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Abstract
Assessment practices in higher education focus on evaluating student 
learning. Institutions are now expected to provide improvement-
oriented assessments that help students to improve their work. Student 
learning outcomes are enhanced if students understand assessment 
and respond to it in a self-regulating fashion. Beliefs about assessment 
have been shown to have adaptive and maladaptive relationships to 
assessment. The 33-item Students’ Conceptions of Assessment (SCoA) 
Inventory focuses on four different factors (i.e., improvement, affect, 
irrelevance, and external attributions). This study translated the SCoA 
Inventory into Farsi and administered it in one Iranian university (N = 
760). Confirmatory factor analysis replicated the multidimensional and 
hierarchical structure of the SCoA Inventory with good fit. Students 
agreed most with the conceptions that assessment improved learning 
and teaching, that assessment evaluated schools, and that it was bad 
for learning. These results appear to reflect a self-regulating response 
to the high-stakes consequences of examinations and are consistent 
with the uses of assessment in Iran.

Assessment in higher education involves a mixture of coursework tasks 
(e.g., essays, quizzes, laboratory experiments, etc.) and final examinations. 
In both formats, two basic decisions need to be taken: (a) whether the 
quality and quantity of student work constitutes a pass or a fail; and (b) if 
passing, the quality of the pass must be determined. generally, coursework 
assessments are given weight towards final or overall course grades and 
thus contribute to summative evaluation, as much as providing formative 
information to students and teachers about strengths or weaknesses 
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in learning. The summative function of assessment has significant 
consequences for students (e.g., awarding of grades; awarding of prizes, 
scholarships, or qualifications) and act to hold students accountable for 
the resources and opportunities provided to them in higher education. 
Additionally, assessment decisions have important consequences for the 
academic (i.e., too many fails may indicate poor teaching; insufficient A+ 
grades awarded may indicate overly tough standards, and so forth) and 
for departments which may be considered of poor quality if too many 
students pass or fail.

Understanding the formative and summative effects of assessment on 
stakeholders is a goal of this article. Specifically, this article focuses on 
the beliefs and attitudes of Iranian university students towards assessment 
as they have understood and experienced it. Iran has a selective university 
entrance system in which access to elite programmes and universities 
is determined by performance on end-of-high-school examinations. 
furthermore, year-to-year grade promotion within the schooling system 
depends upon performance on end-of-year examinations. Thus, it is 
expected that Iranian university students should have conceptions of 
assessment very much shaped by this high-stakes assessment system.

Accountability has an impact on the minds of those being held accountable 
(lerner & Tetlock, 1999); it is entirely expected that subordinates (e.g., 
students) will seek to conform to the known views and priorities of 
the superiors (i.e., professors, instructors, tutors, and even parents) to 
whom they are accountable. This accountability would be achieved by 
maximising performance through persistent effort and strategic studying 
behaviours. The more a society ascribes educational, vocational, and social 
benefits as a consequence for performance on educational assessments, 
the greater the impact the accountability function will have. To the extent 
that individuals in a society think these consequences are valid, the more 
the system will be endorsed; conversely, the more the consequences are 
viewed as inappropriate, unfair, or invalid, the more negatively the system 
will be understood or perceived. Hence, conceptions of assessment are 
coloured by the degree to which teachers, students, or parents consider 
the consequences of assessment to be valid. Consequently, policy makers 
could use the conceptions of assessment held by various educational 
stakeholders as a way to evaluate the validity of the assessment system.
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However, recent efforts in higher education have sought to leverage 
assessment tasks so that they provide learner-centred, formative, and 
improvement-oriented information to students (Webber, 2012). Indeed, 
assessment in higher education is increasingly being positioned to 
fulfil the dual roles of accountability and improvement (Boud, 1995). 
grades or marks can function as signals of achievement to students 
about their strengths and weaknesses (Yorke, 2009), though the 
richness of information may be somewhat limited. The challenge with 
the improvement function is that it generally requires a different set of 
practices for both instructors and students. Instructors can no longer 
consider that giving a mark on a test provides sufficient feedback to 
guide student learning (Pishghadam, 2011, Pishghadam & Saboori, 2014; 
Pishghadam & Zabihi, 2012). Students, also, must seek feedback about 
their learning needs, not be complacent with getting passing or high 
grades, and must actively reflect on the quality of their own work and that 
of their peers. These new functions require students to have a mindset that 
endorses the improvement-oriented role of assessment and their active role 
in the process. Such beliefs support students in actively engaging in the 
adaptive, virtuous cycle of believing in growth and acting on assessment 
for growth (Boekaerts & Cascallar, 2006). This requires, among other 
things, (a) not ignoring poor performance, (b) not rejecting the legitimacy 
of assessment, (c) treating assessment as a measure of oneself rather than 
of institutions or teaching, and (d) not attributing results to factors outside 
the control of the self.

nonetheless, the dual accountability and improvement functions create 
uncertainty about how students should think about assessment. It may be 
that students endorse multiple conceptions of assessment simultaneously. 
The relative frequency and consequence of accountability and 
improvement-oriented assessment most likely impinges on the beliefs and 
attitudes of students; for example, if summative accountability evaluation 
with little feedback dominates a higher education system, it is most likely 
that student beliefs will reflect such importance over the weaker priority 
given to improvement-oriented practices. Hence, this article explores 
the views of Iranian higher education students about the purposes of 
assessment. It does this by evaluating the validity of an existing self-
report inventory and statistical model. 

IranIan unIversIty students’ conceptIons of assessment
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Student conceptions of assessment in higher education
A plethora of terminology has been used to describe the mental 
representations people have of various phenomena that guide their 
actions and attitudes (Brown, 2008). In this article, we use the term 
conceptions to capture not just the beliefs or perceptions, but, also, the 
intentions and attitudes people have concerning assessment. This is in 
accordance with Thompson (1992, p. 130) who described conceptions 
“as a more general mental structure, encompassing beliefs, meanings, 
concepts, propositions, rules, mental images, preferences, and the like”. 
The term conception is often associated with phenomenographic research 
into patterns of variation in how a phenomenon is understood (Harris, 
2011); our use of conception draws on that tradition, as well as research 
traditions on beliefs and attitudes in psychology. Hence, conceptions of 
assessment refers to how strongly students endorse various purposes of 
assessment.

Since assessment grades, marks, and comments provide signals to 
students about their strengths and needs (as well as providing rewards or 
consequences) (Yorke, 2009), it is adaptive if students use the assessment 
process to identify their learning needs and take action to remediate 
any identified weaknesses. Logically, it is maladaptive if students 
view assessments as something that can be ignored or is a measure of 
external factors. Thus, how students conceive of assessment influences 
their behaviours in preparation for assessment, their performance during 
assessment, and their post-evaluation uses of assessment results (Segers, 
Dochy, gijbels, & Struyven, 2009). Struyven, Dochy, and Janssens 
(2005) found that the way higher education students conceived of 
assessment affected how they learned and studied; learners who wanted 
less test stress tended to prefer multiple-choice formats. furthermore, 
german university psychology student endorsement of assessment as 
making the individual student accountable positively predicted greater 
self-reported use of individual learning strategies (e.g., making a mind 
map or writing a summary) (Hirschfeld & von Brachel, 2008). A focus 
group study of Hong Kong university students (Brown & Wang, 2013) 
reported that, despite the academic success they had achieved by gaining 
entry to university, they were very aware of the negative, controlling 
impact of continual, high-stakes assessment both on their lives and on 
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society in general. A sample of Bahraini university students engaged in 
focus groups were also predominantly negative towards assessments, 
especially paper-based examinations, rejecting examinations in favour of 
interactive-informal assessments that could demonstrate the full extent of 
their learning and help improve it (Janahi, 2013). Hence, students have an 
understanding of assessment and its functions and effects, and they make 
adjustments to cope with its role.

Self-regulation theory indicates that certain kinds of cognition, feelings, 
and actions lead to increased learning outcomes (Boekaerts & Cascallar, 
2006). Self-regulation refers to self-directive and self-generated 
metacognitive, motivational, and behavioural processes through which 
individuals transform personal abilities into control of outcomes in a 
variety of contexts (Zimmerman, 2008). Within Zimmerman’s cyclical 
model of self-regulation, individuals need to monitor their progress 
and adjust their learning strategies in accordance with results, or self-
evaluations, or both (Brown & Harris, 2014). It has been shown that 
self-regulating behaviours are adaptive in that they contribute to greater 
learning outcomes. For example, taking responsibility for one’s actions 
(Zimmerman, 2008), having positive affect in learning (Pekrun, goetz, 
Titz, & Perry, 2002), and making use of feedback (Hattie & Timperley, 
2007) are adaptive responses around assessment. In contrast, maladaptive 
behaviours (e.g., blaming external, uncontrollable factors) (Weiner, 1986; 
2000), prioritising emotional well-being (Boekaerts & Corno, 2005), 
and ignoring learning-related evaluations lead to decreased academic 
achievement. needless to say, the more students are expected to be active 
participants in improvement-oriented uses of formative assessment, the 
more important it is to ensure they have self-regulating conceptions 
of assessment that are associated with greater learning outcomes or 
performance (Pishghadam, Hosseini fatemi, Askarzadeh Torghabeh, & 
navari, 2011; Saban, 2004; Tobin & Tippins, 1996). 

The Students’ Conceptions of Assessment Inventory
A multidimensional self-report survey instrument (Students’ Conceptions 
of Assessment [SCoA] Inventory) investigating student conceptions of 
assessment has been developed in light of self-regulation theory about 
how assessment can contribute to increased learning outcomes. A series 
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of incremental survey studies which linked the responses of new Zealand 
secondary school students to achievement measures (Brown, 2006; Brown 
& Hirschfeld, 2005, 2007, 2008; Brown, Irving, Peterson, & Hirschfeld, 
2009; Hirschfeld & Brown, 2009; Weekers, Brown, & Veldkamp, 2009; 
Walton, 2009) and multiple focus-group discussions (Peterson & Irving, 
2006, 2008) led to the identification, from the student perspective, of four 
different purposes for assessment: one adaptive, and three maladaptive. 
The adaptive conception of assessment was that assessment contributes 
to improvement in my learning and the teacher’s teaching (Improvement), 
because endorsement indicates a focus on assessment as a means of 
improving student learning outcomes. The three maladaptive conceptions 
of assessment were:

• assessment has positive social and emotional influences on my 
class (Affect)

• assessment is associated with external factors outside my control 
including school quality and student futures (External)

• assessment is a bad, inaccurate, and ignored process which 
interferes with students’ learning (Irrelevant). 

These three conceptions are considered maladaptive because they focus 
on a shared rather than personal agency, place responsibility for learning 
external to the student, or simply reject the legitimacy of assessment 
processes and results. Thus, it has been found that the SCoA Inventory 
captures adaptive and maladaptive student evaluations of the purposes of 
assessment (Brown, 2011).

The Improvement conception contains two first-order factors which 
express the idea that the purpose of assessment is to (a) improve student 
learning, and (b) improve teachers’ instruction. Improvement occurs when 
students use assessments to evaluate, plan, and improve their learning 
activities and as teachers interpret student performance as a means of 
improving instructional activities. Improvement reflects an adaptive, 
self-regulating response to assessment in which students actively use 
results to guide learning growth. In contrast, the External conception, 
also consisting of two first-order factors, captures student perception that 
assessments measure (a) their future and intelligence and (b) the quality 
of schooling. These perceptions relate to a lack of personal autonomy or 
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control, or attribute results to external forces over which students have no 
control (i.e., it is about the school and my future). endorsement of these 
ideas seems to place learners on a maladaptive, non-regulating pathway. 
The Affect conception, also consisting of two first-order factors, captures 
the degree to which students consider assessment to be (a) a personally 
enjoyable experience and (b) a benefit to the class environment. This 
factor relates to the wellbeing pathway in that it focuses on the enjoyment 
emotion and the quality of peer relations in response to assessment. The 
Irrelevance conception, consisting of three items plus a first-order factor, 
captures students’ tendency to (a) ignore and (b) negatively evaluate 
assessment. This factor is maladaptive to the growth pathway since it 
rejects the validity of assessment as a means of providing learning-related 
feedback.

The SCoA Inventory has been used in higher education student studies in 
Brazil (Matos, Cirino, Brown, & leite, 2013), the United States (Wise & 
Cotten, 2009), Hong Kong, China, and new Zealand (Brown, 2013). In a 
study of university student performance on a low-stakes computerised test, 
Wise and Cotten (2009) found that students who endorsed improvement 
guessed less, were more likely to attend the test day, and performed better 
than those who endorsed irrelevance or external purposes of assessment. In 
Brazil, student endorsement of the SCoA Inventory factors was related to 
types of practices students used to define assessment (Matos, et al., 2013). 
Teacher-controlled formal practices (e.g., tests) were predicted positively 
by endorsement of assessment for improvement, and negatively by 
considering assessment as bad—students might not like this assessment, 
but they use it to improve performance.

A comparative invariance study of the SCoA Inventory among Brazilian, 
Chinese, Hong Kong, and new Zealand university students (Brown, 2013) 
found statistically equivalent measurement models for the Improvement 
and Affect factors, and only equivalent factor to item regression weights 
for the Irrelevant and External factors. Interestingly, the latter two 
factors were statistically equivalent between Hong Kong, China, and 
new Zealand samples, and all three had only metric equivalence to the 
Brazil sample. It was suggested that the inclusion of private university 
students in Brazil led to different responses to the completely public 
university student samples in the three other jurisdictions. Despite the 
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statistical equivalence of responding to the SCoA Inventory, there were 
statistically significant differences in factor mean scores, with medium 
effect sizes (i.e., f2>.15; Cohen, 1992). for the most adaptive factor 
(i.e., Improvement), new Zealand students had the highest mean, Hong 
Kong the lowest, and Brazil and China equivalent means. Brown (2013, 
p. 163) argued that the similar factor responding and means suggested 
that the similar “results may be a consequence of common aspects in the 
nature of assessment, most especially prior to entry into university, that 
all surveyed participants experienced”. Hence, there is evidence that the 
SCoA Inventory elicits common responses to the extent that assessment 
practices are universal in higher education.

In Iran, like other parts of the world, the number of students entering 
universities is increasing. However, Iran has been less affected by 
assessment innovations in higher education in western countries that aim 
to provide greater formative information to students (Segers, Dochy, & 
Cascallar, 2003). Since Brown’s SCoA Inventory has been developed 
in secondary school contexts where assessment for learning policies 
were strongly advocated, it seems opportune to investigate how Iranian 
university students might conceive of the purposes of assessment as 
a possible contributor to successful learning. It is possible that higher 
education student perceptions of assessment in Iran will be similar to 
those observed in other countries because the improvement and evaluative 
functions of assessment in higher education seem to be relatively 
universal. Preliminary cross-cultural comparisons (Brown, 2013) suggest 
that there were partial similarities in how university students conceived 
of assessment. Hence, the present study intends to explicitly observe 
conceptual beliefs of assessment that Iranian higher education students in 
one university are likely to express. likewise, it endeavours to advance 
our knowledge by drawing linkages between the four conceptions (i.e., 
Improvement, Irrelevant, Affect, and External) and fixed factors, such as 
student degree, major, gender, and age. furthermore, research with the 
SCoA Inventory has not yet been carried out in Middle eastern nations, 
and such an investigation should shed more light on the cross-cultural 
aspects of conceptions of assessment. 
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Assessment in Iranian universities
In general, Iran has a conservative, top down, and centralised educational 
system: authorities in charge make decisions. Universities and schools are 
considered as sole conveyers of the government`s pedagogical policies, 
and professors and teachers are mere performers of these rules and 
regulations. In fact, the government tries to implement one-size-fits-all 
policy (Pishghadam & Mirzaee, 2008). Assessment practices in Iranian 
schools are predominantly high-stakes standardised tests designed by the 
teacher or Ministry of education, with a minimum achievement criterion 
of 50 percent (Pishghadam, Adamson, Shayesteh, & Kan, 2014). end 
of semester test scores award credentials to students, but end-of-year 
examinations are used to determine if students are permitted to continue 
to the next grade.

There are three national examinations for entry to various levels of 
university education at the end of high school, BA, and MA programs. 
These high-stakes examinations (i.e., multiple-choice tests) shape the 
future of Iranian students, having a huge impact on the learners’ lives, 
and educational opportunities. The examination grading system ranges 
from 0 to 20 reinforcing the appearance of objectivity. The government 
determines the grading system, and all professors have to follow the 
criteria set by the authorities. The cut score for undergraduate degrees 
(e.g., BA/BS), master’s degrees (e.g., MA/MS), and doctoral programs is 
10, 12, and 14, respectively. Use of these cut scores is believed to ensure 
that students meet the expected levels of achievement for successful 
completion.

generally, for both undergraduate and postgraduate levels, universities set 
specific days for examinations, which may be relatively more flexible for 
postgraduate students, and all professors and students have to attend the 
exams on those days. Professors design the tests and generally administer 
them in a paper-and-pencil form. Paper and pencil examinations are 
considered to be of utmost importance in accomplishing the educational 
goals, and professors are expected to ensure the validity of these tests. 
The major difference between undergraduate and postgraduate levels is 
the number and depth of the questions, with postgraduate assessments 
tending to consist of fewer questions that require far more judgment 
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and critical thinking. given the importance of success to students and 
the reputation of teachers and schools, it is not surprising that there is a 
strong effect on pedagogical practice (e.g., teachers try to teach to these 
tests). Understandably, within the educational setting of Iran, greater 
value is placed on examination and testing than any other form or method 
of assessment. relatively innovative forms of assessment, such as 
portfolio, self-assessment, and conferences, are rarely used, and teachers 
have a greater inclination for objective and quantitative measuring of the 
learners, in accordance with national examination practice. However, at 
times, within postgraduate education some other forms of assessment 
(e.g., writing articles) may be administered.

Iranian professors, teachers, students, and parents generally view 
examinations as reliable mechanisms for accomplishing educational 
and social goals. In sum, the educational system of Iran is based on 
quantitative measurement.

Methodology
Participants
This study was conducted on a subset of 760 Iranian higher education 
students (226 males and 528 females, missing = 6) within the age range 
of 18 to 38 (M = 21.56, SD = 1.99). The self-reported grade point average 
(20 point scale) was high across the sample (M = 15.42, SD = 3.48). The 
sample was convenience selected on the basis of willingness to participate, 
in accordance with institutionally approved ethics approval focused on 
confidentiality of identity. Near the end of the semester, one of the authors 
met the students in their classes and administered the inventory. The study 
took place at ferdowsi University of Mashhad (fUM), Iran, which was the 
third-ranked university in Iran for the year ending 2012 according to the 
Ministry of Sciences, research, and Technology (see http://www.msrt.ir).

The discipline content being studied was aggregated into two categories 
(i.e., Hard = engineering, medicine, sciences, n = 553, 73%; Soft = 
humanities, n = 207, 27%). The mean grade point average for sciences 
students (M = 15.05, SD = 3.58) was moderately weaker (d = .39) than 
humanities students (M = 16.40, SD = 3.01). The number of terms 
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completed was self-reported (range = 0–12; M = 5.38, SD = 2.76), but the 
number of participants in each term varied considerably with three terms 
accounting for 70 percent of participants (i.e., Term 4 n = 145; Term 6, 
n = 228; Term 8, n = 165). given this lumpy distribution, the data were 
aggregated into undergraduate status (n = 580, 76%) and postgraduate 
status (masters n = 4; PhD n = 198). This summary variable was used for 
inferential analysis, instead of the number of terms completed. note that 
the mean grade point average for undergraduate students (M = 15.37, SD 
= 3.73) was very similar to that of postgraduate students (M = 15.59, SD 
= 2.54).

Instrument
The SCoA Inventory version 6 was translated into Persian (see Appendix). 
Afterwards, two university professors with expertise in assessment were 
asked to compare and contrast the english and the Persian scales. Then, 
four university students were asked to take the translated one. They 
were required to read it closely and verbalise any misunderstanding they 
encounter in the scale. 

The SCoA Inventory consists of 33 self-report items in which students 
indicate the degree to which they agree with each statement about 
the purpose of assessment. responses are indicated with a six-point, 
positively-packed rating scale (i.e., strongly disagree = 1, mostly disagree 
= 2, slightly agree = 3, moderately agree = 4, mostly agree = 5, and strongly 
agree = 6) (Brown, 2004). Such a skewed rating scale is effective when 
there is a strong probability that participants will agree with all statements 
regardless of content (lam & Klockars, 1982). This is likely to be the 
case with student beliefs about assessment as the four major constructs 
all have varying degrees of legitimacy in practice. The SCoA Inventory 
generates factor scores for four purposes of assessment since it has been 
shown that conceptions of assessment are multidimensional (Weekers 
et al., 2009). Three of the SCoA Inventory factors (i.e., Improvement, 
Affect, and External) have two first-order factors, while Irrelevance has 
one first-order factor and three items that load directly onto the factor. 
figure 1 shows the schematic arrangement of the SCoA Inventory version 
6 statistical model: four intercorrelated higher order factors predict 
subsidiary first-order factors, or items, or both. The number of items for 
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each factor is displayed in the rectangular boxes, while the factors are 
displayed in ellipses.

Figure 1. Schematic outline of the SCoA Inventory

Analysis
In accordance with conventional practice, confirmatory factor analysis 
was used to determine whether the four-factor, intercorrelated model of 
the SCoA Inventory could be recovered from the responses of the Iranian 
students. In line with suggested practice (fan & Sivo, 2007; Hu & Bentler, 
1999; Marsh, Hau, & Wen, 2004) models with statistically non-significant 
χ2 per df, gamma hat >.90, and root mean square errors of approximation 
(rMSeA) and standardised root mean residuals (SrMr) <.08 were 
considered sufficiently close to the data so as to not be rejected. The 90 
percent confidence interval (CI) for the RMSEA is provided as evidence 
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that the point estimate is highly likely to be less than the cut value. note that 
the Tucker-lewis Index (TlI) is not reported, since it is highly sensitive to 
model misspecification and complexity (Fan & Sivo, 2007).

Once a satisfactory measurement model was established, analysis of 
variance in the four main SCoA Inventory factors and the eight first-order 
factors was examined using student sex, degree type, and content type as 
factors. Student age and grade point average were entered as covariates. 
Both main and two-way interactions of the five-predictor variables were 
examined. 

Results
Confirmatory factor analysis using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) 
was conducted with Amos (IBM, 2011). Although admissible, the original 
New Zealand model had unacceptable fit. Inspection of modification 
indices >20 showed that one item in the class environment (ce2: When 
we are assessed, our class becomes more motivated to learn) and one in 
teacher improvement (ti3: Assessment shows whether I can analyse and 
think critically about a topic) factors had very high attraction (i.e., ce2 
ΣMI = 1254.01; ti3 ΣMI = 192.03) to multiple factors and items. relative 
to the meaning of the remaining items in each of these factors, it seems 
these items may potentially have divergent messages. for example, 
ce2 focuses on increased motivation, while the balance of items focus 
on increased cooperation, support, and improved climate. likewise, ti3 
focuses on depth and sophistication of thinking, while the other items 
focus on teacher uses of assessment and progress relative to objectives.

Hence, there were statistical and content reasons for removing these items, 
without jeopardizing the general meaning of the scales. Deletion of these 
two items resulted in a well-fitting model (# of items k = 31; N = 760; χ2 

= 1445.07; df = 422; χ2/df = 3.424, p = .06; CfI = .89; gamma hat = .92; 
rMSeA = .057 (90%CI = .053-.060); SrMr = .050). figure 2 shows 
the structure of the SCoA Inventory-Farsi. Cronbach’s alpha estimates of 
reliability (Table 1) for each factor were adequate, especially in light of 
how few items were in each subscale; alpha coefficients for the four main 
scales were robust. We conclude, then, that the SCoA Inventory represents 
well the responses of this sample of successful Iranian university students.

IranIan unIversIty students’ conceptIons of assessment
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Figure 2. SCoA Inventory-Farsi measurement model
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Scale scores were calculated by averaging all items contributing to each 
factor displayed in figure 2 (Table 1). Improvement as a general purpose 
was most strongly endorsed and improved student learning was endorsed 
more than teachers’ use for improved teaching (d = .40), suggesting that 
students endorsed the principle of exercising responsibility and strategic 
effort to learn in response to assessment. external attribution received 
moderate endorsement with a somewhat stronger emphasis on assessment 
as an indicator of school quality than as a predictor of personal future (d 
= .34). It may be that students associated their personal success with the 
quality of the institution in which they were enrolled: I am a good student 
and this university is a good school. Both Irrelevance and Affect received 
mean scores below 3.00, suggesting weak agreement at best and with 
very small differences in mean scores between first-order factors. 

Table 1. SCoA Inventory-Farsi scale descriptive statistics 

SCoA Inventory Scales # of items
Scale 

reliability 
(alpha)

M SD

Improvement 10 .87 3.53 0.90

Student Learning 5 .80 3.73 1.00

Teacher Instruction 5 .78 3.34 0.96

External Attribution 6 .79 3.02 0.97

School Quality 2 .69 3.27 1.20

Future 4 .71 2.89 1.04

Irrelevance 8 .75 2.99 0.85

Bad 5 .64 3.13 0.88

Affect 7 .84 2.83 0.99

Class Environment 5 .84 2.87 1.07

Personal Enjoyment 2 .62 2.74 1.21

factor intercorrelations (Table 2) showed a logically consistent pattern 
between irrelevance and the three other factors (all negative) indicating 
that the more assessment served one of these purposes, the less it was 
irrelevant. furthermore, the very strong relationship (r = .93) between 
external attribution and improvement suggests that students see no conflict 
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between the notion of improvement and evaluating schools or predicting 
students’ future. The affective and social aspect of assessment was strongly 
correlated, with both external futures and improvement suggesting that 
students were consistent in their tendency to rate this construct. A simpler 
model (in which one factor predicted the six subfactors of Improvement, 
External, and Affect and was correlated with irrelevance) was tested and 
found to have statistically significant poorer fit (z = 9.53, p<.001) than 
the hierarchical SCoA Inventory. Hence, notwithstanding the high factor 
intercorrelations, the current model of the SCoA Inventory for this sample 
has a statistically significant better fit to the data.

Table 2. SCoA Inventory-Farsi assessment purpose conceptions 
intercorrelations

SCoA Inventory-Farsi Purposes 1 2 3 4

1. Improvement

2. External .93

3. Affect .82 .88

4. Irrelevance -.66 -.50 -.52

The MAnOVA analysis design tested main effects for student age, degree 
status, gender, grade point average, and subject discipline, and all two-way 
interactions among these five predictors for effect on the four purposes 
factor means (Table 3). All analyses showed that student demographic 
characteristics were not statistically significant predictors of mean scores 
for the four SCoA Inventory purposes. replication of this analysis 
with the seven first-order factors, likewise, showed that there were no 
statistically significant predictors to conceptions of assessment related 
to student demographic or enrolment characteristics. This indicated that 
the students in this sample shared similar levels of endorsement for the 
four purposes. This equivalence is probably driven by the students’ shared 
experience of the university’s common assessment policy and practice, 
rather than any differences inherent in their different academic careers. 
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Table 3. MANOVA results for student demographic characteristics 
predicting SCoA Inventory-Farsi purpose conception mean scores

df

Effect Wilks’ 
Lambda F Hypothesis Error p

Age .997 0.54 4 672.0 .71

Degree Status .988 2.03 4 672.0 .09

Gender .992 1.31 4 672.0 .27

Grade point average .996 0.67 4 672.0 .61

Discipline .996 0.67 4 672.0 .61

Age * Grade point average .995 0.78 4 672.0 .54

Degree Status * Age .993 1.15 4 672.0 .33

Degree Status * Grade point average .993 1.19 4 672.0 .31

Gender * Age .989 1.86 4 672.0 .12

Gender * Grade point average .986 2.41 4 672.0 .05

Discipline * Age .998 0.32 4 672.0 .86

Discipline * Degree Status 1.000 __ 0 673.5  

Discipline * Gender .996 0.71 4 672.0 .58

Discipline * Grade point average .995 0.89 4 672.0 .47

Discussion
In accordance with previous studies that have found some support for the 
use of the SCoA Inventory with higher education populations, a farsi-
language version of the SCoA Inventory was administered to a large 
sample of students at a single university in Iran. With the removal of 
just two items, the multidimensional, hierarchical structure of the SCoA 
Inventory was recovered with acceptable levels of fit. The factor mean 
scores were statistically equivalent across student sex, level of study 
(undergraduate vs postgraduate), and discipline (sciences vs. humanities), 
while controlling for grade point average and age. Since all students 
had sufficient experience to have been assessed at least once within the 
university, it is unlikely that their responses were guided solely by their 
high schooling or university entrance testing experience. nonetheless, as 
Janahi (2013) showed in Bahrain, it is likely that students experienced 
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similar assessment practices both in compulsory schooling and in higher 
education contexts; consequently, it would be expected that beliefs 
between students in these levels would be similar. The similarity between 
undergraduate and postgraduate students suggests that there is little 
difference in how assessments in this university are implemented.

While replication studies, such as this, have merit in demonstrating 
validity in the factorial structure of an inventory in a new context, 
repeating such studies ad infinitum may not serve educational research 
well. The current study, carried out in a jurisdiction that is poorly 
understood outside its own borders, reinforces the ecological rationality 
argument concerning the impact of the educational assessment policy and 
practice framework. This study shows that, notwithstanding the unique 
features of Iranian society, the policy decisions around using formal 
examinations as a selection and consequence mechanism have predictable 
effects on learners, and possibly teachers as well. Cross-cultural research 
of this type reinforces our appreciation that there are universal aspects 
of education, notwithstanding cultural differences. nonetheless, it is 
unlikely that politicians and policy analysts would be willing to accept 
logical arguments and evidence obtained from outside their own society 
and jurisdiction. This suggests that policy makers within any jurisdiction, 
wishing to evaluate the validity of their policy choices, could actively 
consider using an instrument like the SCoA Inventory as a means of 
gaining validation evidence. The current study clearly signals that 
adoption of an assessment for learning policy (e.g., as deployed in new 
Zealand or Queensland) would encounter significant resistance, since 
accountability and improvement are so tightly linked in the perceptions 
of students. Our advice is that a new policy would require substantial 
changes to the system before widespread acceptance of the change is 
likely to appear. Hence, studies like this are useful for informing policy 
change and development within a society and for contributing to our 
general understanding of how policy and practice shape beliefs, values, 
attitudes, and perceptions.

However, the opportunistic sample led to bias in terms of the high self-
reported grade point average of participants, meaning that the current 
results cannot be assumed to be representative of the larger Iranian 
student population. further, the sample is drawn from a single university 
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and so generalisations to the Iranian population are premature; the study 
provides an early indication of the beliefs that highly successful students 
in Iran have about assessment. This bias in terms of our sample suggests 
that the results are reflective of the academically able Iranian student 
experience of assessment. This conclusion leaves us to wonder what the 
conceptions of assessment might be among academically unsuccessful or 
struggling students: clearly, a matter for future research.

The current stable set of results across student demographic characteristics 
does not indicate that these conceptions are traits. Indeed, it is the consistent 
argument in researching conceptions of assessment that these beliefs, 
attitudes, and opinions are ecologically rational responses to conditions 
that apply in the context in which beliefs are sampled (e.g., Brown & 
Michaelides, 2011; Pishghadam et al., 2014). These Iranian students have 
learned these beliefs through their experience with the Iranian assessment 
culture. Major changes in the policy and practice environment are expected 
to result in belief changes. However, it is perhaps unlikely that university 
education anywhere in the world will give up the use of assessment 
as a means of holding students accountable or selecting students for 
rewards based on assessed performance. Hence, it may be that different 
conceptions of assessment among higher education students are unlikely. 
It is also accepted that approaching assessment in general, as discussed 
in this article, may be inappropriate since, like learning, assessment is 
context-bound. Assessment in mathematics, medicine, or education may 
be a very different construct; nonetheless, all university assessments 
serve either the improvement or the accountability function. Hence, it 
seems appropriate in early stages of investigating student thinking about 
assessment to develop a baseline understanding of how students perceive 
assessment before conducting future studies that examine student beliefs 
and perceptions within disciplines or learning areas.

Since the students surveyed had all successfully completed one or more 
examinations, it is not surprising that they agreed most strongly with 
the purpose of student improvement. generally, successful learners, in 
accordance with self-regulation theory, evaluate their own learning—
and information about what was done wrong is a powerful mechanism 
for improvement before the next assessment. Interestingly, the students 
agreed somewhat more weakly that teachers also made use of assessments 
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to improve their instructional activities. This lower score may reflect a 
relative paucity of formative feedback from instructors, which means 
an important opportunity for enhanced learning is being missed. The 
degree to which university instructors in Iran modify their curriculum or 
pedagogy based on student results is not known. given the robust top-
down policy environment and a lack of policy emphasis on formative 
assessment, it seems unlikely that professors would make significant 
changes to well-established practices that maintain the status quo of 
using assessment to hold students accountable (Pishghadam et al., 2014, 
Pishghadam & Shayesteh, 2012). Indeed, Webber (2012) pointed out that 
only small increases in learner-centred assessment practices took place 
in the United States between 1993 and 2004 with a policy that pressed 
towards greater improvement-oriented assessment. This may suggest that 
Iranian academics, not being under such policy pressures, would be much 
more resistant to changing their practices. furthermore, if changes are 
made at all, they are likely to be made at the end of a course, in preparation 
for the next term, making it difficult for students to experience uses made 
by teachers of assessment results. However, if the power of formative 
assessment is to be exploited, instructors need to change practices based 
on assessed results (Brown, 2010), and students need to know that this is 
happening. Otherwise, students are rational in conceiving that the purpose 
of assessment is to require a change on their part and, much less so, on the 
part of the instructors.

Additionally, the students as a whole indicated some agreement with 
the conception that assessment evaluates school quality. In Iran, 
student examination scores are used to select students for entry; hence, 
institutions with higher entry standards must, by definition, be better 
schools. Since this information is in the public domain, it is a powerful 
accountability mechanism which influences instructors to maximise 
examination scores, perhaps even at the expense of proper pedagogical 
and curriculum practice. furthermore, university students can associate 
their own perceived quality with the reputation of their institution, and 
such a “reflected glory” mechanism may be partly behind this positive 
endorsement of the school quality purpose. Indeed, this interpretation 
is supported by the very strong correlation between improvement and 
external attribution.
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It would seem, like previous studies with teachers in Chinese contexts 
(Brown, Hui, Yu, & Kennedy, 2011), accountability functions are 
intertwined with improvement purposes. High scores on examinations 
are deemed to be a method of improving learning and, at the same 
time, predicting students’ personal futures and evaluating their teaching 
institutions. Self-evidently, the origins of such associations for Iranian 
people are not the same as Chinese whose values can be attributed to a 
Confucian heritage. There is probably, at root, some interaction of Iranian 
values with Arabic (Saad, 2006) and Islamic (Wan Daud, 2010) traditions 
responsible for this collocation of beliefs; though a more sophisticated 
understanding is warranted. Qualitative, phenomenographic studies with 
Chinese students (Brown & Wang, 2013; Wang & Brown, 2014) found 
additional beliefs not present in the current SCoA Inventory. Hence, 
it may be that such studies may identify other factors among Iranian 
students that explain the current responses.

nonetheless, despite some positively evaluated uses for assessment, the 
Iranian students also gave slight agreement to the notion that assessment 
was bad. This suggests that students may be thinking that “yes, assessment 
is used to judge and improve, but it is not always good for students”. The 
high pressure of preparing for examinations, and the high consequences 
for passing or failing probably puts undue pressure on the students, an 
interpretation highly consistent with the views expressed by Hong Kong 
university students (Brown & Wang, 2013). The pressure of performing 
and the fear of failing may well explain why the students indicated that 
assessment was, to some degree, bad. An additional explanation may 
be that some Iranian teachers believe that assessment is irrelevant and 
does not display students’ performance well (Pishghadam & Shayesteh, 
2012). If teachers hold this view, it would not be surprising to see students 
express a similar negative attitude towards assessment.

We conclude that the SCoA Inventory, despite its origins with secondary 
school students in a Western country, has elicited some common notions 
about the nature and purposes of assessment. That this is so seems to 
arise from the common functions of assessment, especially around 
qualifications, certification, and selection. This is especially so as higher 
education becomes a globalised industry in which assessment evaluates 
students, assists in improving student learning, and guides and evaluates 
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teaching improvements. To cope with these pressures, it would appear 
that academically able students espouse using assessment to guide their 
own learning and this self-regulatory response may have contributed to 
their academic success. We suggest that the SCoA Inventory may have 
some interesting capabilities in examining student beliefs and attitudes 
across linguistic, cultural, and policy differences. 
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Appendix: Students’ Conceptions of Assessment Inventory and 
 گیری درسی پرسشنامه ی فهم از سنجش و اندازه

code مفاهیم سنجش و اندازه گیری Student Conceptions of Assessment 

Affect & Social Benefit

ce1
  درهنگام برگزاری سنجش، جو خوبی در کالس

ما وجود دارد.
When we do assessments, there is a good atmosphere 
in our class

ce3
   سنجش، من و همکالسی هایم را تشویق به

همکاری می کند.
Assessment motivates me and my classmates to help 
each other

ce4
 زمانی که سنجش می شویم در کالس ما جو 

همکاری بیشتر می شود
Our class becomes more supportive when we are 
assessed

ce5
سنجش، میزان همکاری را در کالس ما افزایش 

می دهد.
Assessment makes our class cooperate more with 
each other

ce6
سنجش، دانشجویان کالس را به کار گروهی و 

کمک به یکدیگر تشویق می کند.
Assessment encourages my class to work together 
and help each other

pe1
هنگامی که سنجش می شوم، از یادگیری لذت 

بیشتری می برم.
I find myself really enjoying learning when I am 
assessed

pe2
سنجش برای من یک فعالیت جذاب و لذت بخش 

است.
Assessment is an engaging and enjoyable experience 
for me

External Attributions

sf1
سنجش در تعیین شغل آینده من مهم است. Assessment is important for my future career or job

sf2
نتایج سنجش پیش بینی کننده عملکرد من در آینده 

هستند. Assessment results predict my future performance

sf3
نتایج سنجش نشان دهنده میزان هوش من است. Assessment results show how intelligent I am

sf4
 نتایج سنجش، می تواند میزان یادگیری مرا به 

والدینم گزارش دهد. Assessment tells my parents how much I’ve learnt

sq1
سنجش، میزان کیفیت و ارزش یک دانشگاه را 

اندازه گیری می کند. Assessment measures the worth or quality of schools

sq2
  نتایج سنجش هر دانشگاه نشان دهنده کیفیت 

عملکرد آن مجموعه می باشد.
Assessment provides information on how well 
schools are doing

Improvement

si1

پی بردن به نکات درسی که اشتباه یا ناکافی یاد 
گرفته ام به من در تعیین سطح یادگیری ام کمک 

می کند.

I look at what I got wrong or did poorly on to guide 
what I should learn next
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code مفاهیم سنجش و اندازه گیری Student Conceptions of Assessment 

si2
من به نتایج سنجش (امتحان ، پروژه.... (اهمیت 
می دهم تا عملکردم در کارهای بعدی بهتر شود.

I pay attention to my assessment results in order to 
focus on what I could do better next time

si3
من از نتایج سنجش برای پیشرفت یادگیری ام 

استفاده می کنم.
I make use of the feedback I get to improve my 
learning

si4
من از نتایج سنجش برای پیشرفت یادگیری ام 

استفاده می کنم.
I use assessments to take responsibility for my next 
learning steps

si5
  من از سنجش به عنوان عامل تعیین کننده سطوح 

یادگیری ام در آینده استفاده می کنم. I use assessments to identify what I need to study next

ti1
استادان از سنجش برای کمک به پیشرفت من 

استفاده می کنند. My teachers use assessment to help me improve

ti2
استادان از نتایج سنجش در تعیین نکاتی ید 

درمرحله بعد به من بیاموزند استفاده می کنند.
Teachers use my assessment results to see what they 
need to teach me next

ti4
 سنجش، مقیاسی برای نشان دادن میزان یری من 

از استانداردها و اهداف درسی است.
Assessment is checking off my progress against 
achievement objectives or standards

ti5
سنجش، ابزاری برای تعیین میزان یادگیری من از 

درس است.
Assessment is a way to determine how much I have 
learned from teaching

ti6
سنجش به استادان کمک می کند تا میزان پیشرفت 

درسی مرا پیگیری کنند. Assessment helps teachers track my progress

Irrelevance

bd1
سنجش، بی ارزش است. Assessment is value-less

bd2
سنجش برای دانشجویان ناعادالنه است. Assessment is unfair to students

bd3
نتایج سنجش از دقت زیادی برخوردار نیستند. Assessment results are not very accurate

bd4
استادان زیاده از حد به برگزاری سنجش اهمیت 

می دهند. Teachers are over-assessing

bd5
سنجش، مانع یادگیری من می شود. Assessment interferes with my learning

ig1
سنجش، تاثیر کمی بر یادگیری من دارد. Assessment has little impact on my learning

ig2
  من نتایج سنجشم را یا دور می ریزم و یا به آن 

اهمیتی نمی دهم. I ignore or throw away my assessment results

ig3
I ignore assessment information  به نتایج سنجش اهمیت نمی دهم.
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