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the low-stakes assessment culture of Finland where
the national curriculum emphasises the ethos of
Assessment for Learning. We were interested in how
the diversity of assessment (or the lack of thereof)
is related to student perceptions of assessment. We
utilised both multilevel and person-oriented methods
in our analysis of a national evaluation dataset of 187
Finnish primary and lower secondary teachers and
their 2370 students. First, we noted that according
to the teachers’ responses, classroom assessment
in Finland is not particularly diverse. At the same
time, students did not find assessment particularly
helpful for their learning. Second, a multilevel
analysis revealed varying correlations between the
prevalence of various assessment practices and
students’ perceived usefulness of the corresponding
practices. Third, we explored teacher subgroups in
terms of their ‘assessment menu’ through a latent
class analysis. All identified teacher subgroups
drew heavily on closed-book examinations. Finally,
we analysed whether the assessment perceptions
of students differ according to their teacher's latent
class. The students whose teachers used the
most diverse assessment menu reported the most
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pressure in assessment. We suggest these findings
stem from the socio-historical context of pedagogical
conservatism in Finland, combined with the low
stakes of assessment. We discuss the importance
of widening teachers’ assessment practices in
order to promote sustainable student perceptions of
assessment, yet such assessment diversity must be
valued in the educational system, and it needs to be
based on sound pedagogical design.

KEYWORDS

diversity of assessment, formative assessment, low-stakes
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INTRODUCTION

It is widely agreed in scholarly research and education policy that assessment should be di-
verse and versatile (e.g., O'Neill & Padden, 2022; Shepard, 2001; Warwick et al., 2015). For
example, the Finnish National Core Curriculum (FNAE, 2020) mandates that students have the
right to be assessed through diverse practices such as self- and peer-assessment, tests, port-
folios and group projects (p. 5). Moreover, it is stated that a single assessment practice cannot
meaningfully assess all learning objectives (FNAE, 2020, p. 5). Similarly, scholarly literature
has suggested that instead of focusing on individual assessment practices, there is a need to
examine the ‘assessment menus’ of teachers—the diversity of their assessment practices as a
whole (e.g., lannone & Simpson, 2022). Shulman (1987) used this metaphor to denote how di-
verse assessment menus should consist of nutritious ingredients: ‘We are, as it were, stocking
the board's pantry with a variety of completed dishes and separate ingredients from which its
members will be able to fashion an assessment menu’ (p. 38). At present, the ability to design
and implement versatile assessment practices is seen to be at the core of teacher assessment
literacy (DeLuca & Lam, 2014; Liu et al., 2023; Siegel & Wissehr, 2011; Yan & Pastore, 2022).

The key idea behind the diversity of assessment practices is that different techniques
allow different forms of student learning to become visible. In education cultures centred
on restricted assessment menus, students might not have the opportunity to showcase all
their skills and capabilities (Black et al., 2011; Bourke & Mentis, 2014; Graham et al., 2018;
Watt, 2005). The ‘dominance of examinations’ (Richardson, 2022, p. 22) in particular has
been shown to narrow assessment menus on a global scale (see Barnes et al., 2000;
Birenbaum et al., 2015; Volante et al., 2020). This issue might be particularly pertinent in
high-stakes assessment cultures where the implementation of diverse assessment prac-
tices, such as self- and peer-assessment and portfolios, is reportedly met with resistance by
students and teachers alike (Ratnam-Lim & Tan, 2015; Yan & Brown, 2021).

Yet, simply providing a large diversity of assessment practices without a meaningful
pedagogical purpose and structure is not appropriate in itself (Chu, 2014). For example,
if students perceive a diverse assessment menu as significantly increasing their workload
without a clearly stated pedagogical purpose, versatile assessment might lead to instrumen-
tal learning (Gijbels & Dochy, 2006; Johansson et al., 2022). At the same time, providing a
rich, diverse menu of assessment practices might foster students' reflexivity on how and why
assessment is conducted (Nieminen & Lahdenpera, 2024).

In this study, we examine how the diversity of assessment practices (or the lack of thereof)
is related to student perceptions of assessment in Finnish primary and lower secondary
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education. Our study is conducted in Finland, which provides an intriguing context due to its
low-stakes assessment culture. In Finland, there are no high-stakes testing procedures at
these levels of education, and there is a strong trust in teachers’ professional autonomy to
design classroom assessment practices as they wish. To examine the connection between
teachers’ assessment practices and students’ perceptions of assessment, we conduct both
multilevel and person-oriented quantitative analyses based on a national evaluation dataset.
While student perceptions of assessment have enjoyed vigorous research interest (see, e.g.,
Struyven et al., 2005; Van der Kleij & Lipnevich, 2021), studies have rarely examined teacher
and student views on assessment simultaneously (Pat-El et al., 2015; Veugen et al., 2021).
As Wurf and Povey (2020) observed, the learning potential of assessment depends not only
on teacher perceptions and practices but also on student perceptions. Any implementation
of formative assessment or Assessment for Learning practices is successful only if students
perceive these practices as meaningful and purposeful (Brown, 2022). Thus, we examine
students’ perceptions of assessment in relation to their teachers’ assessment practices.

DIVERSE ASSESSMENT FROM THE VIEWPOINTS OF
TEACHERS AND STUDENTS

In this study, we approach assessment as a ‘menu’ (as phrased by Shulman, 1987), as
opposed to investigating individual assessment designs or practices. The diversity of
assessment offers a meaningful way to examine assessment systems as a whole, as any
individual assessment practice—be it a closed-book examination, a self-assessment sheet
or an e-portfolio—might either hinder or support student learning in a given context and
situation.

The Finnish education system has received extensive international attention in tradi-
tional media and research, yet this attention has largely focused on large-scale assessment
results such as Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) measurements
(Thrupp et al., 2023). At the same time, classroom assessment has been relatively under-
studied in Finland (Kumpulainen & Lankinen, 2016). This area has recently been explored
through disciplinary approaches but not yet through broad, system-level investigations (see,
e.g., Nieminen & Atjonen, 2022; Makipaa & Ouakrim-Soivio, 2019). In this section, we pro-
vide background literature on how earlier studies have mapped out teacher assessment
practices and student perceptions of these practices.

Diverse assessment as teachers' responsibility

The idea of diverse assessment has been widely promoted in education policy and practice.
In their review, Fulmer et al. (2015) formulated a three-fold theory to understand the
factors that influence the ‘assessment menu’ of teachers, shedding light on micro- (e.g.,
teacher assessment literacy and values), meso- (e.g., school cultures and opportunities
for professional development) and macro- (e.g., wider assessment policies and cultures)
systems. Our study focuses on a macro-level view of a low-stakes culture in Finland; this
culture arguably surrounds student perceptions of assessment as well.

While our study focuses on Finland's low-stakes assessment culture, we outline some
crucial global macro-level trends in classroom assessment. First, even though formative as-
sessment has been advocated for in educational research, policy and practice for decades, its
implementation remains stubbornly tricky in both high- and low-stakes assessment cultures
due to the influence of high-stakes testing (Birenbaum et al., 2015; Stobart, 2008; Volante
et al., 2020). Any investigation of teachers’ assessment menus may need to acknowledge
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the gold-standard status of testing in educational assessment (Richardson, 2022). In class-
room assessment, examinations have often been noted as the most used practice in many
contexts (e.g., Cotton, 2017; Kippers et al., 2018).

Studies on teacher perceptions of assessment have unpacked the tensions teachers
must live with as they juggle the accountability and learning purposes of assessment (Chan
& Tan, 2022; Harris & Brown, 2009; Veldhuis & van den Heuvel-Panhuizen, 2014; Winstone
& Carless, 2021). Research literature has listed various barriers to teachers seeking to make
their assessment practices more diverse, such as teachers' lack of assessment literacy
(Siegel & Wissehr, 2011), the washback effect of high-stakes testing (Chan, 2020) and lack
of time and resources (O'Neill & Padden, 2022).

Taking an ‘assessment menu approach’, we are interested in the prevalence of various
assessment practices that teachers may use. For this purpose, clustering and profiling
methods are suitable. While teachers and pre-service teachers have been clustered and
profiled in terms of their teaching styles and practices (e.g., Kim & Son, 2021; Yang &
Hu, 2019) and in terms of their assessment conceptions (e.g., Kyttala et al., 2024; Lin
et al.,, 2024) and approaches (DelLuca et al., 2021), we were unable to identify many
studies that have used profiling techniques for data on teacher assessment practices, as
we do in this study. Some relevant studies have been conducted in tertiary rather than
primary and secondary education (Picos et al., 2013; Picos & Lopez-Pastor, 2013). For
example, Paakkari et al. (2022) clustered Finnish health education teachers in terms of
their assessment conceptions and practices, ending up with three clusters: problematic
assessors (47.3% of the sample), learning supportive assessors (27.3%) and norm-based
assessors (25.5%).

Student perceptions of the diversity of assessment

Our premise is that the assessment practices that students experience play a potential
role in how students perceive assessment. Being exposed to formative assessment—
and receiving adequate training on how to make the most of it—might increase positive
perceptions of formative assessment (as was hinted by Nieminen & Lahdenpera 2024).
On the other hand, if students are exposed mainly to a unilateral set of assessment
practices, such as in test-driven assessment cultures, they might not perceive formative
assessment practices as helpful (Nieminen & Atjonen, 2022). As Wurf and Povey (2020)
pointed out, students may have a limited understanding of how assessment and learning
are related and how students should contribute to this relationship (see also Hannigan
et al., 2022).

Student perceptions and conceptions of assessment have received vigorous research
interest during the two recent decades (Brown, 2022; Struyven et al., 2005; Van der Kleij
& Lipnevich, 2021). Research on feedback has shed light on assessment methods as
well (e.g. Strijbos et al., 2021). For example, Brooks et al. (2019) reported that Australian
students saw improvement-oriented feedback as most helpful to learning. Students in a
Norwegian study by Vattay et al. (2022) revealed that dialogic interaction was crucial in
using digital feedback in upper secondary school: through such interactions, students
developed their understanding of assessment and thus their perceptions of it. A review by
Van der Kleij and Lipnevich (2021) indicated that student perceptions of feedback varied
tremendously, but notably, students’ perceptions did not unambiguously accord with their
teachers’ intentions regarding how useful and effective feedback was. Students report-
edly opined that classroom climate, peers’ ability to express their comments, and the
timing of feedback and its modality (written, verbal, audio, individual and group-based)
were important for progress.

85UB0 |1 SUOLLLIOD AR 3 el |dde au) Aq pausenob ae sajone WO ‘3sn JO SajnJ J0) Aiqi auluQ AS|IM UO (SUONIPUOD-pUR-SWLIBIALI0D A3 | 1M A 1 Ul [uo//:SdNy) SuoRIPUOD pue SWid | 8Y)38S * [7202/80/80] Lo ARiqiauluo A1 ‘Arlqieisenie JO Aisieaun Aq 88z [IN9/z00T 0T/10p/wod A 1M Afeiq 1 puluo's lruINo [Reseq)//:sdny wouy papeojumoq ‘0 ‘Y0LE69VT



DIVERSITY OF ASSESSMENT PRACTICES AND STUDENT
PERCEPTIONS The Curriculum Journal | 5

The need to understand student and teacher views simultaneously

As Monteiro et al. (2021) and Alkharusi (2010) have noted, teachers’ assessment practices
affect how students perceive assessment. However, teachers’ and students’ viewpoints on
assessment have been scarcely studied together, particularly when it comes to large-scale
investigations (as argued by Pat-El et al., 2015). We identified a few key references on this
front.

Daly et al. (2012) reported from the UK on how amendments of A-level exams to reveal
higher-order thinking skills were seen by teachers and students. Both groups welcomed the
new examination policy and recognised similar positive backwash effects. Alkharusi (2010)
and Monteiro et al. (2021) indicated that teachers perceived their formative practices more
positively than their students did. Similar findings in the context of formative assessment
were also reported in research by Cotton (2017) in the United States. Regarding formative
assessment in the Netherlands, Pat-El et al. (2015) illuminated a substantial mismatch in
perceptions between teachers and students, but Veugen et al. (2021) indicated a congru-
ence between the assessment perceptions of students and teachers.

We build upon Monteiro et al. (2021), who emphasised a socio-constructivist viewpoint on
assessment and concluded their results as follows (original italics): “...our results showed an
inconsistency between teachers’ conceptions and practices and more coherence between
teachers’ practices and students’ conceptions. This allows us to think that these teachers’
assessment practices may in some way contribute to the way their pupils conceive the as-
sessment process’ (p. 12). Therefore, we want to shed more light on assessment practices
by employing integrated data on teachers and their students. How closely do assessment
practices (teacher viewpoint) and their perceived usefulness for learning (student viewpoint)
align?

STUDY AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

In this study, we examine the relations between teacher assessment practices and student
perceptions of assessment. Our dataset derives from the first national evaluation of primary
and lower secondary teacher assessment practices in the low-stakes assessment context
of Finland.

First, we conduct a two-level analysis to answer our first research question (RQ):

(RQ1) Is the prevalence of assessment practices, as reported by teachers, cor-
related with students’ perceived usefulness of these corresponding practices?

Second, we examine latent teacher profiles in terms of the diversity of their assessment
practices. Moreover, we examine whether student perceptions of assessment differ in terms
of these teacher subgroups. Our second RQ is divided into two parts and answered using
latent class analysis:

(RQ2.1) What kinds of teacher profiles can be identified based on the diversity
of assessment practices they report using?

(RQ2.2) Do students’ perceptions of assessment differ in terms of their teachers’
class?

Our study provides various insights regarding the diversity of classroom assessment.
First, our study is located in the context of Finnish primary and lower secondary education.
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Finland is known for its low-stakes and decentralised assessment culture (Kumpulainen &
Lankinen, 2016). In such a context, teachers’ assessment menus could arguably be rather
diverse. Second, the significance of our study derives from a multilevel approach that con-
siders both teachers’ and students’ points of view (Pat-El et al., 2015). Third, our study
looks at a range of assessment methods simultaneously by relying on an ‘assessment menu
approach'.

METHODS
Context of the study

Our study concerns Finland's basic education, i.e., primary education (grades 1-6; ages
7-12years) and lower secondary education (grades 7-9; ages 13—15years). Assessment
in Finland is characterised by a lack of standardised measurement (e.g., no national tests)
and control (Vainikainen & Harju-Luukkainen, 2020; see Kumpulainen & Lankinen, 2016, for
details). Assessment is low-stakes and based on local subject-specific curricular objectives
and assessment criteria in two phases of basic education (grades 1-9; FNAE, 2020). The
trust in teachers’ professional autonomy to decide on assessment methods and practices is
based on high-level pre-service teacher education in research-based universities.

However, despite teacher autonomy and the low-stakes assessment culture, recent stud-
ies have noted that closed-book examinations seem to be overemphasised in Finnish com-
pulsory education (Atjonen et al., 2019; Makipaa & Ouakrim-Soivio, 2019; Pollari, 2017).
This may be due to the socio-historical role of examinations in the Finnish educational sys-
tem: both students and teachers might be accustomed to examinations being the ‘default’
practice in assessment even though there are no national high-stakes tests at this educa-
tional level. The low-stakes assessment culture can be seen in the relative lack of study-
related stress and anxiety. For example, an Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD, 2015) report noted that Finnish students score extremely low when it
comes to school- and test-related stress and anxiety.

Data collection and participants

The questionnaire used in this study was developed by experts in the Finnish Education
Evaluation Centre (FINEEC) for national evaluation. Separate surveys were designed for
students and teachers. Both surveys included a main topic of assessment practices, with
several items formulated to fit the needs of respondent groups. We used data regarding the
following seven assessment practices: closed-book examination, open-book examination,
portfolio, written assignment or essay, self-assessment, peer-assessment and assessment
discussions between students and teachers. Teachers rated the frequency, namely, how
often each of these practices was used (5-point scale 1=never to 5=always). Students
rated the extent to which they thought each assessment practice supported their learning
(5-point scale 1 = ‘Does not help at all’ to 5 = ‘Helps very much’). To answer RQ2.2, two sets
of questions were used to map student perceptions of assessment (Tables 6 and 7):

* Perceived formative assessment actions (eigh items).
e Perceived pressures related to assessment (four items).

The dataset was collected through a questionnaire in January—February 2018 in a na-
tionwide evaluation of Finnish assessment and feedback practices (Atjonen et al., 2019).
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The dataset was collected by FINEEC. This was the first time such a sample-based, large-
scale dataset on assessment has been collected in Finland. The data were collected by first
sampling randomly from all Finnish- and Swedish-speaking (the two official languages of
Finland) primary and lower secondary schools, excluding specialist schools. This collection
of 289 schools was sampled to be representative of all the Finnish schools with their demo-
graphic aspects (language, area, school type). Second, teachers were sampled so that they
evenly represented all school subjects, as categorised into six groups (mathematics and
science, foreign languages, Finnish language and literature, expressive arts, humanities
and counselling). In the third phase, students were sampled based on the disciplines their
teacher taught.

Datasets of online surveys were first saved separately, including 1709 teachers and 5001
students. Secondly, teachers and students were paired by means of a school identification
number. In this phase, data went missing as not all students could be connected to their
teacher due to missing school identification numbers. From the broader dataset, we chose
teachers and students of sixth and ninth grades that end the primary (grades 1-6) and lower
secondary (grades 7-9) levels of Finnish compulsory comprehensive school (excluding gen-
eral upper secondary education). Based on the initial Finnish report (Atjonen et al., 2019),
we knew that the distribution of teachers’ assessment methods was rather similar at both
primary and lower secondary levels, which is why we included both grade levels in the data-
set without a comparative interest. Moreover, teachers at both grade levels are guided by the
same general assessment guidelines (FNAE, 2020) as well as national legislation.

Finally, our two-level dataset consisted of 187 teachers and their 2370 students. Of these
187 teachers, 74 were sixth-grade teachers and 113 ninth-grade teachers.

Data analysis

To answer RQ1, we used a two-level modelling in MPlus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-
2017). The two-level analysis acknowledges the hierarchical nature of data (de Leeuw &
Meijer, 2008). This analysis was used to test correlations between teachers’ self-reported
use of assessment practices and students’ perceived usefulness of these practices between
levels (while considering the variation of teacher responses). In the analysis, the teacher
dataset and the student dataset constituted two levels. In our model, we had two levels: the
differences within levels (the variance within one classroom; Level 1) and the differences
between levels (the variance between different classrooms; Level 2). The students’ responses
could vary at both Levels 1 and 2, whereas the teachers’ responses could only vary at
Level 2. Intraclass correlation was calculated for student variables. Intraclass correlation
is the proportion of variance associated to between level (between teachers) and student
variables. The correlations were calculated at Level 2 (between levels).

RQ2.1 was addressed by conducting an LCA (Latent Class Analysis) to identify homo-
geneous latent subgroups of teachers according to their assessment practices. LCA offers
a person-oriented analysis to classify individuals into homogenous subgroups by their la-
tent, underlying classes (Collins & Lanza, 2010). The number of classes is presumed to
be unknown. Unlike many other profiling and clustering methods (e.g., hierarchical cluster
analysis), LCA provides fit indexes to test the various potential class solutions. We used
the teacher-reported prevalence for seven different assessment practices as the profiling
variables in LCA (see Table 1). The LCA was conducted for four latent class solutions. The
analysis was conducted in MPlus. We used two fitness indicators to evaluate the number of
latent groups: the Bayesian information criterion (BIC) and bootstrapped likelihood ratio test
(BLRT). The lower the BIC, the better the model fits the data. A significant BLRT result re-
jects the null hypothesis of k-1 latent group solution and accepts the alternative hypothesis
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TABLE 1 Description of the dataset.

Teacher-reported Student-reported

prevalence Mean SD perceived usefulness Mean SD
Closed-book examination 413 1.10 Closed-book examination 3.16 1.1
Open-book examination 2.23 1.01 Open-book examination 3.05 1.24
Portfolio 1.92 1.06 Portfolio 2.35 1.23
Written assignment, essays 3.01 1.42 Written assignment, essays 2.76 1.23
Self-assessment 3.48 1.01 Self-assessment 2.56 1.12
Peer-assessment 2.58 1.00 Peer-assessment 2.53 1.12
Assessment discussions 2.23 1.04 Assessment discussions 2.52 1.26

Note: All variables were measured on a 1-5 Likert scale.

k latent group solution. Average posterior probability (AvePP) shows the distinctiveness be-
tween latent classes. AvePP is a value between 0 and 1; the closer the value is to 1, the
more clearly the groups stand out. The latent class profiles were calculated by multiplying
the probability of a given subclass by its value (categories are numbered 1, 2, 3, 4, 5). Mean
differences in student variables between latent classes were tested with the BCH test im-
plemented in MPlus. BCH weights were saved to a file and then used to calculate means
and standard deviations and to test the differences between classes (RQ2.2). While testing
students' variables (RQ2.2), type COMPLEX was used to correct bias due to the intraclass
correlation. If the Wald test was significant, the pairwise comparison of classes was tested
with the help of the new parameters in Mplus.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

(RQ1) The prevalence of assessment practices and the correlations
with students’ perceived usefulness of assessment

The means and standard deviations of the teacher-reported prevalence of assessment
practices and student-reported usefulness of these same practices are reported in
Table 1. Closed-book examinations were the most commonly used assessment practice,
and students considered this practice the most useful for learning. In comparison, other
assessment practices were used less often.

The correlations in Table 2 indicate that teachers’ practices and students’ views of useful-
ness aligned more strongly between essays and exams than they did for, for example, self-
and peer-assessment. The intraclass correlations for student variables varied between 0.05
and 0.19 (Table 2). These findings emphasise that broadly, there is a connection—albeit
not very strong—in Finland between a teacher's prevalence of using individual assessment
practices and student perceptions of the corresponding practices. The most commonly used
assessment practices are also seen by students as the most useful for learning.

These findings complement earlier investigations in Finnish language education (e.g.,
Makipaa, 2020) and mathematics education (Nieminen & Atjonen, 2022). Despite its low-
stakes assessment context, Finnish basic education relies largely on closed-book exam-
inations. Other practices, such as portfolios and peer-assessments, were reported to be
used less. Table 2 shows that when alternative assessment methods were used more often,
students generally perceived them as more helpful for their learning; however, the correla-
tions varied. It can be hypothesised (yet not deducted since our analysis is correlational) that
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TABLE 2 Correlations between teacher assessment practices and their usefulness as perceived by
students.

Assessment practice Between class correlation Intraclass correlation
Closed-book examination 0.61* 0.13*

Open-book examination 0.49* 0.11*

Portfolio 0.40* 0.13*

Written assignment, essays 0.70* 0.19*

Self-assessment 0.26* 0.05*
Peer-assessment 0.36** 0.05*

Assessment discussions 0.46* 0.13*

*p<0.001; **p<0.01.

TABLE 3 Fitindices for four class solutions.

BIC BEIRE AvePP
1 class 3585.42 - -
2 classes 3472.89 <0.001 0.92
3 classes 3547.33 <0.001 0.91
4 classes 3642.86 0.667 0.99

exposing students to diverse assessment practices may enhance students’ understanding
of how these practices may promote their learning.

(RQ2.1) Teacher classes

Next, we will present and discuss our findings in relation to the various subclasses of teach-
ers when it comes to their ‘assessment menu’. With LCA, we tested four class solutions as
presented in Table 3.

According to the BIC index, the solution of two latent classes fits the data best. The BLRT
test was statistically significant while testing the 2-class solution against the 1-class solu-
tion, as was the 3-class solution against the 2-class solution. However, the BLRT index was
nonsignificant while testing the 4-class solution against the 3-class solution, which is why
we singled this solution out. According to the AvePP values, the latent teacher classes were
clearly distinctive.

We chose the 3-class solution since it differentiates between three subgroups, in opposi-
tion to providing a purely dichotomous solution with two potentially heterogeneous classes
(Figure 1 and Table 4). This suited our RQ which aimed to understand qualitatively different
teacher subgroups when it comes to teachers' assessment practices. This way, we could
also better understand potential extreme profiles as with the two-class solution. Earlier re-
search supports the emergence of various teacher profiles with respect to assessment (e.g.,
Paakkari et al., 2022; Veldhuis & van den Heuvel-Panhuizen, 2014). Closed-book exams
were used widely in the three classes, with self-assessment being the second-most used
practice in the classes.

Figure 1 shows that the three classes had few qualitative differences. Instead, they rep-
resented ‘high’, ‘medium’ and ‘low’ groups, following a rather similar distribution profile (see
also Table 4). This is in contrast to earlier studies on teacher profiles in assessment which
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5

Closed-book Open-book Portfolios Written Self-assessment Peer-assessment — Assessment
exams exams assignments, discussions
essays
—Class 1: Diverse methodists ~ — =-Class 2: Resourceful practitioners ~ -+--+ Class 3: Exam loyalists

FIGURE 1 The three teacher classes.

identified more qualitatively nuanced clusters and profiles (e.g.Paakkari et al., 2022; Picos
et al., 2013; Veldhuis & Van den Heuvel-Panhuizen, 2014).

While naming these teacher classes, we did not want to assign normative names to the
groups (e.g., ‘problematic assessors’ as used by Paakkari et al., 2022). Without background
data on the teachers’ intentions or motivations, we avoided ascribing meaning to the class
names beyond the methods used (cf. ‘enthusiastic teachers’ in Veldhuis & Van den Heuvel-
Panhuizen, 2014). Finally, we drew on an exploratory, data-driven approach by naming the
classes as follows:

¢ Class 1: Diverse methodists: teachers who used the widest diversity of assessment prac-
tices (35 teachers with 370 students)

¢ Class 2: Resourceful practitioners: teachers who quite often use closed-book exams but
also many other practices (69 teachers with 943 students)

e Class 3: Exam loyalists: teachers who reported using mainly closed-book exams (83
teachers with 1057 students)

We tested the distribution of the three teacher classes (chi-square test of independence)
in terms of disciplinary background and grade level. First, a statistically significant differ-
ence (448, N=187)=55.93, p<0.001) with a medium effect size (Cramer's V=0.39) was
identified for their disciplinary background. Teachers from the natural sciences were over-
represented in Class 3 (exam-oriented), and teachers from Finnish/Swedish language and
literature were overrepresented in Class 2 (‘Resourceful practitioners’). There was no statis-
tically significant difference (y*(2, N=187)=5.03, p=0.08) in terms of the grade level taught
(grade six or nine).

The most diverse teacher class was also the smallest one, which again aligns with ear-
lier studies noting that assessment in the Finnish education system is rather test-focused
despite low-stakes assessment cultures and policies. This is exemplified by the fact that
closed-book exams were used commonly in each of the three classes. As noted, the largest
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class had an overrepresentation of teachers from the natural sciences, which might reflect
the testing-oriented culture of these disciplines (lannone & Simpson, 2022; Martinez-Sierra
et al., 2016; Watt, 2005).

(RQ2.2) Student perceptions of assessment by teacher class

The next step in our analysis was to compare the students’ perceived usefulness of as-
sessment according to the three teacher classes. As noted in Figure 2 and Table 5, the
differences were minor. The differences between students whose teachers belonged to
Classes 1 and 2 (‘diverse methodists’ and ‘resourceful practitioners’) were almost non-
existent. In some assessment practices (open-book exams, portfolios, written assignments
and essays), we identified statistically significant differences, but the effect sizes were small
(0.02<#%<0.08).

Finally, regarding RQ2.2, we report the students’ reported (1) formative assessment ac-
tivities (eight items) and (2) pressures of assessment (four items). There were no statistically
significant differences in terms of the perceived formative assessment activities (Table 6).
Regarding student perceptions of the pressures of assessment, statistically significant dif-
ferences in terms of the teacher's subclass (Table 7) were identified. There was a trend that
students whose teachers were classified as ‘diverse methodists’ reported higher levels of
perceived pressure. This trend was seen in three of the four items.

Regardless of teacher class, students reported a relatively high prevalence of forma-
tive assessment activities (Table 6). Given that teachers often perceive formative assess-
ment practices in a more auspicious light than students (see, e.g., Cotton, 2017; Monteiro

TABLE 4 The teacher classes.

Post-hoc
Class 1? Class 2P Class 3°¢ Total ANOVA testing

Tukey
M SD M SD M SD M SD F(2,183) #? HSD

Closed-book 4.35 098 4.04 0.53 411 144 413 1.10 0.93
examination

Open-book 253 092 297 067 149 071 223 1.01 76.82* 047 2>1**

examination 2>3*
1>3*

Portfolios 2.91 1.23 228 088 121 0.50 1.92 1.06  59.96* 041 1>2>3*

Written 409 138 3.7 0.67 199 121 3.01 1.42 67.56* 043 1>3*

assignments, 2>3*

essays

Self- 444 066 366 073 294 099 348 1.01 40.13* 0.31 1>2>3*

assessment

Peer- 3.33 082 3.06 0.7 1.89 0.80 258 1.00 61.61* 041 1>3*

assessment 2>3*

Assessment 218  1.21 236 079 215 113 223 1.04 0.81 - -
discussions

Note: All the variables met the assumption of homogeneity of variance for the post-hoc tests.
Diverse methodists.

PResourceful practitioners.

°Exam loyalists.

*p<0.001; **p<0.01; ***p < 0.05
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etal., 2021), the assessment perceptions of Finnish students seem rather positive. Moreover,
all students reported relatively low levels of pressure related to assessment (Table 7). One
explanation for these findings is the overall low-stakes culture of Finnish classroom assess-
ment. This is in alignment with the OECD report (2015) report noting that Finnish students
score very low when it comes to school- and test-related stress and anxiety.

GENERAL DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

The first part of our findings (RQ1) showed that teacher assessment practices and stu-
dents’ perceived usefulness of assessment were correlated at a broad level. However, a
further LCA for teachers did not reveal differences in their corresponding student popula-
tions (RQ2). While it was possible to differentiate three separate teacher classes based on
their ‘assessment menus’, the assessment perceptions of the students of these teachers
were almost identical. This might result from the domination of examinations in all teacher
classes. The teacher classes were not qualitatively different but represented ‘high’, ‘medium’
and ‘low’ groups. In other terms, the teachers’ assessment practices did not explain student
perceptions of assessment, but the three student subgroups provided a rather homogene-
ous view of assessment. Thus, our study produced few statistically significant findings. This
is an evocative finding in itself as it emphasises the rather homogeneous assessment cul-
ture in Finnish primary and lower secondary education.

Interestingly, there was a trend towards greater pressure perceived by those students
whose teachers were labeled as ‘diverse methodologists’ (Table 7). While the differences
were small, this phenomenon warrants further investigation. In high-stakes assessment cul-
tures, diverse assessment menus may be perceived by students as hindering their focus on
achieving high scores in examinations (Guo & Yan, 2019). Yet, even in low-stakes assess-
ment cultures, students may have conservative and negative attitudes towards formative
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FIGURE 2 Students’ perceived usefulness of assessment according to teacher class.
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TABLE 5 Students’ perceived usefulness of assessment practices according to teacher class.

Class 1° Class 2° Class 3° Total

Perceived Wald Pairwise

usefulness of... M SD M SD M SD M SD test comparisons

Closed-book 3.21 1.04 324 104 3.06 120 316 112 493 -

exam

Open-book 315 123 3.20 114 288 131 3.05 1.24 12.77*** 1> 3***

examination 2>3*

Portfolios 244 128 253 118 215 123 235 1.23 20.59* 1> 3***
2>3*

Written 291 116 3.06 113 242 125 276 123 48.93* 1,2>3*

assignments,

essays

Self-assessment 2.58 110 262 1.06 249 117 256 112 3.81 -
Peer-assessment 2.57 1.09 258 106 246 118 253 112 3.81 -

Assessment 245 122 262 122 245 131 252 126 3.06 —
discussions

@Diverse methodists.
PResourceful practitioners.
°Exam loyalists.

9Degrees of freedom=2.
*p<0.001; *p<0.01; ***p<0.05.

assessment practices (e.g., Dhindsa et al., 2007). Unfortunately, our study provides no ex-
planations for such findings. Earlier research has noted that diverse assessment menus
may be challenging for students, particularly when the assessment workload is perceived
as heavy (e.g., Gijbels & Dochy, 2006). Moreover, students might be unable to make use
of alternative assessment practices due to their lack of assessment literacies (Hannigan
etal., 2022).

Our findings indicate that simply widening the menu of assessment may not necessarily
lead to positive and productive perceptions of assessment. We hypothesise that this may
particularly be the case if student assessment literacy has not been trained and developed;
yet this is an avenue for future research. Another possibility is that the teachers who re-
ported using many assessment practices commonly did not, in fact, use these practices ad-
equately. A diverse assessment menu is thus not an answer in itself but needs to be carefully
designed to match the learning outcomes and pedagogical practices.

CONCLUDING REMARKS, LIMITATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

We examined the interrelations between teachers’ assessment menus and students’ per-
ceptions of assessment. A multilevel analysis of 187 Finnish primary and lower secondary
teachers and their 2370 students showed rather strong yet varying correlations between the
diversity of assessment and students’ perceived usefulness of assessment (RQ1). Overall,
the students largely perceived assessment as not very helpful for learning (Figure 2).
Moreover, LCA revealed that the teachers could be divided into three subgroups with vary-
ing assessment menus (RQ2.1), yet these subgroups showed few qualitative differences
(see Figure 1). Closed-book examinations were used widely by teachers in all three sub-
groups, and the class ‘Exam loyalists’ was the largest subgroup. There were only minor
differences in students’ perceptions of assessment with respect to their teachers’ classes
in LCA (RQ2.2). While the multilevel analysis emphasised a connection between teacher
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TABLE 6 Students’ perceived formative assessment activities according to teacher class.

Class 12 Class 2° Class 3° Total
The teacher Wald Pairwise

has... M SD M SD M SD M SD test! comparisons

Helped me 3.52 1.09 3.52 1.04 3.58 1.09 3.55 1.07 0.12 -
revise my

mistakes and

learn from them

Encouraged 3.42 1.04 3.36 1.1 3.43 118 3.40 113 0.69 -
me to try

harder through

assessment

Toldme howto 3.37 1.08 3.42 1.08 3.39 112 340 110 0.32 -
progress in my
studies

Helped me set 3.32 0.97 3.35 1.08 3.33 1.09 3.34 1.07 0.90 -
my own goals

Helped me 3.23 1.03 3.27 1.04 3.31 110 3.28 1.07 053 -
develop my
ways of learning

Informed me 3.11 1.19 3.19 1.24 310 1.22 314  1.22 1.06 -
about my
strengths

Guided me to 3.14 1.04 3.14 1.05 3.09 1.07 312  1.06 117 -
assess if | have

reached my

goals

Told me how 290 117 299 1.1 293 112 295 1.15 099 -
to prepare for
assessment

@Diverse methodists.
PResourceful practitioners.
°Exam loyalists.

YDegrees of freedom=2.
*p<0.001; **p<0.01; ***p<0.05.

assessment practices and student perceptions, the person-oriented analysis implies that
the interplay may be rather complex in reality. To sum up, based on our findings, classroom
assessment is not very diverse in Finland. At the same time, students do not find assess-
ment as something very meaningful for their learning, yet students also do largely not report
stress or pressure about assessment.

This study adds significant knowledge to our understanding of classroom assessment in
the Finnish education system (Kumpulainen & Lankinen, 2016; Thrupp et al., 2023). Based
on our findings, Finland seems to be a context where the low stakes of assessment and
the lack of high-stakes testing have not led to diverse assessment practices being used
in schools. Our findings clash with the ethos of the national curriculum that emphasises
diverse and formative assessment practices (FNAE, 2014). These findings contest the gen-
eral idea that assessment would necessarily be more diverse in low-stakes assessment
cultures. Why might assessment not be diverse in Finland, and what might explain the stu-
dents’ perceptions of assessment in this context? While our data provides no answers to
these questions, we hypothesise that this may be due to the history of the educational
system in Finland. While Finland is commonly portrayed as a ‘PISA miracle’ with up-to-date
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TABLE 7 Students' perceived pressures of assessment according to teacher class.

Class 1° Class 2° Class 3° Total
Wald Pairwise
M SsD ™M SsD M SsD M SD test comparisons
My teacher is too 268 117 248 111 232 110 244 112 9.81** 1>3**
demanding or strict in
assessment

Assessment situations 248 128 241 126 230 129 237 1.28 3.29 -
frighten and distress me
beforehand

There are too many 2.87 127 279 120 260 124 272 123 6.75*** 1> 3***
examinations and
assessed tasks

The teacher gives me 222 118 206 111 189 110 2.01 112 13.40*™ 1>3**
too much negative 25 Frr*
feedback

@Diverse methodists.
PResourceful practitioners.
°Exam loyalists.

YDegrees of freedom=2.
*p<0.001; *p<0.01; **p<0.05.

pedagogies, in fact, the educational system still largely relies on a rather authoritarian mode
of teaching that draws on pedagogical conservatism (see Simola, 2005). In our earlier study
(Nieminen & Atjonen, 2022), we noted that when this conservatism collides with the low
stakes of assessment, assessment might entail a ‘culture of compliance’. In such cultures,
examinations may dominate assessment due to their socio-historical weight. However, ex-
aminations may not cause similar stress and anxiety for students as they might in high-
stakes assessment cultures. As our findings indicate, within ‘cultures of compliance’, it is
possible that diverse assessment practices cause students stress. This is something that
future studies on implementing student-centred assessment practices in low-stakes assess-
ment cultures should take into account.

We conclude that future research must better understand the (lack of) diversity of class-
room assessment, and the student perceptions that follow, in low-stakes cultures. Research
literature has listed various barriers to diversifying assessment in high-stakes cultures, such
as teachers' lack of assessment literacy (Siegel & Wissehr, 2011), the washback effect of
high-stakes testing (Chan, 2020) and lack of time and resources (O'Neill & Padden, 2022).
How similar ideas operate in low-stakes cultures warrants further investigation. Our findings
indicate that in the low-stakes assessment culture of Finland, the assessment menu teach-
ers use is not directly related to student perceptions of assessment; instead, students seem
to be rather homogeneous in their perceptions. In such contexts, diversifying assessment
may not provide a magic bullet to improving student perceptions of assessment and its
usefulness.

One possible way to interpret our findings relates to the deep-rooted socio-cultural
and -political assumptions of what assessment is and what kinds of norms and ideologies
guide the questions of what assessment should be in a given context. Some culturally
shared beliefs about assessment, such as the idea of exams as the ‘gold standard’ of
assessment (Richardson, 2022), may be so deeply ingrained in our societies that they
are shared largely by the wider public, including parents and policy-makers (Nieminen
et al., 2021). We propose that future research could unpack the practices and values of
assessment by framing them in their wider socio-historical and -political contexts (see
Simola, 2005).
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We note some important limitations in our work. First, our exploratory study drew on
a national evaluation survey by FINEEC. The lack of validated research instruments is a
profound limitation of our work. Second, the survey was conducted using the same items
for both sixth and ninth graders, who may have perceived the items differently despite the
scrutiny in formulating the items with age-sensitive language and the rigorous piloting of
the questionnaire. Third, we do not know how the teachers used the various assessment
practices, as the survey only mapped out their prevalence. Importantly, we do not know
whether the teachers had implemented the assessment practices summatively or forma-
tively. Fourth, our sample of 189 teachers was relatively small, meaning that we could not
identify latent groups that might have been identifiable from a bigger sample. The small
size of each of the three teacher classes reduces the statistical power of further compar-
ative analyses. However, even with this sample size, we were able to identify three clearly
distinctive subgroups of teachers. Fifth, a significant amount of data went missing due to
absent school codes while integrating teacher and student datasets. Finally, and perhaps
most importantly, we emphasise that our study concerns correlations, not causations. This
provides an important caveat for future research in understanding (i) how exactly teachers’
assessment menus influence student perceptions of assessment and (ii) how students’
perceptions might, in turn,Ba limit teachers from diversifying their assessment practices.

Based on our findings, we recommend further support for both in- and pre-service teach-
ers for diversifying their assessment menus in ways that are pedagogically meaningful. The
social, cultural and historical role of examinations in various assessment cultures might need
to be carefully scrutinised in such work. However, it is not only teachers’ assessment literacy
that requires attention but that of students' as well. Ideally, a diverse assessment menu would
promote students’ assessment literacies by providing them with multiple forms of information
about their skills and knowledge (Hannigan et al., 2022). By developing students’ assessment
literacy, teachers may create more fruitful ground for diverse assessment menus to flourish.
We call for a shared responsibility of assessment between students and teachers through
shared assessment literacies (see Carless & Winstone, 2022). Student—teacher partnerships
and dialogues in assessment design may offer valuable practical solutions for calibration as-
sessment practices and perceptions with the multiple stakeholders in assessment.

Finally, we emphasise that fostering the purpose of assessment to promote learning
(rather than only measure it) is a significant challenge both in low- and high-stakes assess-
ment cultures. Diversifying assessment is not only a technical demand for a broader menu
of methods but instead, this quest is deeply connected with the societal role of assessment:
how assessment is valued, what ‘good assessment’ is perceived to be and how assessment
is implemented in practice. We welcome future research that unpacks student and teacher
perspectives of the diversity of assessment through situated approaches that shed light on
such values and ideologies.
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