tool for learning these wider skills. So, no. But I can understand the
criticism. If you have the old way of thinking that you must focus on
content… You need to twist your brain to get it.” (T3, 16 years’
experience, physics)

The conflict arose from the requirement for comparable grades,

which was given greater emphasis in the reform. Teachers did not
believe it was possible to reliably assess diverse and complex learning
objectives that endorsed the nature of the discipline. The following
extract showed that within this tension too, the conflicting concepts
were held simultaneously:

“When planning the [national assessment] criteria, they should have
thought very carefully about which objectives are even possible to
assess comparably. Or they should have accepted that it is not
possible. Personally, I have accepted that it is impossible to assess
those transferable or working skills and that it is practically impos-
sible to measure those on any reasonable scale. If you want to
develop the system somehow, you should at least be aware of this
challenge. I cannot provide any real advice for this situation because
the learning objectives themselves are good. But if the system forces
you to assess those objectives reliably, they [criteria] no longer
work.” (T10, 12 years’ experience, physics)

The teacher recognises the value of having a wide range of learning
objectives and reliable assessment but sees achieving both simulta-
neously as impossible. They hope that this tension would be acknowl-
edged by authorities responsible for the reform.

Despite their beliefs regarding how this tension should be resolved,
teachers felt that the demands of the reform were conflicting. They saw
that if the aim were to improve the comparability of grades, more
measurable learning objectives would be necessary. Alternatively, if the
aim was to improve the validity of grades, it should be accepted that
grades may never be comparable.

3.4. Tension 4: transparency of assessment promotes student learning but
challenges teacher authority

The fourth tension concerned the accountability of assessment and
its pedagogic and societal aspects. The recent reform had increased the
demand for transparency in assessment: Teachers were supposed to
introduce the learning objectives to students at the beginning of the
learning process, inform them of the evidence on which their summative
assessment was based and provide formative feedback on students’
progress towards each objective. The numbered list of learning objec-
tives and associated assessment criteria allowed and compelled teachers
to provide students with more detailed information than before.
Teachers considered the requirements of transparency to be rational and
fair. They also used the criteria as a pedagogical tool to guide students’
learning in several ways. For example, they motivated students with the
criteria and used them in self-assessment tasks.

However, transparency combined with a greater emphasis on the
measuring purpose of assessment created a tension. Teachers saw that
there had been a societal shift in which parents had become overly
interested in grades, as described in the following extract.

“It [the thought of having to justify a grade] is distressing at this
point in the year, but even more so when you are tired in the last few
weeks of the autumn or spring term and when you know that you
have students with difficult parents. At its worst, it can rob you of
your sleep. Maybe this is more of a societal change. It used to be that
the teacher gave a grade and there was not much discussion about it,
at least not about the details.” (T2, 12 years’ experience, physics)

The teacher describes their experience of parents increasingly
questioning grades, noting that this has become a major source of stress
for teachers. They attribute this phenomenon to a societal change. Ex-
periences of parents trying to influence teachers’ judgement were
common. Most teachers described either having personal experience of
serious conflicts with parents or having a colleague that had. Teachers
saw transparency as giving parents tools to participate in grading or,
perhaps more accurately, giving parents the impression that they had
enough knowledge to participate. The criteria were seen not only as a
stimulus for the problem but also as a solution, providing teachers with a
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backbone to justify their grades. Teachers also saw parental involvement
as a positive development. However, they wished parents would be
involved in formative rather than summative assessment, as a teacher
described in the following quote:

“Let me draw a caricature of a parent involved in a student’s
assessment. They have no interest in the seventh grade and no in-
terest in the eighth grade. In the ninth grade, they start asking ‘on
what grounds,’ ‘how’ and so on. It would have been productive in
seventh and eighth grade to ask, ‘Can I do something for my child?
Could I look after the homework?’ If the parent is involved, we can
make a difference. But if the evidence is already given when the
parent starts digging into the criteria… Okay, they may even force
[the teacher to give] a better grade for their child, but the child has
not learned anything.” (T1, 18 years’ experience, physics)

In the quote, the teacher describes a typical situation where parents
are more interested in their child’s grades than in their learning process.
The teacher sees learning as more important than grades and hopes that
parents would share this view.

4. Discussion

In the present study, we examined the tensions in teachers’ con-
ceptions of assessment shortly after implementing an assessment reform
that provided teachers with more definite assessment criteria. We
identified four central tensions between teachers’ conceptions of
assessment.

The first tension occurred between assessment of and assessment for
learning. The requirement for greater comparability of grades evoked
this tension. Teachers did not see assessment as irrelevant per se, as
described in Brown’s (2004) study. Rather, the competition between the
purposes of assessment led them to express negative views about
different aspects of assessment. This tension has, of course, been widely
discussed in the assessment literature (Harris & Brown, 2009; Remesal,
2011; Winstone & Carless, 2021). It could be called the mother of all
tensions in assessment! However, the finding that solving this tension by
ignoring the societal function of assessment was relatively popular
among secondary school teachers seems unique in terms of international
comparison (cf. Brown et al., 2011; Remesal, 2011). We suggest that it is
due to the non-competitive context of Finnish basic education, which
sees education as valuable in its own right rather than as an instrument
for accessing further education (Autio, 2021).

The second tension concerned more directive assessment guidelines,
especially criteria that are seen as not only driving and inspiring
teaching but also strangling teachers’ pedagogical choices. Teachers saw
advantages in a high degree of teacher autonomy in assessment but
called for tighter external control. So far, Finnish teachers’ broad au-
tonomy in assessment has not led to diverse practices but instead to a
widespread use of written examinations (Atjonen et al., 2019; Pulkkinen
et al., 2024). In this study, teachers opined that new, stricter guidelines
in assessment had led them to use more diverse and innovative forms of
assessment. However, in line with Daugherty et al.’s findings (Daugh-
erty et al., 2008), teachers felt that the requirement for equal assessment
limited their possibilities for supporting individual students’ learning.

The third concern regarded learning objectives that were considered
functional for teaching but not necessarily for comparable assessment,
and vice versa. This tension relates to the conceptualisation of assess-
ment as a measurement practice, which raises questions of validity and
reliability. Teachers acknowledged the value of complex, discipline-
endorsing learning objectives, such as research skills in physics, but
they recognised that their accurate assessment was difficult, if not
impossible. They felt torn between the need to deliver comparable
grades and the need to include all objectives in grade formation. Ulti-
mately, this tension digs deep into educational and societal values
(Biesta, 2009). As the assessment culture moves towards more accurate
measurement, greater emphasis must be placed on the reliability of

assessment, which in turn requires more measurable learning objectives.
What is unique about this tension is its nuance. Although teachers
considered this tension unsettling, they claimed to be relatively
comfortable with either pole of this tension: improving comparability or
giving it up. This may reflect two current convincing but contradictory
narratives: the international idea of comparability and competition in
assessment and the historical assessment context of Finnish basic
education.

The fourth tension concerned transparency in assessment, which was
generally seen as fair and supportive of student learning. However,
along with the growing emphasis on grades, parents were described as
using transparency for detrimental purposes. This tension is reminiscent
of the first tension, as some parents were seen to be more interested in
children’s grades than in their actual learning. Traditionally, Finnish
parents have largely seen assessment as a tool for learning rather than as
a mechanism for selection and competition (Nieminen et al., 2021).
However, there is reason to suspect that the assessment reform itself has
given rise to a growing if still comparatively low interest in grading
among parents.

In the low-stakes assessment context of Sweden, there has been
similar speculation that a change in the grading system has led to grade
inflation through increased competition between students (Wikström,
2005), increasing pressure on teachers to give high grades. At the same
time, the grown interest in grades and perhaps the Finnish reform itself,
are more symptoms than causes of an evaluation society in which as-
sessments are receiving increasing attention in education and all other
sectors (Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Teltemann & Jude, 2019). Torrance
(2011) argues that assessment reforms are not only consequences of
progress but also reflect “developments in the social and economic as-
pirations which we hold for the education system, and thus what it is
that we are trying to design assessment to accomplish” (p. 460).

What is noteworthy about the findings is that a seemingly small and
practical reform has contributed to teachers’ assessment practices and
societal discourses in unintended ways. The reform has provoked dis-
cussions about validity, measurability and accountability in education,
which are not mainstream issues among teachers in Finland. Teacher
accountability is seldom touched upon, as teachers have a high degree of
autonomy, which is usually taken for granted (Hwa, 2022). Neither
validity nor measurability has been a common theme, partly because of
teachers’ routine assessment practices and partly because of the context,
in which grades do not monopolise students’ life choices. Apparently,
only a minor shift towards high-stakes assessment activated beliefs
about these issues (Fives & Buehl, 2012). This underscores how even
minor alterations to assessment policies can cause considerable tensions
in teachers’ conceptions.

It is important to note that the existence of tensions does not indicate
that an assessment policy is unsuccessful, as dealing with tensions is an
integral part of teachers’ assessment work (Remesal, 2011; Xu& Brown,
2016). Moreover, if the goal of an assessment reform were solely to
eliminate tensions, this could be done. For example, the tension between
summative and formative assessment could be eliminated by abandon-
ing summative assessment and using random choice for student selec-
tion. However, tensions need to be processed and balanced, and the
reform’s framing as small and practical may have been uninviting to
such a process and thus made the tensions more confusing.

Prior research has generally seen the resolution of assessment ten-
sions as the responsibility of individual teachers or schools (Harris &
Brown, 2009; Meijer et al., 2023; Xu & Brown, 2016). We present a
contrasting view. Reforms are necessary, and tensions are inevitable, but
simply implementing reforms and leaving teachers and schools to deal
with the consequences is not sustainable. It has been demonstrated, for
example, that the tension between assessment of and assessment for
learning is shaped and intensified by countries’ assessment policies
(Volante et al., 2024). Consequently, the point of our article is not to call
for individualistic solutions, such as more or better teacher training for
developing teachers’ assessment literacies. Instead, we call for culturally
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sensitive assessment reforms. This is because it is perhaps impossible to
have it all: accurate, comparable, valid summative assessment and
intensive formative assessment that promote learning and support stu-
dent agency (Torrance, 2011). When reforms attempt to pursue too
much, the tensions can become unworkable for teachers (Deneen &
Brown, 2016; Yan & Brown, 2021). Suppose a reform is intended to
move the assessment culture towards more accurate grading. In that
case, stakeholders must consider its influences on the low-stakes fea-
tures that the culture already has and reflect on the extent to which these
can be maintained after the reform. The same rings true the other way
around. In moving towards a low-stakes culture, giving up some of the
high-stakes elements may be necessary to avoid unworkable tensions.

Culturally sensitive assessment reforms would ideally consider the
educational context’s socio-cultural and -historical dimensions. This
calls for an in-depth understanding of the history, goals and ideologies of
education in a particular national context (e.g. Cooper & Jordan, 2003).
Our study has described the tensions that arise in teachers’ un-
derstandings of assessment at a time of reform based on the idea of
assessment as measurement (albeit, globally speaking, on a small scale).
By its very nature, this idea of measurement is seemingly acontextual
and universal, but it reflects global and international accountability
cultures in educational assessment (Smith, 2016; Teltemann & Jude,
2019).

The study findings show that even in the low-stakes Finnish context,
conceptions of the need for accurate measurement are familiar and
relatable to teachers. Tensions arise when teachers are asked to imple-
ment these acontextual ideals of assessment in their own lived,
embodied classroom contexts. In Finland, teachers have historically
been seen as legitimate assessors within the relatively low-stakes
context. In many ways, the educational system has allowed incompa-
rable grades to exist, which has been possible in a system with little
competition between students. Consequently, equity has always been a
core value in Finnish basic education (Autio, 2021; Niemi, 2012). As the
principal aim of the reform was to categorise students at the end of their
learning, this may have created tensions with the idea of equity. The
tensions might have been smaller if the rationale for introducing
assessment criteria had been, for example, to illustrate the paths of
learning in different skills or to better diagnose and support students at
risk.

5. Limitations

Our study has its limitations. One is the limitation to one cultural
context and one assessment reform. More research is needed to examine
the generalisability of the finding that a shift in assessment culture in
one direction requires teachers to make compromises in the other di-
rection. A close examination of tensions following reforms might reveal
the extent to which it is true that not everything can be achieved through
assessment. Comparing different types of assessment reform in one
context or similar types of reform across various contexts would provide
a fuller understanding of the dynamics.

Another limitation is the exclusive focus on mathematics and physics
teachers. Although the teachers interviewed were a rather heteroge-
neous group with different backgrounds and experiences, their disci-
plinary approaches had an influence on their conceptions of knowledge
and their experiences of being a teacher. For example, students and
parents are typically more interested in grades in mathematics than, say,
in the arts.

When interpreting our study results, it is crucial to bear in mind that
the interviewees did not represent a selective sample of Finnish teachers.
They had completed a survey before the interviews, which had perhaps
guided their attention or at least made them spend extra time reflecting
on the reform. The teachers interviewed were all volunteers, and during
the interviews, it became clear that they were, on average, more familiar
with the reform than teachers in general. For example, many of the
teachers had responsibilities related to assessment in their school or

district. Therefore, the teachers’ conceptions did not represent those of
all Finnish teachers in 2022. In this study, the selective sample worked
to our advantage because reforms take a long time to implement, and the
teachers interviewed were already aware of the reform and had expe-
rienced its impact on their work.

6. Final words

The message of our study can be crystallised in three points. First,
even a minor change in assessment cultures can create significant ten-
sions in teachers’ conceptions of assessment. Second, when an assess-
ment culture shifts in a new direction, teachers not only adapt to the new
features but also consider how these features compromise the prevailing
assessment culture. Third, this compromise making adds to the tension
of teachers’ assessment work. It may be tempting for policymakers to
pick the best parts of other countries’ assessment cultures, but this does
not necessarily work (e.g. Yan & Brown, 2021). Based on this study, we
cannot say whether this dynamic is inevitable. Perhaps there might be a
change that is only for the better, with no need for compromise making.
What we can say is that we have not yet heard of a country that has
managed to reap the full benefits of both low- and high-stakes assess-
ment cultures.
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