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ABSTRACT. There are at least two very different conceptions of competence at 
playon the landscape of formaI education, best defined in terms of what is 
known collectively and what is known subjectively. T eachers are forced to 
attend to each of these in their challenge to meet both the demands of a fixed 
school curriculum and the needs of the individual children with their varied 
understandings, backgrounds, and interests who make up a class. We outline 
these two contrasting notions of competence here, including their associated 
epistemological, pedagogical, psychological, and assessment implications. 
This approach shows how classroom assessment is caught in a paradox: it 
attempts to serve competing purposes that are intimately bound to alternative 
conceptions of competence. 

RÉSUMÉ. Il existe au moins deux conceptions radicalement différentes de la 
compétence dans le paysage de l'éducation formelle, que l'on pourrait définir 
sous l'angle de ce qui est connu collectivement et de ce qui est connu 
subjectivement. Les enseignants doivent en tenir compte afin de satisfaire 
à la fois aux exigences d'un cursus scolaire prédéterminé et aux besoins des 
différents élèves qui composent la classe, aux connaissances, antécédents et 
intérêts variés. Nous insistons ici sur ces deux conceptions opposées de la 
compétence, notamment sur leurs répercussions connexes sur le plan de 
l'épistémologie, de la pédagogie, de la psychologie et de l'évaluation. Cette 
démarche démontre que l'évaluation en classe est un véritable paradoxe: 
elle cherche à atteindre des objectifs conflictuels qui sont intimement liés 
aux différentes conceptions de la compétence. 

Marks really do not fit with the thrust of the curriculum we are using. 

How do you know that a kid "appreciates?" That is really, really tough to 
measure. 

The interim report asks for satisfactory or not satisfactory. Weil, what is 
satisfactory? Who defines what is satisfactory? Is it 50s, 60s, 70s? 1t's not really 
c/ear. And if it' s not c/ear to us it' s not c/ear for the parents. . . 
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1 modified the program so they can he successful. WeU, what is successful? Is 
successful50%, 60%, 80%? When you modify for those children so that they 
are successful, if you have a watered down program 10 the extent that these 
children are, on paper, a success, and they go off 10 high school and those 
modifications aren't met, you've watered itdown 10 the extent thatit's nota tTue 

outcome. (from Earl & Katz, 2000) 

While assessment of students in terms of expressed goals has always been 
a central feature of schooling, recent concern with accountability has led to 
an increased focus on programs that assess students in universalized terms 
against "objective" standards. The outcomes of such assessment programs 
could then be used to judge not only children relative to each other, but also 
classrooffiS, schools, provinces, and nations. Teachers, understandably, are 
poised halfway between the children they serve and the mandated "objec­
tive" standards. The result is the kind of conflict cited in the epigrams given 
above. In this paper, we identify the roots of this conflict by focusing on the 
assessment arena in which teachers are most directly implicated - classroom 
assessment. Specifically, we will argue that the problematic nature of class­
room assessment stems from its attempt to serve competing purposes which 
are intimately bound to alternative conceptions of competence. 

It is in the preservation and accumulation of competencies that culture is 
made possible (Premack & Premack, 1996; Tomasello, Kruger & Ratner, 
1993). Schools are the institutions charged with the transmission of these 
competencies from generation to generation. Conceptions of competence 
have changed with advances in educational and psychological theory. There 
are at least two very different conceptions of competence at playon the 
landscape of formaI education, best defined in terms of what is known 
collectively and what is known subjectively. Teachers are forced ta attend 
to each of these in their challenge to meet both the demands of a fixed 
school curriculum and the needs of the individual children with their varied 
understandings, backgrounds, and interests who make up a class (Oison & 
Katz, 2000). In the pages that follow, we outline these two contrasting 
notions of competence, including their associated epistemological, peda­
gogical, psychological, and assessment implications. In this way, the para­
dox of classroom assessment is exposed. We begin with "the known." 

The known 

Now, what 1 want is Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts 
alone are wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out everything else. You 
can only form the minds of reasoning animais upon Facts: nothing else wiU ever 
he of any service 10 them . ... (Dickens, 1854, p. 11) 

So went the opening rant of Dickens' character, Mr. Thomas Gradgrind, as 
he presented himself to " ... the little pitchers before him, who were to be 
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filled so full of facts." Although, these days, no one urges just the facts, 
competence defined in terms of the possession of knowledge is a well­
established feature of modern day schooling. Students arrive at school with 
minds considered devoid of the necessary facts, rules, and princip les which 
must then be transferred in a unidirectional fashion from the instructor, 
text, or other authority. Teaching becomes an exercise in telling, and 
learning an exercise in remembering (Baxter Magolda, 1992; Olson and 
Katz, 2000). The sequential and hierarchical structure of didactic teaching 
exemplifies the pedagogy at work here, an image well captured in Bernstein's 
(1972) "collection codes" view of knowledge. The "collection codes" ap­
proach emphasizes the acquisition of hierarchical sequences of information 
specific to given disciplines. 

The substance of what is told (taught) and what is remembered cornes in the 
form of propositional knowledge, knowledge that is taken to have an exist­
ence independent of the individual knower. The route to independence is 
one that has received much attention in the postmodern literature. Berger 
and Luckmann (1967) highlight the dialectic relation that exists between 
"objective facticity" and "subjective meanings" where the former, which 
come to be seen as natural and unquestionable, are in fact conventions that 
originate as the latter and come to be solidified by various means. In much 
the same way, sociologists of science Bruno Latour and Stephen Woolgar 
(1986) trace the arduous journey from private conjectures such as "1 wonder 
if ... " to canonical truths, "The properties were shown to be .... " The final 
report, as Smith (1990) points out and as noted above, removes all traces of 
subjectivity to become statements of fact, constituting "the known." 

Despite such illuminating work from sociologists ofknowledge, both schooled 
and unschooled arenas continue to rely on the assumption that knowledge 
is found not made, that truth is "the truth," not that which is taken to be 
true. Latour and Woolgar (p. 240) have concluded that " ... the result of the 
construction of fact is that it appears unconstructed by anyone," and this 
observation is borne out by the extensive epistemological belief literature 
which suggests that few people ever doubt this traditional view of "the 
known" (Baxter Magolda, 1992; Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 
1986; Kitchener, 1983; Kitchener & King, 1981; Kitchener, King, Wood, & 
Davidson, 1989; Kuhn, 1991, 1992; Perry, 1970). For most, knowledge is 
certain and permanent (Schommer, 1994), and viewed as either right or 
wrong. Chandler, Boyes, and BalI (1990, p. 377) caricaturize this "absolut­
ist" statement ofknowledge as a " ... free-standing attribute of the environing 
world that only secondarily cornes into the passive possession of those who, 
because they happen to be in the right place at the right time, automatically 
end up with sorne portion of the unmitigated truth directly embossed upon 
the recording equipment of their minds." Disagreements between people, 
then, can be attributed to the lack of facts among members of one of the 
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parties; the reins of certainty can be pulled in by reference to a disagreeable 
position as "just your opinion." 

The process by which knowledge is authenticated as "the truth" in this view 
is thought to lie with the appropriate authorities (Bax ter Magolda, 1992; 
Kitchener, 1983; Kitchener & King, 1981; Kitchener et aL, 1989; Kuhn, 
1992; Perry, 1970). Belenky et al. (1986) calI this "silent knowing," in 
which the individual accepts the authority's proclamation as to what is true. 
There is no belief that the knower can learn from his or her own experiences 
and knowing does not belong to the individual. Thus, through an externat 
definition of "the known," clear specifications as to what is to be taught 
appear. Nowhere is this manifestation more evident than in the establish­
ment of a formaI curriculum embodying those truths. 

What is especially interesting from our assessment-centred perspective is 
that in providing such clear specifications of "the known" as that which 
must be taught, the formaI curriculum also provides an associated set of 
standards for assessing learning achievements. That is, classroom assessment 
becomes the vehicle for gauging the closeness of fit between what is told and 
what is remembered (Earl & Katz, 2000). In such contexts, even the 
evidence used to justify beliefs as "knowledge" is traceable to authorities. 
Since "the truth" is acquired from appropriate authorities, justification for 
belief normally takes the form of what Belenky et al. (1986) have termed 
"received knowing." That is, evidence consists of congruity with the author­
ity, be it person or text. 

While it is true that formaI testing is the typical manifestation of the 
"concordance check," a similar check is built into the anecdotal assessments 
that stem from classroom discourse. A common classroom discourse pattern 
is the IRE sequence (initiate, respond, and evaluate), where the teacher asks 
a question, a student responds, and the teacher gives feedback (Alvermann, 
O'Brein, & Dillon, 1990; Cazden, 1988). Unlike normal questions which 
are honest requests for information, in classroom questioning teachers are 
aware of the answers they are looking for (Applebee, 1996). Thus, Gradgrind's 
request for his star, "well-crammed" pupil, Bitzer, to define a horse has 
nothing do with Grandgrind's knowledge, or lack thereof, in the equine 
domain and everything to do with gauging the congruity of Bitzer's defini­
tion of a horse with that given by the dictionary as: 

Quadruped. Gramini"orous. Forty teeth, namely, twenty-four grinders, four 
eye-teeth, and tweltle incisi"e. Sheds coat in the springj in marshy countries, 
sheds haofs, tao. Hoofs hard, but requiring ta he shod with iron. Age known by 
marks in mouth. (Dickens, 1854, p. 14) 

The point is further illustrated by the experiences of those who have worked 
with younger children and received one of the following answers to a less 
than honest "why" question: "Because Vou said so" or "Because the book said 
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so." Finally, assessment as judgment, particularly as supported by classroom 
questioning, is a culture specific phenomenon. Heath (1982, p. 105) offered 
the following transcript as evidence for African-American students' expec­
tation that questions have answers unknown to the questioner: 

Teacher: 
Children: 
Teacher: 
Children: 
Teacher: 
Child: 

What is the story about? 
(silence) 
Uh ... Let's see ... Who is it the story talks about? 
(silence) 
Who is the main character: Um ... What kind of story is it? 
Ain't nobody can talk about things being about theirselves! 

Such failed questioning series were also reported by Luria (1976) in his 
studies on non-literate adults. 

By defining that which is "known" and subsequently what must be taught, 
modes of education predicated on the formal curriculum are essentially 
selective (Glaser & Silver, 1994). That is, there is minimal variation in the 
conditions of leaming and consequently, in instruction. We have, as just 
one illustration, the provincial govemment of Ontario, Canada introducing 
a highly centralized, domain-specifie provincial currieulum which spells out 
exactly what students will know and when. For example, in mathematics, by 
the end of Grade 8 students will "represent who le numbers in expanded 
form using powers and scientific notation (e.g., 347 = 3 x 102 + 4 x 10 + 7, 
356 = 3.56 x 102)" (Ontario Ministry of Education and Training, 1997, p. 
26). The accompanying justification-driven media campaign explains the 
ease with which children will be able to move between school board 
jurisdictions given the new-found consistency in what is to be taught and 
leamed. 

Although pedagogically naïve, the virtue of such a specific curriculum is its 
direct relationship to what must be taught. By specifying this precisely, it 
sets the stage for a rather specifie definition of accountability, accountabil­
ity defined as a kind of surveillance mechanism which proceeds by way of 
a congruity check. What is prescribed by the formal curriculum necessarily 
maintains an existence apart from individual teachers and their students. Ir 
is a prescriptive blueprint for common action and by definition a yardstick 
for common evaluation, hence systemic accountability. In this way, it is 
possible to begin to talk about a target competence "norm" or "benchmark," 
defined not in terms of characteristic variability, but rather in terms of 
central tendency - the "mean" not the "spread" of the distribution, so ta 

speak. In addition to the classroom routines we have described, such think­
ing is responsible for the establishment and maintenance of the large-scale 
achievement testing movement (c.f. Glaser & Silver, 1994). Assessment is 
about judgment, judgment about who will go on and where they will go, or, 
to put it differently, about who is competent and who is not. 
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While it is true that the ideal manifestation of the achievement of fixed 
knowledge would appear in student performances characterized by predeter­
mined means and zero variances (Hacking, 1996), diversity amongst learn­
ers in their achievement of these fixed goals is conspicuous. Here enters the 
appeal of psychological theory; in particular, the psychology based on intel­
ligence and personality testing that serves primarily to predict and explain 
away the differential outcomes of schooling. We are referring here to that 
stance to the problem of diversity known as Individual Difference. Indi­
vidual Difference proceeds by classifying people on the basis of values on 
particular dimensions or traits. It was trait ascription that allowed Binet and 
his successors to explain 25 percent of the variance in "typical" school-like 
tasks by reference to "intelligence," and it is trait ascription that character­
izes much of teacher talk today as they attempt to account for classroom 
performance variance on the basis of particular dimensions like "persist­
ence," "impulsivity," "giftedness," or "hyperactivity" (OIson, 2000). AI­
though such characterization is almost irresistible and often harmless, it is 
also misleading, especially when such traits are concretized into entities. 
Intelligence, for example, began as an abstract relation between strategies 
and tasks but quickly became a possession, or perhaps more accurately, a 
capacity with implications for competence. In doing so, it proffered an 
explanation for variability, while allowing the tradition of achieving a fixed 
norm to continue. 

The picture of formal education we have provided thus far is one familiar to 
anyone who has read critiques of schooling from Dewey to the present. lt is 
one circumscribed in a notion of competence defined in terms of an indi­
vidual's acquisition of knowledge construed as facts and theories, Le. "the 
known." Attempts to define "the known" result in clear specifications as to 
what is to be taught, as well as an associated set of standards for assessing 
leaming achievements. Gauging the fit between what is taught and what is 
leamed defines the nature of classroom assessment, a process which serves 
as a mechanism for making competence judgments. Diversity, in this frame­
work, is a departure from the ideal of a "norm" and requires explanation, 
explanation that primarily appeals to trait psychology - the psychology of 
happenings (OIson, 2000). 

While today's classrooms exemplify the educational vision detailed above, 
they are also characterized by more than simply a concem for "the known." 
Indeed, such a concem results in subjective postures sharply distinguished 
from the objectivist stance which relegates personal beHef to the substand­
ard position of opinion, or worse, idle speculation. Thus, young Sissy Jupe's 
inclusion of her experiences with the animal in her definition of a horse -
in particular her father's "belonging to the horseriding" - meets with the 
Gradgrind reply, "Girl number twenty unable to define a horse! Girl number 
twenty possessed of no facts, in reference to one of the commonest of 
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animaIs!" (Dickens, 1854, p. 13). However, much of what we see in today's 
classrooms accepts, indeed encourages, what is known subjectively and 
experientially and seeks to develop it. We detail next this concern for "the 
knower," noting sorne very different epistemological, pedagogical, psycho­
logical, and assessment definitions from those articulated above. 

Theknower 

The image of respect for the child's point of view is one well captured in the 
writings of John Dewey. Influenced by Darwin's theory of evolution and the 
psychology of William James, Dewey spoke of thinking and learning as 
practical capacities through which we actively interact with our surround­
ings (Phillips & Soltis, 1991). In nature, he argued, thinking is stimulated 
by real problems that the learner has a personal vested interest in solving 
(Dewey, 1902/1966). 

Dewey argued that traditional schools restrained both mental and physical 
activity. He saw knowledge emerging from a process of interpretation and 
clarification of meanings related to various aspects of experience in the 
world (Dewey, 1938). Along with this emphasis on interpretive sense­
making came a psychology of doings that stood in contrast to the psychol­
ogy of happenings (OIson, 2000). Dewey argued that while trait psychology 
proffered causal mechanisms that explained behaviour in terms of what 
happened, a preferable alternative would be to explain behaviour in terms 
of what agents, including leamers, were doing or trying to do. Thus, the shift 
is from causes to reasons, from persons as passive respondents to persons as 
intentional agents. Children are seen as acting in accordance with their 
beliefs, desires, hopes, and intentions, that is, their mental states. 

Child-centredness is, by now, a dominant theme in both cognitive-develop­
mental and sociocultural perspectives of education (Astington & Pelletier, 
1996; Shuell, 1996). In the former, Piaget's genetic epistemology cornes 
close to pro vi ding a psychological theory that parallels Dewey's educational 
one. Cognitive developmentalists emphasize the child's interactions with 
the physical environment. Learning occurs as previously acquired cognitive 
structures are coordinated to form new superordinate structures. Initially, 
structures develop from concrete experiences and thinking remains con­
crete until the coordination of structures allows for the emergence of ab­
stract thought. In the latter, the sociocultural perspective, the child's inter­
actions with other people in a social world are emphasized. Rooted in 
Vygotskian theory, cognitive development is regarded as a socially mediated 
process. The conversation metaphor (Applebee, 1996) is a popular one, 
with participation in classroom discourse serving as the vehicle through 
which meanings are constructed. Notions of cognitive apprenticeships 
(Collins, Brown, & Newman, 1989) and communities oflearners (Brown & 
Campione, 1994; Rogoff, Matusov, & White, 1996) portray learning as the 
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result of a coordination of perspectives between teacher and learner or 
amongst learners themselves. 

In considering the child's point of view, the mind is acknowledged as a place 
of privately held beliefs and ideas (OIson & Bruner, 1996; OIson & Katz, 
2000). Children are seen as individuals capable of sense-making both through 
their interactions with the environment (cognitive-developmental) and 
through discourse with others (sociocultural). Learning, then, can be con­
ceptualized as a process of subjective interpretation, while teaching creates 
opportunities for intersubjective interchanges, for sharing beliefs through 
collaborative discourse. 

Defining competence in terms of the subjective properties of the knower 
leads to a very different set of epistemological assumptions than those 
discussed in the previous section. Indeed, in recognizing that "the known" 
is neither God-given nor an indisputable fact of nature, knowledge is viewed 
as fundamentally made, not found, and consequently uncertain. Truth is 
seen as varying from person to person and knowledge is interpreted subjec­
tively (Kuhn, 1991, 1992; Perry, 1970). Constructivism, in this view, is the 
key notion. 

From this relativistic epistemic stance, the source of knowledge lies in 
personal, idiosyncratic processes such as individual opinion (Baxter-Magolda, 
1992; Kitchener, 1983; Kitchener & King, 1981; Kitchener et al., 1989; 
Kuhn, 1992; Perry, 1970). Belenky et al. (1986) use the term "subjective 
knowing" to convey the delimiting role of intuition and gut feeling in the 
epistemological enterprise. Personal belief counts as evidence for knowing. 
To justify beliefs is to share them with others. Competence is seen as 
subjective sense-making. 

The subjectively-driven notion of competence provides a new stance to 
classroom assessment. First, it shifts the focus from desired mean to desired 
variance, a view of diversity that is supported by an intentional psychology. 
Diversity is a central feature of an intentional psychology. Deviations from 
a predetermined norm are not aberrations but rather expectations. Nor­
malcy becomes a property of variabiHty rather than a central tendency 
because learners as interpreters necessarily construct somewhat different 
interpretations of any text or event. Classroom assessment is the mechanism 
that promo tes the interpretation and revision processes of the learner. It is 
something best accomplished by the self since it is the knower who holds 
privileged access to the relevant beliefs and intentions, though they are also 
obliged to give a public account (c.f. Lampert, Rittenhouse, & Crumbaugh, 
1996). Thus, portfolios and other self-assessment vehicles (Earl & Cousins, 
1996; Garcia & Pearson, 1994; Glaser & Silver, 1994; Wilson, 1996) which 
promote students' articulation of subjective reasons for their beliefs and 
opinions rather than objective right answers (Buchmann, 1986) are sug-
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gested. Additional assessment opportunities can also be found in dassroom 
discourse episodes that support subjective interpretation. 

When subjective reasons replace objective right answers, assessment, as we 
have seen, becomes in large part the responsibility of the knower; the 
knower has to justify his or her views. Assessment opportunities can be 
found in dassroom discourse patterns which change too, from IRE to ICE 
(Wilson, 1996) in keeping with acronym inscription. ICE discourse encour­
ages students to form and share their own Ideas, Connect them to one 
another, and Extend them beyond personal experience (see Wilson, 1996 
for an example). Gardner (1990) has proposed "individually configured 
excellence" as a tide reflective of this adaptive (Glaser, 1977) model of 
education. Schooling works to identify and develop sources of competence 
in individual students. Ir is in such subjective competencies that individual 
backgrounds, interests, and understandings are taken into account. 

Conceptions of education driven by a concern for "the knower" are not 
without limitations. The epistemic posture associated with a subjectively­
driven notion of competence derogates truth to a transient quality. Truth 
is variant and certainty is elusive. In this way, the stance of "skeptic" is 
legitimated in which " ... all daims are challenged, every heart-felt belief 
is held up to ridicule, and all action is seen as permanendy premature" 
(Chandler et al., 1990, p. 379). The problem here is that in the absence of 
certainty, aU beliefs appear equal. Neatby (1953) points out that it is this 
very phenomenon that supports mediocrity or, as she puts it, a system of 
education that offers "so little for the mind." Without objective standards, 
and the associated norms or benchmarks, systemic accountability becomes 
problematic for both individuais and educational institutions. Ir is in terms 
of such standards that schools are held accountable for fulfilling an institu­
tional mandate, a mandate generally advanced in terms of those very 
standards. 

The paradox of classroom assessment 

The practice of classroom assessment is one that can be conceptualized as 
necessarily consisting of multiple purposes, hence the potential for emer­
gent paradoxes. Wilson (1996) explains that assessment must satisfy many 
goals such as providing feedback to students, offering diagnostic information 
for the teacher to use, providing summary data for record keeping, proffering 
evidence for reports, and directing efforts at curriculum revision. He under­
scores the inextricable link between assessment and pedagogy that we have 
established throughout this paper by referencing five different but necessary 
assessment roles which teachers must play. 

First, in "teacher as mentor," encounters with individual students help 
teachers make up their minds about each student's progress and about what 
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will be necessary for growth to occur. Such assessments are often not noted, 
recorded, or even recognized. They form part of the social fabric of the class. 
The second assessment role, "teacher as guide," involves managing the 
progress of the class as a group. Markedly different from the practice of 
providing individual he1p to a single student, this role requires forming and 
acting on impressions of the class's progress. Third, employing numerical 
categories for the purpose of reporting student achievement de1imits the 
role of "teacher as accountant." The task here is to provide a common basis 
of comparison so that each child appears to be treated as fairly as every other 
child. lndeed, this role is intimate1y bound to the fourth one, "teacher as 
reporter," in which the teacher is required to keep organized records in order 
to expedite the process of gathering, interpreting, and re1aying information 
for outside communication. Finally, the "teacher as pro gram director" is 
responsible for reflecting on the classroom program as a whole. This task 
requires drawing on periodic external assessments which specify the sys­
temic goals that he1p set the overall "tone" for the classroom program. 

The potential for conflict among the many assessment roles that Wilson 
(1996) spells out seems unavoidable. Translated into the broader language 
of the present argument, we see that a concern for both the "knower" and 
the "known" is an inherent property of the individual classroom. Teachers 
are pulled between the two sets of constraints in that classes are required to 
meet fixed and predetermined goals, yet it is individuals with varied back­
grounds, interests, and understandings that learn (Clay, 1996). This, we 
have argued, is problematic because each e1ement maps onto a different 
conception of competence which, in turn, is intimate1y bound to a highly 
specific epistemology, pedagogy, and psychology. Contradictions inherent 
in classroom assessment practices are unavoidable. They come to us by 
natural extension of incommensurable competence definitions. When the 
concern is with what is "known" generally, assessment is about correspond­
ence to a norm or standard. When the concern is with the "knower," 
assessment is a subjective mechanism of interpretation. 

For much of this century educational theory has attempted to come to grips 
with this gap between what is known generally and should be transmitted, 
and what is known subjectively and should be deve1oped. Yet this effort 
typically consisted of little more than staking opposing claims on the 
epistemological battleground. Classical education theory considered knowl­
edge to be an entity that exists in sorne tangible form capable of being 
transferred intact to children. Educational reformers, such as Dewey, took 
the other pole, insisting on the primacy of subjective and communal expe­
rience as the basis of all knowledge. 

Katz (1998) illustrates the se oppositional tendencies in the context of a 
heated debate presently reflected in the mathematics education literature. 
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Specially, a tension exists between providing opportunities for mathemati­
cal understanding on the one hand, and the need to teach widely used 
notations and algorithms on the other, with proponents of the former 
arguing that the latter has no place in the classroom. However, the advance 
of mathematics is, in part, the invention of notations and algorithms that 
simplify our tasks, hence the need for students to learn them. Thus, al­
though theoreticians have been more or less content to operate almost 
exclusively in spheres defined by one epistemology or the other, the prac­
tical landscape of education does not enjoy the bounded consistency of 
abstract theory. Both elements of the epistemological enterprise seem valid 
in a context of actual practice, hence the need for an alternative solution 
to the epistemological, and thus assessment, paradox. After all, assessment 
practices of all varieties communicate something about the learner to the 
learner. They each communicate a way of thinking about the self. They are 
the vehicles through which children come to think of themselves as com­
petent on the one hand or as incompetent on the other. We offer the 
paradox described here as a challenge to educational researchers and prac­
titioners in twenty-first century. 
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