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Abstract
Assessment tasks that acknowledge the diverse social, cultural, and academic needs
of learners, and the situated nature of learning, not only have the potential to scaffold
effective learning, but can also generate positive outcomes for students in social
studies. Assessment from this perspective aligns with sociocultural theories of
learning and advances the principles of ‗assessment for learning‘. This multiple case
study research set out to explore how five experienced teachers in New Zealand [NZ]
were formally assessing learning in their year 9 and 10 social studies courses. The
intention was to gain some understanding of how the current assessment practices
that teachers use in their year 9 and 10 social studies courses align with: (i)
contemporary perspectives of ‗assessment for learning‘, (ii) findings from the
international research literature, and (iii) the NZ Ministry of Education‘s assessment
policies. The research involved visiting and interviewing each participant teacher on
two occasions during the later part of 2009, and reviewing a selection of their school‘s
assessment documents.

The results from this research suggest that effective NZ secondary school teachers
consciously or unconsciously use ‗assessment for learning‘ practices consistent with
sociocultural principles, to formally assess learning in their year 9 and 10 social
studies courses. The research also found that there are often a variety of factors—
curriculum, school policy, time constraints, and professional support—that limit
teachers‘ capacity to implement valid, constructively aligned, and effective
programmes of assessment. While teachers were not always consciously aware of the
theory that underpinned their practice, or the implications of the decisions they were
making, the data suggests that the teachers in this study were committed to ensuring
that their students had the opportunity to engage in interesting, manageable, and
well constructed assessment tasks that had the potential to foster learning and
empower students to develop the knowledge, skills, and confidence to become self
motivated lifelong learners.
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