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Abstract 

 
This paper explores some issues concerning the representation and application of standards. 
The term ‘standard’ has a variety of meanings, with different consequences for practice. A 
key distinction is ‘content standards’ versus ‘performance standards’. Another distinction is a 
‘range of standards’ versus a ‘targeted or expected standard’. Standards can be represented by 
cut-scores or ordered categories (or a combination of these). The traditional psychometric 
approach sees standard setting as an empirical exercise dependent on the assessed cohort 
performance; the emergent decision-based assessment approach sees standard setting as a 
judgement process dependent on prior description and example. Also, standards representing 
comparative performance on a particular task or course can be different from standards 
representing developmental improvement over time. Clearly, standards need to be represented 
differently for different purposes—form fitted to function. There is also a need to invent new 
ways of representing and managing standards that fit a personalised approach to learning. 
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between each level (that is, 24 categories overall). The levels represent typical progress at 
two-year intervals from Preparatory to Year 10. 

VELS uses term ‘standards’ in three different ways: content standards—the knowledge and 
skills expected to be taught in each of the strands; developmental standards—the levels and 
progression points for assessing progress; and expected standards—the typical or targeted 
level for each year level. As a further complication, the Australian Government now requires 
all schools to report student performance to parents each semester on an A–E scale 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2005). Under VELS, Victoria maintains an expectation that 
schools will continue to assess the standard (level) and progression point reached by each 
student, with computerised conversion to an A–E grade appropriate for each year level (and 
representation of the levels in terms of their year of typical attainment). These characteristics 
of VELS are both visionary and realistic, adhering to the benefits of charting student progress 
developmentally but acceding to governmental and parental expectations of merit grading 
within year cohorts. Whether this will be successful or confusing remains to be seen.13 

In general, there are some clear benefits in using developmental standards: 

·  They provide explicit steps and targets for developmental progress. 
·  There is a language and expectation of progress.  
·  They make evident to students the progress they have made. 
·  They provide clear targets for further learning 
·  Student spurts and plateaus can be seen as natural and expected.  

There are a couple of caveats. First, as for content standards, developmental levels descriptors 
depict typical performance but will not fit every student. Second, as for merit standards, levels 
can be holistic (cover several dimensions) with similar problems of best fit (tradeoffs) and 
imprecise meaning. Third, how slower progress is handled will affect student self-
perceptions. There is a clear need for flexibility in using developmental standards. 

There are also some challenges for developmental standards: how to promote acceptance of a 
new and different framework for reporting progress that breaks with traditional concepts of 
grading ; how to combine developmental levels with expected levels without reverting to a 
language of failure; how to talk about slower progress without creating negative self-
perceptions; and how to develop school structures to support developmental progression. 

Conclusion 

This paper has explored some different meanings of the term ‘standards’ in educational 
assessment. It indicates a variety of ways in which we currently talk about and represent 
standards, each serving a different purpose and having different strengths and limitations. We 
should not confuse one meaning and purpose with another. We can reduce confusion and 
improve communication by being clear about the type of standard to which we are referring. 
This is a matter of fitting form to function. Rather than attempt to shoehorn one type of 
standard into all situations, that is, assume that ‘one size fits all’, we should recognise the 
strengths and limitations of each type of standard and tailor our practice accordingly. 

However, that is not the end of the story. The analysis in this paper also suggests that there 
are some critical issues to address in relation to the way we talk about and frame educational 
standards. In particular, standards of any kind assume a ‘typical student’ (to set the pace and 
the expectations) and a ‘typical range of students’ (to represent different degrees of coping 
with the standard pace and expectations). The consequence is that we force-fit students to 

                                                 
13 Referents for A–E in Victoria are defined relative to the expected level for each year: well above, 
above, at, below, well below. Other Australian states and territories have adopted similar generic 
descriptors (for example, excellent, good, satisfactory, limited and poor) that offer crude comparative 
indicators (almost certainly inconsistently applied by different teachers and schools) but convey no 
information about what the student actually knows or can do. This may be sufficient for some purposes 
but not others. 






