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This article presents the Center for Pedagogical Measurements’ experience of assessment procedures transfor-
mative challenge when the COVID-19 was unfolding across the world and when there was no ready scenario
that could guide online instruction and assessment as well. The authors of the article have provided the cases
of adaptive responses and scenario design in terms of specific cases across all projects: students’ selection,
monitoring, ongoing and external summative assessments of students’ achievements, and teacher appraisal. 

The Autonomous Educational Organization
“Nazarbayev Intellectual Schools” (NIS) was
initiated and established to enhance the intel-
lectual capacity of Kazakhstan through the
development and implementation of an inno-
vative model of mathematics- and science-
orientated and trilingual school system. Today,
NIS has a network of 20 purpose-built Intellec-
tual Schools across Kazakhstan, which inte-
grates in its educational processes the best
national traditions and international standards.

The branch Center for Pedagogical Mea-
surements (CPM) under NIS was established
in February 2012 to obtain and provide objec-
tive and reliable information on the quality of
education in Intellectual Schools. 

CPM oversees the following projects: 

• students’ selection to identify and select
students for Grade 7 who are capable to
study and succeed in Intellectual Schools;

• ongoing assessment to provide continuous
feedback on students’ learning achieve-
ments (formative assessment) and evaluate
the learning outcomes actually achieved by
students at the end of units and terms (sum-
mative assessment); 

• monitoring of students’ learning achieve-
ments to periodically indicate students’
actual level of knowledge and their prog-
ress in reading and math;

• external summative assessment to examine
students’ achievements by the end of the
secondary and high schools to certify
equivalently to International Advanced

Downloaded from ftp.​nowpublishers.​com/​qrde/​article-pdf/​21/​3/​75/​10968133/​qrde-03-2021-0013en.​pdf by guest on 16 October 2026



76 The Quarterly Review of Distance Education Vol. 21, No. 3, 2020

IAP PROOFS

© 2020

Subsidiary (AS) and Advanced (A) Levels
standards; and

• teacher appraisal to determine the compli-
ance of teachers with qualification charac-
teristics based on an assessment of their
professional competence and to identify
perspectives to ensure the continuity of
professional development.

Despite the established culture of assess-
ment procedures over the last 8 years, CPM as
well as other educational organizations in the
world had to respond to the unprecedented
challenges caused by COVID-19 to ensure
quality and equity of students’ learning and
assessment. The challenges “requiring shifts in
thinking and more flexible approaches” to
manage assessments, particularly high-stakes
exams (World Bank, 2020).

The main challenge CPM had faced was to
ensure expected quality of all assessment pro-
cedures when classroom instruction shifted to
online. It is obvious that not all assessment
procedures were easily transferable to the
remote environment. Existing technologies
had a variety of security and privacy concerns.
In this regard, a range of decisions were made
for different procedures according to specific
features of the projects: cancellation, postpon-
ing the schedules, and implementation of alter-
native approaches, as well as designing new
procedures. The proactive strategies and reac-
tions of CPM to the challenges set by the unex-
pected pandemic outbreak are presented by
several cases.

CASE #1 STUDENTS’ SELECTION

The students’ selection is one of the high-stake
procedures, which is focused on the identifica-
tion of students’ abilities to study science and
mathematics by assessing subject knowledge,
functional literacy, and language competen-
cies. 

The government of the country took the
decision to lockdown in Kazakhstan the day
before students’ selection process launch. By

this time, all the materials, schools’ staff
involved in test administration were ready and
CPM test coordinators had already arrived at
the testing venues. As a result of lockdown,
students’ selection procedures had undergone
significant changes. 

First, considering the number of applicants
(20,084) and in order to build social cohesion
among all stakeholders, we started discussions
with the government of the country about
actions to be taken. In this circumstance of
uncertainty, when the duration of such emer-
gency measures is likely to continue for a cer-
tain time, decision-making was difficult. The
only decision that was appropriate was to post-
pone the dates of the test to an uncertain
period. 

Furthermore, we understood that cancella-
tion of this procedure would lead to the loss of
opportunity for those applicants to get access
to one of the best schools in the country.
Namely, for those who are from economically
or socially disadvantaged families “such loss
may have negative effects on productivity
growth, innovation and employment, includ-
ing future lower earnings for the student
cohorts directly affected by the lockdown” (Di
Pietro et al., 2020). 

Secondly, communication plan had to be
revised within short time frames to address to
all stakeholders. This included posts in NIS’
official website and all official social network
accounts, telephone calls to all the applicants’
legal representatives; appointing the responsi-
ble staff to invigilate at schools at the sched-
uled day to inform those who could come.

Rescheduling the students’ selection to later
dates could bring such risks, as the beginning
of the school year behind time and psycholog-
ical issues for applicants, which might cause
burning out of their motivation. In this regard,
there was a need to rearrange the forthcoming
students’ selection procedure to reflect new
challenges. CPM had to ensure the quality,
validity, transparency, and safety of all proce-
dures in the students’ selection. 

In March, the revision of the stages of stu-
dents’ selection process began. All concerned

Downloaded from ftp.​nowpublishers.​com/​qrde/​article-pdf/​21/​3/​75/​10968133/​qrde-03-2021-0013en.​pdf by guest on 16 October 2026



Instructional Technology in a Time of Crisis 77

IAP PROOFS

© 2020

stakeholders who were involved in the follow-
up selection process should have been aware
of their functionality during the testing in new
conditions. An update of the instruction for the
test coordinators and for all school staff who
were involved, identifying their roles and
responsibilities in the selection process were
required.

As the World Health Organization recom-
mended to maintain a physical distancing
between people in the room, conditions of the
test were changed. Namely, the sitting plan in
testing rooms had to be changed. Thus, it was
necessary to recollate materials of the test,
since each material was intended for a specific
applicant. This was mostly done in April.

The following stage in May involved dis-
patch of test materials to 20 schools. In this
process, there were difficulties with the deliv-
ery of materials to the cities. This challenge
was overcome by well-coordinated work
between CPM employees and the logistics
company. As a result, exam materials were
delivered on time to the cities in a secure con-
dition.

One of the main stages was conducting the
selection of students in 20 schools in June in
compliance with sanitary and antiepidemio-
logical standards by all participants. In this
regard, rules for ensuring sanitary and epide-
miological measures were developed in accor-
dance with the recommendations of the World
Health Organization. 20 test coordinators, and
31 assistants were involved in administering
the selection process. There was also an online
instruction for the Intellectual Schools’ staff.
As a result, the students’ selection was suc-
cessfully conducted in compliance with all
sanitary and anti-epidemiological standards. 

Statistical and psychometric processing of
the test results were carried out online in July
together with the strategic partner CITO, Neth-
erlands. 

All the above-mentioned measures did not
have any negative effect both on applicants’
performance on the test and their health state.
As a result, in August 2, 952 applicants were
admitted to Intellectual Schools to study in the

seventh grade of Nazarbayev Intellectual
Schools. 

CASE #2 ONGOING ASSESSMENT 
OF STUDENTS’ LEARNING 
ACHIEVEMENTS

According to Di Pietro et al. (2020), COVID-
19 may affect students negatively both in
acquisition of cognitive and non-cognitive
skills, and may have important long-term con-
sequences in addition to the short-term ones.

We understood that ongoing assessment of
students’ learning achievements contributed to
the development and maintenance of students’
skills. However, during the time of lockdown,
students are likely to suffer from the lack of
ongoing feedback from their teachers, and this
can result in learning loss. Studies show that
school closures could result in significantly
lower achievement for students. However,
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development research shows that through con-
tinuous assessment, it is possible to maintain
acquisition of skills by students as well as their
interactions with teachers (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development,
2020). Thus, several actions were taken to
respond to this challenge. 

In March, the holidays at schools started a
week earlier than usual. As a response to this
measure, we had to invest our time in contin-
gency planning, namely, a great deal of effort
was put forth to develop documents and guide-
lines for schools, to implement technologies
and put them in place, and adapt to the new
learning environment. 

The ongoing assessment of students’ learn-
ing achievements was adapted to the condi-
tions of new learning environment in Term 4,
as “the landscape of classrooms changed sig-
nificantly” (Tarasawa, 2020). Furthermore,
digitalization of everyday classroom instruc-
tions changed the ways of delivering formative
and summative assessments. In this regard,
teachers were informed and instructed via live
webinars about the actions taken by CPM, and
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they received explicit guidance on how to
assess in new context.

In April we released recommendations for
teachers on how to make assessment virtually
available and how to organize and deliver for-
mative and summative assessments during the
period of distance learning. Policies and proto-
cols for organizing and conducting ongoing
assessment of students’ learning achievements
were revised as well. It was decided that sev-
eral subjects with less contact hours should not
be assessed summatively, to balance students’
study load. Also, the time allocated for sum-
mative assessment was reduced across all sub-
jects and grades. Consequently, these affected
the content of 90 test specifications for Term 4
summative assessments. 

Furthermore, we had to determine the needs
of the schools in terms of ongoing assessment.
In this regard, research on distance learning
was carried out in April by the research depart-
ment with participation of teachers, students,
and their parents from 20 Intellectual Schools.
The results and feedback received on assess-
ment showed general satisfaction of the
respondents. In their feedback, some students
asked to increase the time for completion of
summative assessment assignments or weaken
its requirements due to the current circum-
stances. Most teachers were concerned about
the issue of external summative assessment
and what the procedures and the format would
look like. Teachers were also interested in how
the principles of academic honesty could be
monitored during the assessments. 

Reflecting students’ and teachers’ needs, a
series of subject-specific webinars were con-
ducted as a support for NIS teachers on how to
organize summative assessment, to develop
test items aligning with distance learning, to
use data from assessment to improve students’
skills to ensure academic honesty in a remote
environment. 

All Term 4 summative assessments were
conducted in online format in May. To ensure
the quality of these assessments, CPM exter-
nally reviewed summative assessment papers
set by Intellectual Schools’ teachers. Microsoft

Teams platform together with Learning apps,
Google Forms, Microsoft Forms, as well as
other technical solutions like scanned copies,
photo sent via email and other messengers
were and could be used to carry out the assess-
ments.

Analysis of progress and quality of knowl-
edge done in June at the completion of Term 4
and academic year showed that there was no
decrease in performance results of students.
This was mostly achieved because of reinforc-
ing the role of the formative assessment prac-
tice in schools and incorporating to the
timetable additional consultations for small
groups of students or individual ones.

July and August were the time for creating
“restarting plan for schools” (Tarasawa, 2020),
preparing documents and procedures for the
new academic year. Summative assessment
specifications, Rules and Guidelines for
assessment were revised taking into account
the assessment experience from distance learn-
ing in Term 4. 

Schools did not open in the new academic
year, so we continued Term 1 in distance for-
mat in September. In this regard, CPM is
implementing coordination of formative and
summative assessment under the conditions of
distance learning.

CASE #3 MONITORING
OF STUDENTS’ LEARNING 
ACHIEVEMENTS

We understood that COVID-19 would proba-
bly last a while, thus it was very important for
NIS to find the tool to remotely identify stu-
dents’ learning achievements and the gaps in
order to incorporate more scaffolding. Studies
show that less time spent in learning can lead
to learning loss (Kuhfeld & Tarasawa, 2020).
Notwithstanding the shift to online learning
and teaching, monitoring of students’ learning
still needs to be conducted (UNESCO, 2020).
Empirical studies showed the effectiveness of
curriculum-based measurement as a reliable
indicator of student progress in reading and
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math, and it can have a positive impact on fur-
ther students’ learning achievement (Foegen et
al., 2007; McMaster & Espin, 2007).

It was difficult to understand what virtual
instruction and missing contact hours of teach-
ing and learning may mean in terms of stu-
dents’ achievements, and it was more difficult
to identify learning loss of students without
appropriate tools to measure. According the
reports of the United Nations (2020), learning
loss will have long-term effect in students. We
instantly reacted to this situation and at the end
of March, we began internal conversation with
the information technology department,
schools, and managing team about how to
transform current tools of monitoring that are
in place to virtual ones. 

The following two measures were designed
to help all stakeholders to identify learning tra-
jectory of each student during the time of lock-
down: 

1. monitoring of students’ level of func-
tional literacy within three domains:
mathematics, science, and language, as a
prerequisite for the secondary school
external summative assessment; 

2. monitoring of Grade 7–12 students’ learn-
ing achievements on the topics that were
taught in Terms 3 and 4 of 2019–2020
academic year.

Both measures were taken to support
schools in filling the gaps in students’ learning
experienced during the lockdown. Afterwards,
we came to a decision that for monitoring both
we needed an item bank that would be friendly
with technologies, thus in March we immedi-
ately started to develop test items as well as
online platforms to deliver monitoring for stu-
dents. 

For the first monitoring, 500 items were
developed, and the online testing was launched
at the end of April for 2,070 students. Schools
were provided with 6,208 reports that com-
prise detailed information on students’
achievements across all items tested. 

Additionally, schools were provided with
online simulator where students and teachers
could work together, and teachers could scaf-
fold students by exercising with released
items. 

For the second monitoring of students
learning achievements toward expected out-
comes of the curriculum, namely during the
period of lockdown, 2,720 new items were
developed and reviewed by CPM experts. In
addition, they were reviewed in terms of lan-
guage equivalency and migrated into online
platform. At the beginning of September, log-
ins and passwords for 14,929 accounts were
generated and sent to schools; students were
able to take the tests from their home using
their laptops or personal computers. After the
test, students’ results were processed statisti-
cally and individual reports and reports at the
class/school level were generated. These
reports were distributed to all stakeholders
(school administration, teachers, students, and
parents). 

Furthermore, NIS teachers were provided
with explicit guidelines and trained remotely
how to interpret and use data given in the
reports to integrate them with teaching and
learning. Also, data from these reports allowed
teachers to use a variety of instructional tech-
niques to move students progressively toward
expected outcomes of the curriculum, to reach
higher levels of comprehension and skill
acquisition, and to bridge learning gaps.

This emergency action in getting schools to
maintain the standards of learning showed that
both monitorings were tremendously helpful
for schools and could be implemented several
times to provide individualized support help-
ing teachers and understand why students may
not be progressing. In addition, this approach
could be considered as one of the ways of par-
ents’ engagement as it sought to support not
only students and teachers, but also parents by
informing them via reports, as parents play a
significant role in the success of students
learning at home. 
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CASE #4 EXTERNAL
SUMMATIVE ASSESSMENT

Over the last 6 years, Grade 10 and 12 students
of Nazarbayev Intellectual Schools annually
take an external summative assessment (ESA). 

Grade 10 ESA is administered by CPM, and
students are awarded Secondary school certifi-
cate (attestat).

Grade 12 ESA is administered jointly with
Cambridge Assessment International Educa-
tion (Cambridge International) and is equiva-
lent in standards to International AS/A Level.
After passing examinations, graduates of the
Nazarbayev Intellectual schools are awarded a
certificate that is recognized by 18 Kazakh-
stani universities, as well as by international
universities in the United Kingdom, Korea,
China, and international organizations (UK
National Recognition Information Center,
Universities and Colleges Admissions Service,
Netherlands Education Support Office). 

However, due to the pandemic, in order to
ensure the safety of students, Grade 10 ESA
was canceled by internal decision, and Cam-
bridge International also decided not to hold
AS/A Level examinations in May–June 2020
in all countries, including Grade 12 ESA in
Kazakhstan.

This unexpected decision triggered misun-
derstanding among our stakeholders, thus NIS
leaders swiftly designed a response to this
challenge to protect young graduates and give
them an opportunity to be admitted to universi-
ties. In the report of the World Bank, 2020 it is
also noted that matriculation exams are critical
to the future of students, especially those from
disadvantaged groups. Thus, NIS in coopera-
tion with Cambridge International were work-
ing hard and scrambling since April and
started to invest time to the development of the
method of calculation graduates’ grades. Start-
ing from April both teams put all the effort to
create a robust statistical method to standard-
ize the award of ESA certificates based on the
students’ performance throughout their period
of study as well as teachers’ professional judg-
ment. This was done to maintain the standard

of the ESA and ensure the comparability of the
current year certificates with the certificate of
previous years’ graduates.

To implement this change in policy, NIS
formed contingency plan with detailed actions
to ensure common vision and understanding
across all Intellectual schools’ network.
Schools were provided with instructional
materials on how to collect data and rank stu-
dents. During April and May, CPM staff had
supported schools remotely, even after the
release of the ESA grades. Within 2 months,
data were gathered and analyzed afterwards,
and within another month, grades were
awarded and released. 

Fortunately, this approach showed its effec-
tiveness in times of crisis. The method that was
used to standardize grades was the most robust
system for producing grades that could have
been implemented in this circumstance. The
method has ensured that the standard of the
Grade 12 ESA has been maintained between
years and is equivalent to the standard of Inter-
national AS/A Level from other years. 

This method also helped to maintain com-
parability with international examinations and
ensure the possibility of entering higher educa-
tion institutions in the country and abroad.
Generally, 2,044 students were graded accord-
ing to this method, and 417 of them were
admitted to international universities abroad,
1,143 students were admitted to Kazakhstani
universities, and 602 were admitted to
Nazarbayev University, and eight students
decided to take a gap year. 

In regard of examinations for national grad-
uation certificates, there was a shift to technol-
ogies, and they were held online by using
computer-based testing with proctoring sys-
tem, which allowed recording students by a
video camera and observing them throughout
the examination session. This system also
allowed live communication with students if
any issue arose during the exam via instant
messenger tool (more than 200 messages were
sent to students). It worked well and seems to
be very good alternative for inspecting stu-
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dents during tests and both cost-effective and
time efficient. 

There is saying that “disaster is a laboratory
for innovations.” Therefore, in this unprece-
dented case, NIS sought to establish policies
and support students and teachers. Also, as
result of these changes now a new procedure
for grade prediction is in place and has been
implemented for the new academic year grad-
uates since September.

CASE #5 TEACHER APPRAISAL
IN NAZARBAYEV
INTELLECTUAL SCHOOLS

Teacher appraisal is also one of the high-stake
assessment procedures that helps to identify
the capability and effectiveness of the teacher
in delivering classroom instructions or work-
related needs, and it is critical in documenting
teacher performance. This procedure seeks to
improve teacher’s own practice by identifying
strengths and weaknesses for further profes-
sional development and ensure that teachers
perform at their best to enhance student learn-
ing (Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development, 2009). Thus, teacher
appraisal in NIS is a judgmental process,
which comprises three stages: evaluation of
teacher performance at school by school
administration; independent assessment by
CPM experts of teacher’s reflective report
based on the delivered lesson; appraisal com-
mittee meeting where teachers present results
of their experience during appraisal cycle.
Afterwards, the appraisal committee makes a
final decision by triangulating the results of all
stages. 

COVID-19 caused cancellations and sus-
pensions of in country business travels, that
made it impossible to hold face-to-face
appraisal committee meeting and manage
other processes. Whereas, CPM had to face the
specific issues, as to administer the procedure
according to established policies and time
frame, and to keep the previously set stan-
dards. Therefore, there was a need to rethink

teacher appraisal procedure to meet the needs
of the new context, which resulted in their par-
tial transition to the remote mode.

In late March and early April, we put our
efforts on revision of procedures and rebuild-
ing of schedules. The key to effective appraisal
is getting the balance right between assessing
performance and assisting personal develop-
ment (Elliott, 2015); therefore, lesson observa-
tion sessions were transformed into the remote
methodical support followed by webinars with
question-and-answer sessions. Webinars were
delivered for teachers on writing reflective
reports focused on the content of subject and
complying with ethical code. 

In addition to other supports, teachers’
reflective reports are formatively assessed by
school trainers, who have special expertise in
this area and are capable to conduct lesson
observation and provide professional feedback
to teachers. The process of formative assess-
ment of teachers’ reports had to be carried out
remotely, using shared online platforms. The
final reports had been uploaded to CPM plat-
form to be assessed summatively.

In May, the second stage of appraisal was
delivered remotely in a regular way, thus, it
did not cause any additional challenges. All
the essential processes ran smoothly; 406
teachers uploaded their reports to CPM,
which were checked using Turnitin service to
prevent plagiarism. Whereafter the reports
were downloaded, encoded, and distributed
among the experts for independent assess-
ment. By encoding author’s personal data, we
maintained confidentiality and objectivity of
the assessment at the appropriate level. From
that moment until the final decision was
made, the experts had worked only with
encoded materials.

To ensure reliability and validity of the
scores of assessed reports, they were moder-
ated by the group of experts. The online imple-
mentation of this procedure caused certain
challenges in communication among experts in
making a group decision. In this regard, the
team leader of the group of experts was
appointed, who coordinated the distribution of
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workload and responsibilities of experts and
recorded the decisions made. The results of the
independent assessment and feedback for fur-
ther improvement of teachers’ practice were
provided timely. 

Also, in May CPM held standardization
meeting via Microsoft Teams platform for the
members of appraisal committee, on
approaches and criteria to assess teachers’ pre-
sentations. The members of the appraisal com-
mittee were familiarized with the key aspects
of teachers’ presentation that were worth
focusing on. As a result, there were eliminated
risks that could negatively affect the adequate
perception of the teachers’ speeches and the
objective assessment of their practice. 

In June appraisal committee meetings were
first-ever held in distant mode, so more than
300 teachers could make their presentation
either from home or school. 

Analyzing of all the stages of teacher
appraisal, it can be concluded that all the
assessment and methodological support proce-
dures were transferred to a remote format
without a loss in quality and objectivity.
Despite the new conditions of holding the
appraisal committee meetings, more than 80%
of teachers have successfully completed
appraisal. The results of the appraisal in cur-
rent year are comparable to the results of previ-
ous years. This formed an understanding that
the further teacher appraisal procedure could
be partially delivered remotely.

In July–August, CPM experts in coopera-
tion with teachers, who completed appraisal
with distinction, prepared video a collection to
support teachers in organizing teaching and
learning practice in virtual environment. As
stated in a Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development report (2012), to
improve teachers’ practice, it is important that
feedback is followed up with appropriate pro-
fessional development. Hence, more than 200
trainers were instructed via online courses to
provide teachers with professional support in
terms of new cycle of teacher appraisal. 

Based on the results of the work carried out
during the last half of the year under COVID-

19 conditions, the following conclusions can
be derived:

• CPM possessed enough technical, techno-
logical, expert, and human resources to
redesign the main assessment procedures in
the new mode at a sufficient level. That, in
fact, would not have been possible in and of
itself if the NIS was not sufficiently flexible
and open to making innovative decisions in
new realities. The decisions were diverse
and were driven by different contexts, and
there wasn’t a single universal response
across all the cases: canceling procedures
and grading students based on existing
data; postponing and adapting assessment
procedures; and delivering procedures in a
remote environment. 

• Comparability studies of current and previ-
ous years’ assessment procedures show that
the results are comparable, fairly objective,
and the procedures align with the set stan-
dards. We may conclude that the rapid and
large-scale transition to distance learning
has identified not only the challenges for
educational organization, but also perspec-
tives for further development, as well as
opportunities for rethinking educational
practices and policies.
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