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Imperatives for a Better Assessment Future 
During and Post COVID 
 

The Problem 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has devastated economies, increased social divisions, 
and disrupted educational systems across the globe. Countries have managed 
the health and economic ramifications with varying success, but the ensuing 
changes have altered the foundations and fundamentals of every country’s 
socio-economic-political systems, in some countries, drastically. Of particular 
concern is the fitness of education for economic survival, ethical citizenship, and 
personal wellbeing in an increasingly unpredictable and challenging future. A 
critical next step is to consider how educational systems respond and change at 
this time to ensure a more productive future as they move to an inevitable new 
normal. 
 
 
The Purpose 
 
This paper specifically examines the pivotal role of assessment within 
educational systems as a key driver of change and provides research-informed 
advice for policy makers and education leaders as they work towards the 
creation of a better education future post COVID. IEAN offer 5 Imperatives for 
a Better Assessment Future. 

 

The Imperatives 

Imperative 1. Align what is identified in the curriculum as important for young 
people with what is assessed or examined: Assess and therefore drive learning that 
students will need to succeed in the future. 

Imperative 2. Keep accountability systems designed to evaluate the efficacy of 
policy and practice focused on system level learning and improvement rather than 
judgement, comparison and categorization. 
 
Imperative 3.  Identify, monitor and respond to the impact of assessment on well-
being and plan for positive impact. 
 
Imperative 4. Use technology to support learning not as a substitute for teacher 
decision-making and dialogue with learners. 
 
Imperative 5. Execute a comprehensive and inclusive plan to improve 
understanding of 21st century assessment within and across communities. 
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Four COVID Disruptions 

The ability of educational systems to respond to urgent renewal has been severely 
affected by four fundamental disruptions. First, in many contexts there has been 
the collapse of classroom spaces and school walls with teachers and learners 
moving swiftly to technological environments and e-spaces, and then, in some 
cases, back to restricted classroom contexts. Not all however have had access to 
learning devices.  This disruption has exposed educational disadvantage that has 
hitherto remained largely hidden. It has also undermined the school as community 
for learning, and sanctuary for student well-being.  

Second, the abrupt move to online learning forced educational institutions and 
systems to radically change instructional practices and rethink their core curricular 
and assessment priorities. Lessened access to teachers has created an ever more 
urgent need to cultivate learners and citizens who have the capacity to address 
uncertainty, global change, and to care for themselves and their communities.  

Third, many countries cancelled large-scale examinations, raising questions about 
the reliability of alternative measures. The consequent reduction in dependable 
assessment evidence to parents and policy makers has prompted calls for increased 
focus and reliance on teachers’ professional judgements, and greater attention to 
using classroom assessments to support, monitor, and promote students’ learning. 

Finally, the pandemic has further highlighted equity challenges embedded in 
systems, bringing forward a fundamental imperative to care for students, not only 
in times of challenge, by focussing on wellbeing, equitable access to opportunity, 
community, and resilience. 

Education Systems to Navigate Uncertain Times 

Addressing these disruptions alone will not meet the dire and urgent needs of any 
country, given that the economic projections for educational and training 
outcomes can no longer be planned nor predicted. The pandemic has underscored 
the requirement to evaluate educational systems to ensure citizens have the 
capacities to navigate and thrive through uncertainty and disruption.  

Perhaps the greatest obstacle within education for developing more nimble and 
versatile learners is our historic and continued reliance on testing and examination, 
which, in itself, requires and perpetuates controlled conditions, replicability, and 
certainty. The profuse use of tests and examinations perpetuates the idea of 
learning as quantifiable and encourages comparison between pupils, competition, 
and the use of narrow forms of learning evidence. These terminal assessments 
happen within school, as final course or year-end examinations, or take place at 
national levels, with the latter benefitting from superior resources and security 
arrangements. Yet the disruptions to large-scale examinations raise questions 
about the sustainability of this approach and the capacity of systems to put 
alternative arrangements in place at speed.   The recent COVID-19 experience 
highlights the need for educationally sound solutions that draw on technological 
developments to urgently address safety and security issues, and crucially, 
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highlights the need for such innovation to be taken forward in ways that are 
educationally desirable. 

In both contexts, an assessment orientation that emphasises control and 
standardisation unconsciously promotes poor quality learning experiences where 
young people are less motivated to learn than they are to ‘pass tests’.  In contrast, 
in several country contexts there is a growing recognition that formative and 
classroom-level assessment increases students’ learning capacity and encourages 
the development of self-regulation. While the latter does not exclude tests, it 
repositions them within a body of evidence on student learning progression.  

Assessment is therefore key to improving education and creating a necessary new 
normal fit for different and changing environmental, economic, social, and political 
purposes.  For this to happen, we need to pay attention to assessment as a system, 
making use of new types of assessment evidence including those made possible 
with technological developments (e.g., smart online assessments and digital 
collaborative assessments). An assessment system fit for purpose in this new 
world, should include the range of purposes that assessment is expected to serve: 
to support learning in individuals, in classrooms and in schools; to provide 
information to enable progress in learning in local, national and international 
education systems; and to facilitate decisions about future life paths. Such fitness 
for purpose compels us to identify the assessment imperatives that will focus minds 
and coalesce efforts to revive schools as communities, manage online learning for 
all students, provide educationally sound and reliable alternatives to large-scale 
examinations, and ensure that fundamental challenges to equity and social justice 
are addressed. 

Assessment Imperatives for Citizens to Thrive in Uncertain 
and Disruptive Times 

In seeking to leverage the potential of assessment to improve learning and 
achievement for all learners, nations and educational system leaders should 
consider the following imperatives for assessment systems as they consider how to 
respond post-COVID-19. 

 

Imperative 1 
 
Align what is identified in the curriculum as important for young people with 
what is assessed or examined: Assess and therefore drive learning that 
students will need to succeed in the future.  

 

The curriculum in a country describes what is considered essential to be an 
educated citizen and takes into account the needs and aspirations of the society 
and its economy. Designing curricula fit for the mid-21st century is a global concern. 
As a notable example, the OECD Future of Education and Skills 2030 framework 
presents a vision for education by defining “the knowledge, skills, attitudes and 
values that learners need to fulfil their potential and contribute to the well-being 
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of their communities and the planet.”  What is assessed or examined should be 
closely aligned to all that matters in such a vision.  It should offer opportunities to 
demonstrate learning that is authentic, i.e., as close to real world learning as is 
possible.  Assessment will drive learning for good or ill. 

Key Recommendations: 

 Assessments should reflect what matters in learning through collaborative 
and inter/multi-disciplinary assessment tasks that integrate knowledge.  

 Assessment tasks should engage students in tackling authentic challenges 
that contribute to community wellbeing, social justice, and sustainability. 

 Assessments of student learning should be predicated on rich and varied 
source of evidence and progressions in student learning.  

 Student assessments and learning progression should be shared and 
showcased with community partners at local and larger scales to develop 
student agency, confidence, and connection to community change.  
 

Imperative 2 
 
Keep accountability systems designed to evaluate the efficacy of policy and 
practice focused on system level learning and improvement rather than 
judgement, comparison and categorization. 

 
Accountability continues to be an important function of assessment within school 
systems. However, there is a need to rethink the purpose of accountability and the 
language associated with it.  Reframing accountability as learning by the system 
rather than judgement of the system will focus activity on how evidence might be 
gathered and used to inform improvement, be that improvement at the level of 
the nation, the school, the classroom or the learning of an individual.  This will 
necessitate the use of diverse sources of evidence that describe and inform the 
multiple actions within a system that supports and seeks to improve learning. 

Key Recommendations: 

 Identify how accountability systems can be designed to inform the 
improvement of the education system. 

 Be clear about the consequences of accountability proposals, intended and 
unintended. Accountability systems that judge or categorize individuals, 
schools or nations commonly lead to practices that do not improve the 
quality of learning. 

 Consider the potential to revise existing approaches to accountability in 
order to drive desirable practices. For example, if traditional test-based 
accountability structures are re-designed to focus on greater social 
accountability, then through dialogue parents and community partners 
become active in assessment processes and more diverse sources of 
evidence can be used to monitor student and school growth. This approach 
to accountability can enhance parental engagement, improve community 
partnerships, and create more responsive education. 
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 Use assessment evidence to stimulate dialogue about the role, value, and 
state of education – to keep ever-present the necessity for a responsive 
education system that keeps pace with community and global change.  

 Leverage technology at-scale to create platforms to showcase school and 
system learning as accountability evidence and engage community 
members in ‘seeing’ and ‘engaging with’ student learning. 

 

Imperative 3 
 
Identify, monitor and respond to the impact of assessment on well-being and 
plan for positive impact. 

 

Assessment and wellness are closely coupled. The relationship between 
assessment and wellbeing can be seen in a range of circumstances. For example, 
for many students, assessment is a source of concern, for some, assessment events, 
such as high-stakes examinations, lead to severe anxiety and stress.  Yet for others, 
the same experiences lead to peak levels of performance. When assessment is used 
for purposes of selection, eg, to Colleges or Universities, the consequences of a 
particular assessment result can also raise significant health and wellness issues. 
However, assessment can be a key strategy to help students and educators monitor 
their wellness, facilitating greater well-being within schools and communities. As 
such, attention to the linkages between assessment and wellness is essential both 
for the health of our students and their learning and progress. 

Key Recommendations: 

 Leverage assessment as a powerful pedagogy to enable learners to self-
assess and to monitor their own growth, development, and well-being.  

 Expand the scope of student assessment beyond knowledge and skills to 
include core competencies for the 21st century, including communication, 
collaboration, self-regulation, innovation, critical thinking, and creativity.  

 Recognise that learning to use assessment to support one’s wellbeing and 
capacity for self-regulation applies to every person (student, teacher, 
parent/carer, policy maker, politician, community member, employer). 
Designing systems that pay attention to wellness for all within the system.  

 Consider the impact of all assessment (from formative classroom 
interaction to large-scale tests) on students’ wellbeing.  Reflect on the 
assessment experience and the potential consequences of the assessment 
process. Continue to ask: Does the value of the assessment evidence 
outweigh the potential consequence on student wellbeing? 

 Give particular consideration to how assessments might create different 
consequences for students from diverse backgrounds including those from 
Indigenous peoples, marginalized and minority groups.  
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Imperative 4 
 
Use technology to support learning not as a substitute for teacher decision-
making and dialogue with learners. 

 
Technology simultaneously presents some of the greatest opportunities and 
greatest threats to assessment within school systems.  

Long before the COVID pandemic, technological advances were transforming 
educational assessment, eg, through e-systems, digital platforms, edtech designs 
and data analytics including predictive analytics. In this new assessment space, 
edtech companies and edubusinesses have emerged promising new digital 
architectures and systems including for archiving data securely and  high quality 
diagnostic assessments with rapid turn-around of student data for ongoing 
diagnostic and measurement purposes. As traditional ways of testing have faltered 
in the context of COVID-19, in some cases publicly and with high impact, the use of 
technologies to support learning and deliver test dependability, with efficient 
scoring and reporting, has received greater attention from governments and 
education systems internationally. The prospects for the integration of technology 
in assessment are vast.  However, care must be taken to keep a clear focus on 
learners and learning. 

Key Recommendations: 

 Cautiously attend to the relationship between humans and machines to 
ensure technology promotes and supports learning and learners. 

 Continue to value teachers’ professionalism. Teaching and evaluation 
expertise are essential as cornerstones of how technology is designed and 
used to engage and support learners.   

 Leverage new e-tools (e.g., Virtual Reality and Augmented Reality, rich 
simulations) to engage learners in the assessment of more complex skills 
such as creativity and inter-cultural competence; yet, keep the role of the 
profession and teacher judgement in designing and using technology 
central in assessment decisions to ensure all learners are supported. 

 

Imperative 5 
 
Execute a comprehensive and inclusive plan to improve understanding of 21st 
century assessment within and across communities. 

 
Engage teachers, parents, system leaders, and other stakeholders, e.g., employers, 
Universities and Colleges in networked forms of online and in-person discussion to 
reconsider the role, form and use of assessment in and beyond school systems. 
Within this process, respect the heritage and richness of cultures of all 
communities, however defined, including those in diverse social circumstances, 
Indigenous populations, black communities and people of colour; recognize the 
value and importance of diverse ways of education and assessment. Focus 
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attention on making sure that what matters in the vision for the curriculum is 
clearly aligned with assessment priorities and seek assessment approaches that will 
drive learning in ways that remain consistent with that broad vision and respect 
learners.  Build teacher capacity for dependable classroom assessment (through 
progressive moderation practices and teacher collaborative inquiries) that provides 
credible and valid evidence of the full range of students’ learning within and across 
classrooms. Recognize that this is a major cultural change. Identify all those within 
your culture who have understanding and expertise to contribute to new 
understandings of assessment and involve them in the process of change. 

Key Recommendations 

 Work with communities to design and develop a new assessment system. 
 Ensure that all communities are actively involved in that process.  As 

appropriate, seek cultural advice and invite members of different 
communities to discuss their aspirations, what is important learning for 
their community or their people, how to learn and assess in culturally 
inclusive ways.  

 Create opportunities for meaningful assessment and learning partnerships, 
so that all learners may succeed in culturally appropriate ways. 

 Create the circumstances for teachers to build dependable classroom 
assessment, eg, through moderation activities and time to engage in these 
processes. 

 Crucially, engage young people in the process. 

In Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted what we, in our different societies, saw as 
‘normal’.  Although each country’s experience has been different, to a greater or 
lesser extent countries across the globe have been forced to quickly make 
unpredicted changes to the ways in which schools systems operate.  For many 
countries these changes have involved significant alterations to their assessment 
systems. 

However, for all nations, the disruption caused by COVID-19 has offered a stimulus 
and an opportunity to step back and to ask if what was perceived to be ‘normal’ in 
assessment is fit for the unpredictable future that the pandemic has thrown into 
sharp relief.  This is the time to think and to plan not only for how to deal with 
assessment during COVID but how to create a better post COVID assessment 
future; a future that is well-aligned with the aspirations of the new curricula that 
are merging internationally, respects learners and the communities of which they 
are members.   

IEAN offers Imperatives for a Better Assessment Future During and Post COVID to 
support policy makers and practitioners in individual nations as they plan for their 
own assessment future.  There are no assessment solutions that will suit every 
country, each country must work to find the system that will best serve its own 
young people in the context of its own community.  However, the 5 Imperatives in 
this paper provide a framework for the design of an assessment system that will 
help to build confident, competent, critically aware citizens of whom we can all be 
proud. 
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