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Teachers responding to cultural diversity: case studies
on assessment practices, challenges and experiences
in secondary schools in Austria, Ireland,
Norway and Turkey

Abstract
Global mobility and economic and political crises in some parts of the world have
fuelled migration and brought new constellations of ‘cultural diversity’ to European
classrooms (OECD 2019). This produces new challenges for teaching, but also for
assessment in which cultural biases may have far-reaching consequences for the
students’ further careers in education, occupation and life. After considering the
concept of and current research on ‘culturally responsive assessment’, we use qualita-
tive interview data from 115 teachers and school leaders in 20 lower secondary schools
in Austria, Ireland, Norway and Turkey to explore the thinking about diversity and
assessment practices of teachers in the light of increasing cultural diversity. Findings
suggest that ‘proficiency in the language of instruction’ is the main dimension by which
diversity in classrooms is perceived. While there is much less reference to ‘cultural
differences’ in our case studies, we found many teachers in case schools trying to adapt
their assessment procedures and grading in order to help students from diverse back-
grounds to show their competencies and to experience success. However, these re-
sponses were, in many cases, individualistic rather than organised by the school or
regional education authorities and were also strongly influenced and at times, limited
by government-mandated assessment regimes that exist in each country. The paper
closes with a series of recommendations to support the further development of a
practicable and just practice of culturally responsive assessment in schools.
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1 Introduction and background

Consistent with changing patterns of migration and the belief that school systems have a
significant role to play in responding to ‘increasing social heterogeneity’ (OECD 2009,
p. 3), many education systems have developed policy solutions and initiatives for the
creation of culturally responsive classrooms (Ford and Kea 2009). As stated by the
United Nations (UN), education systems around the world should be united in the
commitment to ‘ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong
learning opportunities for all’ (UN 2016). Providing cause for optimism, the 2018
TALIS report indicates that strategies on how to deal with ethnic and cultural discrim-
ination are taught in 80% of the participating schools. On the other hand, giving cause for
concern, more than 50% of teachers in the participating countries did not feel well-
prepared for the challenges of a multicultural learning environment and were not
confident in adapting their teaching to the cultural diversity of students (OECD 2019,
pp. 98).

However, it is not only teaching that offers potential pitfalls for migrant students
aiming to achieve to their full potential. There are other connected practices such as
assessment that, according to Arbuthnot (2017) among others, need to be considered in
all learning environments, as assessment has the potential to act as a powerful catalyst
to improve teaching and learning (Hattie 2009) and in most countries also opens up
entry to further education and employment (Black and Wiliam 2012; Shepard 2006;
Popham 2009). In addition, for migrant students, there is also a historical and cultural
dilemma that needs to be overcome, as the dominant modes of assessment, together
with the assessment competencies of teachers, are also, by tradition, linked with the
cultural, historical and political agendas that exist in migrant-receiving countries and
can have a positive or negative effect on student learning (Crichton 1998; Isaacs 2010;
LeMétais 2003). Analysis of PISA test scores in mathematics, for example, reveals that
students with the same migration background perform differently in some OECD
countries compared to others, even when indicators that affect student performance
such as socioeconomic status are considered (OECD 2016). In other words, the
assessment regimes that exist in different countries can, in some way, have a corollary
effect on student achievement, indicating a need to re-examine the effects of assessment
regimes on classroom practice (Brown 2007).

The initial conceptualisation for this research—which was part of a three-year
European Union-funded project entitled Aiding Culturally Responsive Assessment in
Schools (ACRAS) [1] [1] ERASMUS+-Project 'Aiding Cultural Responsive
Assessment in Schools' (ACRAS; 2016-1-IE01-KA201-016889)—came from
studying how teachers cope with and adapt to the assessment needs of culturally
diverse classrooms. A review of the research on teaching, learning, assessment and
diversity revealed that there is a body of literature concerning the educational needs of
students not belonging to the respective mainstream culture and about responsive
pedagogies aiming to enhance their learning. Such issues have until now been more
widely studied in North America and other English-speaking countries than in other
European countries (Nortvedt et al. 2020). Most of the previous research and concep-
tual work seems to focus on the implications of cultural and linguistic diversity for
teaching and learning, rather than on assessment. So, we find empirical studies of
teaching and learning in different subjects and of different minority groups (e.g.
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Gutiérrez 2002; Schleppegrell 2007; Lesaux et al. 2014), proposals for culturally
responsive teaching (e.g. Aceves and Orosco 2014; Gay 2010; Ladson-Billings
1995a, b; 2014) and the role of school culture in providing a climate for students
where they can experience educational equality and cultural empowerment (Banks and
Banks 2004). Moreover, there are studies indicating approaches for student-centred
pedagogy more generally and responsiveness towards children’s contribution in joint
activities (Brook Chapman de Sousa 2017) and emphasising preparation for culturally
responsive and inclusive practices as part of teacher education (Warren 2017; Young
2010). In this paper, we cannot do justice to the entire literature on culturally and
linguistically responsive teaching but will focus (in the next section) on the much
smaller body of research on assessment under conditions of cultural diversity.

In Europe, with some exceptions (e.g. Mitakidou et al. 2015), there is only a limited
number of studies that have specifically explored the challenges relating to the assess-
ment of migrant students as perceived by teachers. To fill the lacuna of research, the
current study sought to explore: aspects of diversity that teachers in European class-
rooms attend to in assessment situations, the strategies that teachers use in assessment
to take account of diversity, and the supportive and inhibiting conditions encountered
by teachers when adapting to diversity in their approaches to assessment. While there
are huge differences between European countries with respect to the amount and
history of their diversity and with respect to the characteristics of their education
systems, Europe may offer the opportunity to study a type of cultural and linguistic
diversity in education which is different from the one found in North America, i.e. with
respect to the number and diversity of newly immigrated, displaced refugees.

The countries participating in this study differ widely with regard to the proportion of
migrants in their schools. Austria has the highest average share of students (25.3%) with
first languages other than the language of instruction (Statistik Austria 2017). In Ireland and
Norway, the percentage is between 8 and 15% (Eurostat 2017). Whilst no official figures
are available for the total proportion of migrant students in Turkey, as a result of the
political crisis in Syria, of the 4 million Syrian refugees that currently reside in Turkey,
approximately 1.7 million are children of which 645,000 are enrolled in schools (UNICEF
2018). Additionally, different types of governance in education are in place in the four
countries: While Austria, Ireland and Turkey represent a model of ‘State-Based Gover-
nance’with high levels of bureaucracy and little school autonomy (Windzio et al. 2005, p.
11–16), Norway has a school system which is characterised by a relatively high degree of
local autonomy (Telhaug et al. 2006; or in Windzio et al.’s terms: a ‘Scandinavian
Governance’).

The first section of this paper describes the different uses and potential implications
of assessment, which is followed by an analysis of proposed solutions for the assess-
ment of migration background students. Then, the methodology used in the study is
described. The penultimate section provides an analysis of the research findings derived
from a series of case studies on assessment practices in 20 lower secondary schools in
the four countries. The paper concludes with a discussion of the research findings and
implications for further action in the field of assessment and cultural diversity.
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2 Assessment and cultural diversity in education

Assessment is one of the basic building blocks of institutionalised schooling. At the
classroom level, it can be used formatively to enhance learning (Hattie 2009) and to
improve teaching (Black and Wiliam 2012; Shepard 2006). However, assessment can
also be used to make distinctions in a field of diverse performances and, either through
teachers or through externally devised assessments or a combination of both, can be
used to sort students for future education or working life (Eder et al. 2009).

The modern ‘meritocratic’ type of schooling is built on the idea that learning
opportunities, results and certificates must not be distributed according to social class,
economic power, religious denomination, and gender, but solely through a fair appre-
ciation of actual performance (Fend 2009). Nevertheless, research shows that this idea
of equity is not fulfilled in many cases and that in reality, the grades of students are
correlated to categories of social background (Alcott 2017). This is also true for
language and culture aspects: assessment performance and grades are impaired when
the assessment language is not the first language of the student (Nusche et al. 2009;
Padilla 2001). In many cases, assessment practices seem to be in place which deny
students the opportunity to achieve their true potential (Brown-Jeffy and Cooper 2011).
This is because teachers may not have acquired the professional capacity to adapt
assessments to the needs of migration background students (Nayir et al. 2019) or
because there is a limited range of appropriate assessment tasks and support structures
available (Castagno and Brayboy 2008; Espinosa 2005).

In order to ensure equity of assessment for students coming from non-mainstream
cultures or migrant families, assessment should be ‘culturally responsive’ (Hood 1998a,
b; Hood et al. 2015; Arbuthnot 2017; Brown et al. 2019). A range of assessment
methods that provide additional opportunities for students to demonstrate their learning
have been proposed. These include creativity assessment (Kim and Zabelina 2015),
dynamic assessment (Lidz and Gindis 2003), performance-based assessment (Baker
et al. 1993), peer assessment (Topping 2009) and self-assessment (Taras 2010, p. 606).
Culturally responsive assessment practices are also characterised by being student-
centred and focusing on ways in which students can contribute using their previous
knowledge and experiences in the assessment situation. In doing so, they are narrowing
the gap between instruction and assessment situations, as e.g. in assessment for learning
(Black and Wiliam 2012), which is frequently recommended as an element of a
culturally responsive assessment strategy.

The issue of enhancing culturally responsive practices does not relate solely to the
provision of extra resources and training. According to Thompson-Robinson et al.
(2004), at a conceptual level, the challenges ‘remain complex, multi-faceted, and con-
text-rich’ (p. 3). Indeed, the literature suggests that for teachers to be serious about being
culturally responsive assessors, they also need to be researchers of their own culture and
professionalism. This perspective resonates with the American Evaluation Association’s
(2011) statement on cultural competence: ‘Cultural competence is not a state at which one
arrives; rather, it is a process of learning, unlearning, and relearning’ (p. 13). This is a
daunting task, requiring the professional teacher to reflect on practice in an in-depth
manner. As a consequence, the role of a ‘culturally responsive assessor’ seems to
converge with that of a ‘reflective practitioner’ (Schön 1983) ‘becoming aware of the
limits of our knowledge, of how our own behaviour plays into organisational practices
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and why such practices might marginalise groups or exclude individuals’ (Bolton 2010,
p. 14). Culturally responsive teachers are challenged to be aware of cultural and social
diversities, to embed culturally sensitive approaches in their practices (Ford and Kea
2009), and to monitor and develop their practices in this respect (Feldman et al. 2018).

Nonetheless, teachers can find it difficult to respond positively to the demands of
culturally diverse educational contexts (Torrance 2017). Culturally responsive assess-
ment strategies can act as a powerful catalyst for effective classroom practice. However,
while schools and teachers have a responsibility for the implementation of these
practices, they are also dependent on and limited by the assessment policies and
regulations that allow for the flourishing of such innovations (Burns et al. 2017). To
concur with Schapiro (2009), it is necessary to question whether education policies do
in fact ‘improve the student’s access to quality education, stimulate equitable partici-
pation in schooling, and lead to learning outcomes at par with native peers’ (p. 33), or
conversely restrict and inhibit the ability of schools and teachers to respond imagina-
tively and generously to new realities.

While many European classrooms, particularly in bigger cities, have been culturally
diverse for decades (Crul et al. 2012), others have become vastly and quite suddenly
more diverse in recent years. Yet, there is little research so far on the actual practices
and conditions of assessment in these contexts. Thus, our study was conceived to
explore how teachers in European countries cope with and adapt to the challenges
created by the assessment of culturally diverse students. The aims of this paper are
threefold: Firstly, it aims to uncover the categories teachers use to make sense of
potential diversity in their classroom practice. Their perceptions and interpretations of
diversity are seen as a precursor for the actions they take when confronted with student
diversity in their assessment. Secondly, it analyses the assessment strategies teachers
report using as they endeavour to respond to student diversity. Thirdly, we identify
inhibiting and facilitating factors that contribute to teachers’ willingness and ability to
innovate in assessment methods in the context of student diversity.

3 Methodology

This paper draws on 20 school case studies in which teachers and school leaders
explain their assessment challenges and practices at the lower secondary level. The
schools are drawn from four different European countries, Austria, Ireland, Norway and
Turkey, which represent a wide variety of both teaching and assessment practices and
migration experiences (ACRAS 2019). However, this paper does not aspire to make
comparative claims about typical practices in these countries (for which the database
would be too small). Instead, it uses four different school systems as a source for
sampling greatly dissimilar contexts and experiences, and illuminating the wide variety
of potential teacher responses to the conduct of assessment in diverse classrooms.
Secondary schools were chosen as the focus for the study because we expected the
grading and certification aspect to be relevant which would not have been the case in
primary education in all participating countries.

The sampling of schools within the countries followed the logic of theoretical
sampling and aimed to achieve a diversity of cases in order to mirror the heterogeneity
of the research field (cf. Kelle and Kluge 2010). The schools were characterised by
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major variations in the percentage of migrant students. These came from different
linguistic, cultural and geographical backgrounds but were integrated into the schools
attending the same classes as their peers. In the Austrian and Irish case schools, the
percentage of migrant students varied between 10 and 60%, in Norway between 5 and
65%, and in Turkey between 5 and 15%. In total, interview data from 115 staff from
five secondary schools per country were included in the analysis (including, in each
school, the head teacher, a teacher with a particular function for teaching or assessment,
a teacher with a particular function for diversity or equality, a language teacher, a
STEM teacher, a teacher of a migrant mother tongue and a class teacher).

Interviews were based on a semi-structured interview guide shared between the
countries (see Appendix). The guide consisted of questions derived from a conceptual
framework on culturally responsive assessment practices that was developed as part of
the project (Brown et al. 2019). The inclusion of open-ended questions allowed
practices and concepts of culturally responsive assessment not foreseen in the concep-
tual framework to emerge. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed
verbatim.

Interview data were coded according to the country, case study school, and the
position of the interviewee (school leader or teacher). For example, when referring to
the code AT_CS4_T1, the first two letters identify the country, the next two letters and
numbers identify the case study school, and the final letter and number (which may be
omitted when reference is to a case study in general) identifies the position and identity
of the interviewee (Table 1).

The analysis followed two steps. First, data were analysed according to a case study
approach (Yin 2009) concentrating on exploring patterns in each country with respect
to how interviewees described aspects of diversity that the teachers attend to in
assessment situations, and strategies that they apply to respond to diversity. Second,
a cross-case analysis was conducted, in order to compare and contrast the emerging
data from 20 schools in the four countries. For this paper, the main findings relating to
the three research questions outlined above have been condensed into the central ideas
and themes reported in the next section. These are illustrated by a series of statements
and quotations which focus on important aspects of teachers’ reasoning and actions
when they are attempting to engage with cultural diversity in assessment situations.

Table 1 Coding framework

Country Case study Position of interviewee

Acronyms – Austria (AT) – CS 1–5 – Teacher (T)

– Ireland (IR) – Leader (L)

– Norway (NO)

– Turkey (TR)
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4 Presentation of findings

The theme of assessment in situations of diversity touches upon the fundamental
‘dilemmas of schooling’ (Berlak and Berlak 2014/1981). Are all learners to be treated
equally, or is it justifiable to give different tasks and use different criteria for evaluating
the performance of certain students? Is the focus in classrooms on ‘supporting or is it on
monitoring and assessing the student’ (Newman 1997, p. 263)? Depending on the
answers to these questions, the selection of knowledge, organisation of learning and
assessment of resulting competencies will be conducted in different ways. The actions
of teachers can be viewed as practical responses to such questions in the face of
‘competing and conflicting ideas in the teacher’s mind’ [and in the teachers’ environ-
ment; the authors], about the nature of childhood, learning and social justice’ (Berlak
and Berlak 2014, p. 1). In our analysis, we aim to uncover categories and attitudes
which teachers employ to make sense of diversity in their classrooms and consequently
in their practice. Their perceptions and interpretations of diversity can be interpreted as
a precursor which informs the actions they take when engaging with student diversity
and in handling possible dilemmas in assessment situations.

4.1 Aspects of diversity

There are a range of dimensions of diversity which impinge on educators as they seek
to appropriately respond to the needs of migrant students both in terms of pedagogy
and assessment. Those that came to the fore in this research are considered below.

4.1.1 Proficiency in the language of instruction is the main dimension by which
diversity in classrooms is perceived, explicitly discussed and processed

Teachers may observe and talk about all kind of differences between their
students; however, with respect to their classroom practices, the student’s grasp
of the language of instruction was, by far, the leading factor mentioned in our
interview data. This is true in all country cases if less pronounced in Ireland,
where English is the language of instruction, and it is more likely that many
migrant students will have some knowledge of English, before they move to
Ireland in comparison to the Norwegian, Turkish and German language in the
other cases. If there are special organisational or didactical arrangements for
migrant students, they will be organised, in most cases, according to student
abilities in the language of instruction (see examples in Table 2).

While the focus on competences in the language of instruction is, perhaps, under-
standable (since this language is the prime instrument of teaching in most subjects), it
may also implicitly (and maybe unconsciously) promote both a deficit perspective
(‘students lack essential means of learning’) and teacher feelings of having to cope with
immense challenges.

The big problem for teachers is that [the students’] language might not be up to
the standard that is needed to fully participate in class. (IR_CS5_L1).
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Table 2 Arrangements for the acquisition of the language of instruction

Country Type of arrangement Description

Ireland Initial language training for 2 weeks,
later integrated

‘If a new arrival comes without English s/he receives two
weeks training out of the classroom. In two weeks’
intensive courses students learn all the subjects in
Ireland, there is a focus on the subject discourse, the
subject terminology and keywords in order to learn the
subject - language with the purpose of understanding
the subject. Afterwards, there is a special approach
depending on the diagnosis of the teacher and the
capacity of the teacher to deal with language instruc-
tion. … After two weeks, they are integrated into
regular classes. They are not tested if their language
proficiency has a certain level.’ (IR_CS2)

Norway Special reception classes for language
proficiency for 1 year (up to 2 years),
later on integrated

‘In Norway, there are reception classes up to two years,
depending on the individual student and their language
proficiency (Education Act 1998, §2–8). They study
Norwegian as a second language, but also other
subjects like social science and Mathematics etc. After
being found sufficiently proficient in Norwegian,
students are integrated into normal classrooms and
often receive training in Norwegian as a second
language. The school decides if students are taken out
or stay in the classroom if they need extra support.
There is an ongoing discussion both within and
between schools about these two possibilities.’
(NO_CS2)

Austria Special language instruction for up to 11
lessons per week (inclusive or
exclusive)
for 1–2 years + integrated into other
subjectsa

‘For “extraordinary” students, e.g. those who just started
to learn German, a language course or a language
starting group is available for eleven lessons per week
(out of a total of 27–34 lessons per week) (BMB 2016,
p.11) which may be organised either in an integrated
way (e.g. students stay in their class, and two teachers
are present (team-teaching) or in an additive way
(students are taken out of their class for language
learning, thus, missing the respective subject). After
12–24 months the status of the student is changed to
“ordinary student”. Further 5–6 lessons per week lan-
guage support in German may be available, however,
depending on “organisational feasibility”.’ (AT_CS5)

Turkey No special arrangements ‘Teachers only teach the Turkish language, but some
schools have Syrian teachers, they teach academic
knowledge in the afternoon. Immigrant students
cannot participate in classroom activities but are often
excluded. Some projects funded by the European
Union have special programs for teaching language,
but generally, Turkish schools do not have any
resources for teaching language or special programs
for extraordinary students. The language barrier is a
problem, according to the Turkish teachers.’
(TR_CS2)

a This chart describes the Austrian legal situation at the time of our study; it has changed in 2018.
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The students have problems in Turkish and mathematics classes, and this is due
to their lack of language skills. (TR_CS2_T2).

Similar attitudes became apparent, in a different way in the interviews when Austrian
and Norwegian teachers—with positive surprise—referred to ‘students’ good aptitude
for learning the language of instruction’ (AT_CS4_T3) or described migrant students
who mastered the Norwegian language well enough to follow the lessons and take part
in ‘ordinary assessment’ as ‘normal students’ (NO_CS2_T2).

4.1.2 In some countries, the aspect of diversity as it relates to the language
of instruction was reinforced by analogous administrative distinctions

In Austria and Norway, and to a limited extent in Ireland, language proficiency or lack
of it is reinforced by administrative distinctions and labelling. In the case of Austria,
when students cannot follow instruction because of a lack of competence in German
(i.e. the language of instruction), they are given ‘extraordinary status’. This status
allows them to participate in the classroom like regular students from day one onwards.
However, they are not obliged to participate in tests, and the teacher is not obliged to
grade. Students may be transferred to ordinary status after a year, but the extraordinary
status may be (and very often is) extended up to 2 years because of language reasons.

Although the status ‘extraordinary’ is clearly defined by law, teachers have different
interpretations, and different routines for translating legal requirements into practice
have been established. The legal regulations provide for grading extraordinary students
in some subjects they are good at, such as English or Maths (e.g. AT_CS4_T3), while
they still may not be graded in other subjects for which the language of instruction may
be more important. However, there were teachers and school leaders in the Austrian
sample who (wrongly) held the view that the grading of extraordinary pupils was at all
forbidden (AT_CS1_L).

This administrative distinction suggests clear categories for teachers: ‘The only
distinction for me is: is the child to be tested or not?’ (AT_CS1_T7). The boundary
between ‘extraordinary’ and ‘ordinary’ may induce some schools to provide a
completely different type of education for extraordinary students by concentrating on
language acquisition and neglecting other subjects (AT_CS5_T8).

In the case of Norway, minority language-speaking students who enter lower
secondary schools in the last half of a school year are also exempted from grading if
the parents agree (Education Act 1998, §3-21). Moreover, students in lower and upper
secondary schools, who, according to the Education Act (1998, §2-8 or 3-12), are
entitled to special education in the Norwegian language and offered an introductory
course, can be exempted from grading during the period of the course. These students
will only receive formative assessments, and the school owner has the responsibility to
outline the consequences for the students with respect to receiving grades and being
exempted from grading.

Finally, while English is the language of instruction in Ireland, Irish is also a
compulsory subject. However, an exemption is granted if a student’s education up to
11 years of age was outside the country or if a newly arrived student has no under-
standing of English or Irish. One benefit of being exempted from Irish lessons is that
those students are given additional tutoring in English during five class periods a week.
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4.1.3 Although the acquisition of the language of instruction is a matter of prime
interest in all countries, there are different strategies to enable this between and
within countries

Arrangements for learning the language of instruction differ across countries with
respect to inclusive vs exclusive arrangements (i.e. whether or not immigrant students
are learning the language in special classes separate from other students) and duration
(i.e. for how long special arrangements for language acquisition are applied). As
Table 2 shows, the examples range from no special arrangements (Turkey) to a short
language training period (Ireland) to special language instruction for a period of up to
2 years (Austria and Norway). These examples, however, are not in all cases indicative
of the whole country, since there may be vast differences between arrangements in
different schools within a country. Variations between countries and schools may be
connected to the fact that decisions concerning the education of culturally diverse
populations are often not taken based on evidence, but that schooling traditions and
political considerations play an important role.

4.1.4 Few teachers have acquired competences in teaching the language of instruction
as a second language

The ‘language of instruction’ is one of the main instruments of teaching. If teachers
cannot use this instrument in the way they are used to, they will experience it as a
challenge and—if they do not have strategies to cope with it—it can be viewed as an
additional burden on their professional work. Even though proficiency in the language
of instruction is perceived as the key aspect of responding to diversity, only a few
teachers in the Austrian (and none in the Turkish) case studies seem to have acquired
competences in teaching the ‘language of instruction as a second language’
(AT_CS4_T2).

Furthermore, teachers in Norway and Ireland did not generally talk about Norwegian
or English as a second language—except for L2 teachers, of which schools reported
wanting more in both countries. However, in the majority of case studies, teachers
recount some strategies that they use to cope with linguistic diversity. In the case of
Ireland, two of the case study schools reported that ‘students are encouraged to use their
first language in the classroom’ (IR_CS2_T1), with the belief that ‘students should
continue to develop their first language, as it helps them to develop concepts in English
and to acquire the English language’ (IR_CS5_L3). Norwegian teachers also pointed to
a lack of conceptual understanding as equally challenging.

Lacking language competency is a challenge. The students have much more
knowledge than they can express with words (NO_CS4_T5)

There is a challenge with subject-related concepts which has consequences for
students’ motivation. If you do not know the concepts, the learning is
characterised by being very basic. It is difficult language-wise to reflect, to
understand, to compare, to draw parallels. This does not only concern minority
language students, but all students who struggle because they lack words and
concepts (NO_CS3_T2)

404 Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability (2020) 32:395–424



4.1.5 ‘Cultural diversity’ is not often explicitly mentioned in the teachers’ and schools’
efforts to respond to diversity. This seems to relate to the perceived sensitivity
and vagueness of the concept

Although classroom diversity is often associated with ‘cultural diversity’ in the public
debate, there were very few examples in our data, except for some rare exceptions, in
which interviewees explicitly referred to cultural differences when speaking about
assessment, teaching and school.

It is interesting, for example, that some pupils, I think it was a Hungarian, do have
a different way to do specific calculations, e.g., multiplication is different there,
ah, I use that in teaching and tell the other children, make them aware that there
are other ways, too. (AT_CS5_T1)

In science, for instance, we have Greek numbers and some words with a Greek
origin. So, students coming from Greece recognise some of this. However, as I
said, we don’t use it to a large extent. (NO_CS1_T2)

These statements are an indication of intercultural awareness. The first teacher did not
refer to an alternative practice of multiplying as a ‘wrong way’, but as a different, even
interesting mode, i.e. in a non-judgemental way. Additionally, he used this instance of
diversity in his teaching, to raise students’ awareness of the fact that there are different,
but equally valid, ways of multiplying (Kaiser et al. 2006; Blömeke 2006, p. 394). This
approach of acknowledging differences and doing this in front of the class appeared to
strengthen the position of the children with migration backgrounds among their peers.
Although this specific instance did not refer to assessment practices, one can imagine
that this teacher would not insist on the ‘normal’way of multiplying when assessing the
student; i.e. he possibly would not measure students against culture-specific images of
the subject to be learned and of ‘studentness’ (how students behave) in grading
situations. In another example, a social science teacher expressed awareness of students
whose cultural experiences were out of harmony with curricular content, and empathy
that this may make it very challenging for these students to understand some concepts.

So, you have an idea, about democracy and participation for instance, where one
of my students, coming from […], had very different ideas about IS and torture
for instance, and, sort of, his concepts compared to other students, were very
different. And you notice in assessment situations too, that you do not, that you
do not manage to see what underlies student responses. You simply think that
[the student’s] opinions are rigid, without seeking insights in the cultural back-
ground and why the student reacts as he does. (NO_CS3_T3)

All in all, there were comparatively few references to ‘cultural’ differences (other than
language differences) in our case studies. What are the possible explanations for this
finding? Firstly, cultural differences are sensitive. ‘Language’ offers a more clear-cut
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distinction, although it often functions as a signifier for a broader ‘otherness’ which
may be associated with ‘culture’ and ‘ethnicity’.

Secondly, there is also diversity within the group of migrant students that is
challenging to grasp and describe. For example in Ireland ‘newcomers’ are generally
very diverse, drawn from heterogeneous ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds,
including some migrants who ‘are already proficient in English and whose parents
have high educational aspirations’ (IR_CS2_L1). The label ‘not speaking the language
of instruction’ is easier to handle and less prone to misconception. As stated by a
Norwegian interviewee,

No, my impression is that they did an exceptionally good job in a primary school
in integrating those [students] who have arrived during primary school. So, my
impression is that the students are similar in the way they think and behave.
(NO_CS4_T2)

Thirdly, many teachers do not have enough intercultural competence to feel well-
equipped to address ‘cultural differences’ in interviews (and maybe also in classroom
work). As such, the development of intercultural competence in the teaching force
seems to be an issue in all countries.

4.2 Assessment strategies for responding to diversity

Concerning the second research aim, we were interested in the ways in which teachers
relate to situations of diversity and react to the differences they perceive. While we saw
few examples of well-developed and coherent practices of culturally responsive as-
sessment at school level, many teachers across the country cases do take account of
those diversities they perceive and use a whole range of strategies by which they aim to
help students to demonstrate their competencies.

4.2.1 In order to relate to student diversity in conducting classroom-based assessment,
many teachers adapt their assessment procedures and/or their grading

In our case studies, we witnessed a variety of methods that teachers and schools use to cope
with student diversity. However, there was no single dominant strategy. Often, these
practices were based on either the teachers’ perceptions of the students’ individual needs
and/or drawn from the teacher’s classroom experience. These strategies were either ad hoc
solutions to the problem of limited proficiency in the language of instruction, or they were
long-term strategies of individualisation and differentiation which aimed to increase student
responsiveness in general and were not limited to the cultural origin or assumed otherness.

Many of these strategies in each country can be subsumed as versions of formative
assessment, such as ‘self-assessment’ or ‘group performance’, together with other types of
performance, from pictorial to oral and written, hearing, reading and other formats. Gener-
ally, teachers who were competently working informed by a formative assessment philos-
ophy seemed better equipped for culturally responsive assessment (Nortvedt et al. 2020). In
teaching second language learners, the concept of ‘scaffolding‘ (Ovando et al. 2003, p. 345)
has spread to a number of classrooms. This offers contextual supports for understanding
through the use of simplified language, teacher modelling, visuals and graphics, cooperative
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learning and hands-on learning; similar strategies in assessment may be interpreted as a
natural corollary. As such, the strategies reflect teachers’ inventiveness and sensibility;
however, they were often intensely individualised and not shared. Additionally, the de-
scribed instances of flexibility, creativity and reflexivity of some teachers and their students
can be seen as components and expressions of intercultural competence evenwhen ‘culture’
was not the issue that was explicitly mentioned.

Lookingmore closely at the teachers’ strategies, it is possible to distinguish two elements
within assessment (Eder et al. 2009): ‘procedures of assessment’which refer to the processes
of devising performance situations (such as assignments or tests), assigning them to students
and monitoring students’ performance in these situations, and ‘grading’ which refers to the
process of attaching evaluative judgements (such as marks, grades or other evaluative
descriptions of the performance shown) to the students’ performance. In our data, there
were (a) teachers who adapted their procedures of assessment to the needs of the students,
(b) others adapted their grading, (c) some adapted both and (d) another group adapted neither
assessment procedures nor grading (see Fig. 1).

Adapting procedures of assessment When attempting to meet the needs of migrant
students, many teachers in our case schools adapted their assessments by modifying the
procedures of assessment in the following ways:

& Extra time

One of the most frequent strategies is time adaptation. Students whose first language is
not the language of instruction may use more time for the same questions (e.g.
AT_CS1). This is in line with legal regulations in Austria and Norway.

& Changing assessment formats

Especially when students were literate in another script and still had difficulties in
writing in Latin script, or just had difficulties writing in the language of instruction,
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grading for all 
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and grading

• 'up' grading
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teacher group 
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Fig. 1 Adaptation in assessment procedures and grading
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teachers changed from a written to an oral format. Teachers in many instances also
offered students the possibility of replacing a written or oral assessment by a presen-
tation which they could prepare at home (e.g. AT_CS2_T3).

& Changing the test language

When some teachers realised that certain students were more proficient in another
language than the language of instruction, students were allowed to complete the test in
the other language—provided teachers were themselves proficient in this language or a
person was able to translate the test.

We also have students who then change the language to do their Physics test in
English, and that is perfectly ok. This is offered by the English teacher, she says,
ok, he can speak English much better than German, but with English, he would
do it, then we’ll do it in English. (AT_CS1_T3)

& Offering additional support

For example, teachers offer a list of keywords in the language of instruction with
mother tongue explanations and/or ask other students for mother tongue support
(AT_CS1).

I make it possible for them to teach to their friends the meaning of the words they
learn in their own language. (TR_CS4_T2)

Many of these activities were ‘not only useful for migrant but for all students’ (IR_CS4_T4),
e.g. discussion of ‘keywords before reading the main text’ (IR_CS4_T4) which, in some
instances, included different contexts of the word together with an image of the word.

As is the case with state examinations in Ireland, students of a certain language
proficiency level were able to use dictionaries during the test ‘to understand what
they are being tested on if they don’t understand the meaning of a word.
(IR_CS5_L1)

In an iPad-enabled classroom a teacher used electronic translation devices (Google
translator) to communicate with a newcomer initially. Norwegian examples show how
new teaching material can be used for supporting migrant students.

He often comes to me with something written in Italian, which he has translated
for me using Google. I often think; Yes, funny. Yes, but that’s how we commu-
nicate, and he feels I understand him, I know if he has a problem ….
(AT_CS4_T3)

So, there are some subjects (…) like grade 8th science that has ‘Eureka’ - a smart-
book that can read aloud. They can listen while they read. I think that this is a
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good resource for minority students and students with language disabilities.
(NO_CS1_T1)

& Peer assessment

Peer assessment occurred primarily during presentations and group work when students
were asked to give feedback. In some instances, students even defined the criteria used
for evaluation. In other situations, teachers organised panels with observer roles
including brief written reflections:

We often use peer-assessment in groups or with an assessment partner where the
students compare their responses and provide feedback to each other on written
tasks. We do not use so much self-assessment yet, this we will do later on. Until
now, we have focused on developing a “tool box” where they get to see examples
of different tests, written assignments, feedback and so on, but we have not let
them participate actively yet. (NO_CS1_T1)

So, we have now ... we started with discussion rounds on various topics, and
there we always have observer roles to watch the whole thing and then give
feedback afterwards. (AT_CS2_T7)

Adapting grading Another strategy is to adapt the grading to the student’s competence
level.

& ‘Language up-grading’

Some teachers retain the regular procedures of assessment (such as tests, home-
work and other activities) without any particular adaptation to the special needs of
migrant students or any differentiation in general. However, they take the stu-
dents’ language proficiency into account when they decide on the grade, which is
recorded in the report card (e.g. AT_CS4_T1). This is in line with the legal
situation in some countries (e.g. in Austria: teachers may take the linguistic
situation of the students into account when deciding on the grade), while it is
not allowed in other countries, e.g. in Norway where teachers are instead obliged
to adapt the assessment.

Teachers who use ‘language up-grading’ explain it as accounting for the fact
that written tasks require much more effort from students raised in another
language and, even more so, in a different writing system (AT_CS3_T4) similar
to Deseniss (2015).

In more professional terms, ‘language up-grading’ requires teachers to deviate from
the social reference norm (considered ‘just’ in traditional schools) and use individual
reference norms, i.e. to grade according to individual progress instead of social
comparability. ‘Language up-grading’ also requires to distinguish between content
and language performance in assessing competencies.
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… the [recently immigrated] girl has collected many points because she under-
stood the logic of the assignment, she has numeracy skills, it is only the language
competence which is missing: I can be responsive to that, see, she is not able to
cope with assignments with a longer written text in the beginning. However, all
the other capabilities may be appreciated. (AT_CS1_T3)

No adaption of assessment In some classrooms, we found no adaptation to the
diversity of students at all. Due to the legal requirement in Norway regarding
educational adaption to individual needs (Education Act 1998, § 1-3), teachers
are obliged to adapt both their teaching and assessment to individual students.
However, there are still individualised practises, and the degree of adaption
might, therefore, differ between teachers. In the Turkish cases, teachers in their
classroom-based assessment usually ‘use the same tests for all students’
(TR_C4). When we encountered non-adaption in other countries (Austria,
Ireland and Turkey), there were different explanations: Some teachers expressed
compassion for the situation of newcomer students. They felt that non-
adaptation of assessment is unfair to these students and, at the same time,
thought that they were forced into non-adaptation by their national assessment
system.

The assessment system [used in the school] is not fair in this respect, if they have
such a deficit and therefore cannot show the performance expected. However, we
cannot help it now, can we? (AT_CS4_T6)

Written papers in state examinations should be screened for appropriate language,
as they do not reflect the diversity of language we now have in our secondary
schools. … Setters of examination papers should be trained in language matters.
(IR_CS3_T2)

Other teachers identified strongly with (what they perceived as) the legal rules or
concepts of formal equality and did not consider any alternative:

We cannot do otherwise. It will be difficult ... to judge everyone equally …
without going down with the standards. (AT_CS2_T3)

It is very difficult, you know, and would be difficult to have some rules [for]
some and some rules for others. (IR_CS5_T3)

A small group in some countries did not seem to care about the problem.

I think nothing should be ‘adjusted’, so just because they are different cultures.
Everyone has to be judged the same. (AT_CS1_T1)

It depends on the student. There is not a problem if the student is willing.
(TR_CS2_T2)
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The wide variation in strategies and in personal interpretations of the legal situation
seems to indicate that there is ample leeway for professional development programmes
offering teachers support and guidance in a work situation they were not trained for.

4.3 Supportive conditions for responding to diversity

The third aim of this paper is to investigate where teachers can turn to if they need
support in responding to student diversity in their assessment work. From the perspec-
tive of the teachers, there seems to be little support available. However, the existing
assessment practices or regimes represent a resource for teachers.

4.3.1 Different countries are characterised by different assessment regimes: they are
a resource for teachers’ responding to diversity in assessment; they open up potential
strategies of adaptation.

Countries differ in their legal requirements for assessment, which are transmitted
through teacher education and enacted through individual and collegial practices of
assessment and grading in schools. These ‘assessment regimes’ form a resource for
schools’ and teachers’ individual and collective action, and thereby shape strategies of
adaptation.

Assessment in Austrian (‘segregated’1) lower secondary schools is purely teacher-
based; certificates originating from it are important for access to a differentiated
‘segregated’ upper secondary education system. This special assessment regime seems
to limit the options teachers have in coping with diversity. In such a selective system,
there is much attention paid to the comparative fairness of assessment, which makes it
more difficult to be responsive to the special needs of students than it might be in more
inclusive systems (cf. Popham 2009). This may have also made it more difficult for
formative assessment or assessment for learning to flourish. Even a strategy like
‘language up-grading’may be understood as a way of achieving ‘comparative fairness’,
which would not be possible (or indeed necessary) in a system like Norway’s, which
has its traditional focus on supporting individual progress in lower secondary level.

In Ireland, in contrast, assessment at the end of ‘non-segregated’ secondary junior
education (referred to as the ‘Junior Cycle’) is based on teacher assessments and
externally devised examinations which open up access to a ‘non-segregated’ upper
cycle. The upper cycle ends with external state examinations, which are relevant for
tertiary access. The external tests tend to focus the attention of teachers and students;
however, the teacher’s role is conceived as supporting students’ learning for assessment
(instead of ultimately judging students’ results which does not apply in Ireland). In the
junior years, there is more freedom to adapt to students’ needs, but the upper secondary
leaving certificate is such an important milestone in educational careers that there is a
‘washback effect’; the closer the final examination, the less freedom is experienced by
teachers concerning assessment, and the more teachers tend to focus entirely on results.
As all students are preparing for the ‘Leaving Certificate’, this has an impact right
through secondary schooling (Burns et al. 2017). As stated by one interviewee:

1 The term ‘segregated’ points to a system in which parallel educational options for the same age group are in
a hierarchy with respect to further educational options (e.g. access to tertiary education).
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I think that the introduction of CBAS (Course Based Assessments) is a very good
move for the introduction of Assessment for Learning and for migrant students.
But to be honest, the main focus is still the Leaving Cert so a lot of what we hear
about is nice and what might be worthwhile assessment strategies goes out of the
window when students do the Leaving Cert. The real is what they get in the
Leaving Cert. How this fears out for students who have just entered the country,
not so well I imagine. (IR_CS2_T3)

In Norway, as with Ireland, assessment at the end of ‘non-segregated’ lower secondary
education is also based on teacher assessments and externally devised examinations.
Although all students have a guaranteed place in upper secondary education, their
results in the lower secondary level will enable them to opt for an academic or a
vocational stream of the ‘segregated’ upper secondary cycle. The policy of guaranteed
places in upper secondary education, the legal right of students to adapted education
according to their individual needs as well as a legal policy for formative assessment in
the form of assessment for learning seems to leave more freedom for teachers to apply
culturally responsive practices in their assessment.

In Turkey, there is a central state examination at the end of 8th grade. All children,
including foreign nationals, have the right to access ‘basic education’ services delivered
by public schools. If international students are enrolled in a public school, the Local
Education Authorities (LEAs) are responsible for assessing the student’s educational
background and determining which education level the child will be enrolled in
(Access to Education in Turkey 2019). In addition, in-service training for inclusive
education is provided for teachers who have Syrian students in their classrooms
(Promoting Integration of Syrian Children into the Turkish Education System 2019).
All these initiatives may be considered as the beginning of culturally responsive
practices in the assessment of immigrant students.

4.3.2 Established practices of formative assessment in a country can help individual
teachers in adapting to diversity in their assessment

Whether or not practices of formative assessment are stipulated by educational legis-
lation and supported by professional development, teaching material and other support
offers may be a particularly relevant aspect of an assessment regime. Norway is a good
example of established practices of formative assessment, due to a long-standing policy
for adaption to individual student needs since 1975. There are certainly differences
between individual teachers, schools and local communities; however, according to
national policies, requirements that all schools should implement Assessment for
Learning and formative assessment have an even longer tradition. In Ireland, formative
assessment was not used as frequently in the past; ‘ten years ago, assessment for
learning was never really mentioned at all’ (IR_CS5_L1). It is only in the last few
years that formative assessment has attracted more attention with its introduction to the
discourse of assessment at primary level (NCCA 2008), with its promotion as part of
Junior Cycle reform and through influential stakeholder groups in the system, such as
the inspectorate. In these cases, it is easier for individual teachers to practice formative
assessment than in Austrian and Turkish schools, where formative assessment has a
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weak tradition connected with the prevalence of teacher-based assessment for
certification.

4.3.3 An established discourse in the profession on both diversity and assessment
helps individual teachers adapt to diversity in their assessment

Teachers’ work is not well understood if one looks only at the individual level. It takes
place in a ‘community of practice’ (Lave and Wenger 1991), which may be more or
less well developed. These communities of practice offer a ‘background web’ of
understandings, interpretations, strategies and instruments which individual teachers
can draw on in their daily work and in their attempts to cope with new situations. If
there is an established professional discourse on diversity and/or on assessment, then it
is supportive of teachers finding solutions for creating diversity in assessment. Al-
though the awareness of diversity in classrooms is rising in Austria and Turkey, there is
not really a discourse on this issue that involves much of the profession. In Ireland, the
professional discourse on evaluation has increased as a result of new inspection
practices and may stimulate awareness concerning diversity and assessment (IR_CS5).

4.3.4 A school policy on diversity and/or on assessment and formal and informal
practices of teacher collaboration can help individual teachers adapt to diversity
in their assessment

In some of the Norwegian schools, there are school policies in place which staff have
agreed upon. School leaders give teachers resources accordingly; in these schools, it is
easier to use formative practices. In case school 5, for example, a specific school policy
of adaptive assessment has been implemented, which has teachers assessing tests
together with the students (NO_CS5). This practice is supported by the Education
Act (1998), which gives students a general right to participate in their own assessments.

Three of the Irish case schools have policies on multiculturalism and respect for
everyone, and these policies seem to shape the learning environment in these schools
(e.g. IR_CS5). Turkish case schools may or may not have some collaboration
concerning assessment; however, they do not have any consistent school policy
concerning assessment or migrant students or diverse classrooms (TR_CS4).

During the last decade, Austrian education policy has promoted increased attention
to the individual needs of students, and differentiation and individualisation of teaching
(Altrichter et al. 2009). Nevertheless, there is a wide variation of practices of assess-
ment and grading. Only a few schools have consistent assessment policies, and in those
that do exist, the aspect of linguistically or culturally responsive assessment is not
covered (e.g. AT_CS1_T2). The obligatory development plans (which schools have to
negotiate with their regional administrators as a part of ‘contract management’; see
Altrichter 2017) may include elements which are helpful for culturally responsive
assessment. Thus, in case school 5, an active and quite interventive system of diagnosis
and support has been established, which is useful for responding to student diversity
(AT_CS5).
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5 Discussion and conclusion

This paper provided an exploratory analysis of the perceptions and strategies that
teachers use to assess students in diverse classrooms. Interview and documentary data
from 20 schools, and 115 teachers and school leaders in four European countries—
Austria, Ireland, Norway and Turkey (five schools per country)—were used to study
some features of the challenges teachers face when assessing students from diverse
cultural backgrounds. While the situation in these countries, and even between schools
in these countries, varied in many respects, it seems possible to come up with some
insights to the problem of culturally responsive assessment that may be relevant—if to
varying degrees—for many European countries and classrooms.

A key finding is that ‘proficiency in the language of instruction’ is themain dimension
by which diversity in classrooms is perceived, explicitly discussed and processed by
teachers. Contrary to the public debates inmany countries, there is much less reference to
‘cultural differences’ in our case studies, probably because ‘culture’ is a much more
difficult concept to handle in classroomwork. However, the massive emphasis placed on
‘proficiency in the language of instruction’ is worth interrogating further.

Historically, schools have been a major instrument of supporting the idea that
nations are monolingual by promoting a ‘standard language ideology, which elevates
a particular variety of a named language spoken by the dominant social group to a
(H)igh status while diminishing other varieties to a (L)ow status.’ (Ricento 2013, p.
531). While the acceptance of language variety in European schools seemed to have
increased in the wake of sociolinguistic research and globalisation, the contemporary
waves of migration seem to be countered by a re-emergence of the ideology of
monolingualism which ‘sees language diversity as largely a consequence of immigra-
tion. In other words, language diversity is viewed as imported.’ (Wiley and Lukes
1996, p. 519).

The insistence on proficiency in the language of instruction is a variety of the
concept “language-as-resource” (Ruiz 1984) which many teachers often implicitly
and benevolently seem to subscribe to, because they want to open up participation
opportunities for their students. On the other hand, there is more in languages than
‘their utilitarian benefit’ (Ricento 2013, p. 533). Those whose language is tacitly
considered secondary or openly devalued, will experience their identity, status and
place in life challenged (Baker 2006; Blommaert 2006). ‘Language first’ policies2

insisting that migrant students have to learn the language of instruction before they can
participate in mainstream classes with all other students seem to reinforce monolingual
attitudes in the teaching force.

‘Language proficiency’ also seems to shift the responsibility for demonstrating
learning to the student and, thus, implicitly alleviates challenges for teachers which
many of them experience as difficult and demanding. Additionally, it seemed that only
a few teachers in our cases had been explicitly trained for teaching the language of

2 For example, in 2018/19, the Austrian government introduced separate classes for immigrant students in
which they have to learn the language of instruction for one to four semesters. Students can only be
mainstreamed if they pass a special language test which is administered at the end of every semester
(BMBWF 2020).
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instruction as a second language or for coping with cultural diversity in teaching, and
even more so in assessment.

Secondly, while some teachers did not feel that assessment should take account of
student diversity, most teachers tried to adapt their assessment procedures and grading to
help students from diverse backgrounds to show their competencies and to experience
success. Rarely were these responses organised and supported by school policies,
institutionalised in-school teacher collaboration or regional/national policies focusing on
culturally responsive assessment. More often, teachers used their educational repertoire or
developed ad hoc solutions to do justice to individual students’ needs and potential.

Yet, national policies for individualisation and differentiation and in a small number
of cases in-school policies on assessment and/or cultural diversity did give some
limited support to individual teachers in their attempts to cope with a situation
experienced as challenging by many. Overall, in most interviews, teachers did not feel
well-prepared for a diverse education system either from their pre-service teacher
education or from the policies and supports provided by schools or education
authorities.

What are the potential consequences and recommendations to enhance culturally
responsive assessment that can be drawn from this situation?

5.1 Clarifying the concept of ‘responsiveness to cultural diversity’
in the professional discourse in education

The case studies indicated that the term ‘cultural diversity’ is often avoided in explicit
in-school discourse and only used implicitly to point to ‘increased difficulties’ for the
teaching profession. Responding to cultural diversity is indeed a difficult concept, and
it is undoubtedly in need of further clarification, in particular as it applies to classroom
practice. In our view, the OECD’s (2016; Burns et al. 2017) work on global compe-
tence provides a formulation of culture which neither reifies ‘cultures’ as a given, nor
loses itself in an incomprehensible array of customs, attitudes, artefacts, and so on.
What is described is a concept of culture which does not limit students to narrow, pre-
conceived perceptions but allows for the development of both the students and the
culture. However, it is important to communicate such an understanding to the teaching
force and the public, and to equip teachers and schools with feasible strategies for
translating such an understanding into practice.

5.2 Teaching material and teaching resources are helpful for teachers, as they show
teachers appropriate ways of positively engaging with cultural diversity

In many case schools, teachers reported a lack of adequate support material. On the
other hand, we found other teachers pointing to appropriate and relevant resources
which were publicly available but were rarely used. There is some indication that this
discrepancy between support material available and used may be connected with a lack
of sensitivity to the problem in general and lack of expertise with respect to intercultural
and multilingual education and culturally responsive assessment. At times, this lack of
expertise may also be connected with a lack of leadership, ignorance or xenophobic
attitudes. Teachers with knowledge in this field seem to find adequate resources in most
countries and schools and to support their colleagues in this respect. Accessible
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resource persons with specialised knowledge could ultimately help to enhance the
schools’ expertise in this regard.

Internet- and ICT-based media may be more readily accessible to teachers who know
about their existence and know how to use it. Another advantage is their potential flexibility
which allows different types of use even in initially unforeseen situations (e.g. the Norwe-
gian language support app CD-ORD is used as a translation device; NO_CS4_T2).

5.3 Professional development for intercultural competence and culturally
responsive assessment is an issue in all countries

The case studies indicated that many teachers and schools have difficulties in construc-
tively engaging with the challenges of the cultural diversity of students, and also the
results of international tests strongly point in that direction (Herzog-Punzenberger,
2019). Nevertheless, it is not only teachers who require professional knowledge of
culturally responsive education. According to an EC-commissioned study on diversity
in initial teacher education, there are few initiatives in Europe to train teacher educators
in linguistic and cultural diversity including responsive assessment strategies (Dumcius
et al. 2017, pp. 6870). As long as teacher educators are not well-equipped for preparing
teachers to do this work, it is doubtful that adapted curricula and resource material will
directly impact classroom practice. Therefore, the leadership of teacher training insti-
tutions concerning linguistic and cultural diversity is one of the most important steps
towards improving culturally responsive assessment.

While there are several options for professional development concerning multicul-
tural education and second language learning available in Austria, Ireland and Norway,
their impact on the work in schools and classrooms was not entirely convincing in these
case studies. New in-service formats (e.g. coaching and long-term development pro-
cesses of both school policy and classroom practice; Timperley et al. 2007; Lipowsky
and Rzejak 2014) are needed. Indeed, some schools were not aware of both the
availability of professional development on culturally responsive practices and the
need for such competences (e.g. AT_CS4_T2).

It may well be that both are necessary: relevant and accessible teaching material and
professional development made readily accessible on the one hand, and a system-wide
strategy which makes school leaders and teachers aware that these resources are available
and that building up such competencies is part of each school’s professional responsibility,
on the other.

5.4 As responsive forms of assessment are new in many cases and may vary
between classrooms, students’ and parents’ understanding is essential

Significant classroom diversity usually entails that the school’s parents vary widely with
respect to their expectations, aspirations, competencies and prior school experiences. While
immigrant parents were in some cases characterised by low education levels and low income
with vague educational aspirations (TR_CS5), there were other cases in which immigrant
parents and students held high expectations and actively pursued them (AT_CS5).

For example, teachers in one school observed that some of the well-motivated
parents with a migrant background were very focused on their children performing
well in the state examinations and were not interested in any assessment other than
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tasks that prepared them for the state exams. As stated by one teacher, ‘these students
just say …, just give me the notes so I can learn them off for the exam’ (IR_CS2_T2).

In any case, diversity of parent expectations may increase in a way that is not always
clearly visible. As ‘justice in assessment’ and the success of students (giving the right
of entry to further education and employment) are prime criteria by which parents
evaluate a school’s work, it will be necessary that schools proactively work with
parents if they want to introduce new forms of assessment. In Norway, primary and
lower secondary education teachers are legally required to hold ‘learning development
dialogues’ (similarly ‘parent-student-teacher conversations’ in Austria) with students
about performance, progress and potential improvement actions at least twice a year,
for which they prepare a written report on the students’ learning progress. As migrant
parents may have problems in understanding the report or the overall procedure, some
schools provide courses for parents on how to participate in these meetings.

In conclusion, it is acknowledged that the findings and recommendations of this study are
limited by the number of cases and its exploratory nature. Sampling of countries and schools
was mainly based on opportunity and did not aspire to give a full picture of the culturally
responsive assessment practices in these countries. Nevertheless, we claim that we have
collected insights into the thinking and practices of schools and teachers trying to engage with
cultural diversity in their classrooms andhow this diversity shapes, to varying and often limited
extents, the teaching and assessment methodologies employed. The response in many schools
and classrooms to increased diversity is still short of anything that approaches culturally
responsive pedagogy and assessment, a finding which supports the outcomes of larger
quantitative studies on cultural and linguistic diversity in the teaching profession and in schools
(OECD2019). Nonetheless, this study also, andmost importantly, indicates that many schools
and teachers are well disposed, on the whole, to embracing diversity and adapting assessment
to being more culturally responsive. It is not a lack of goodwill but more the limitations and
constraints of existing assessment policies, together with inadequate training and limited
supports which are inhibiting a great leap forward in this most urgent area.
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Appendix: Interview guidelines

Information about individual schools

& Collect beforehand through webpages or in interview with headperson
& Size (N of students and teachers)
& Proportion of migrant students
& Location (rural)
& Special features (e.g. in curriculum and history)

Questions for staff interviews

& Information about interviewee: m/f, subject teacher, years of teaching experience
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& In your experience: Has the student composition in your school recently changed?
Is there an increased/decreased number of students from minority/migration back-
ground? What minority groups do the students in your school come from?

& Has this changed the atmosphere/climate in your classrooms? If yes, what kind of
change happened?

& How many different languages are spoken by your students?

Practices

& How can teachers best cope with diversity of students? Can you give some practical
examples for what you are doing to cope with diversity of students?

& Is there teaching material which is helpful for teaching in diverse classrooms? Who
is providing/producing this material?

& How can teachers use the languages of their students as a resource in the classroom?
& If you think of assessment: Are students from minority/migration background

reacting differently to assessment situations?
& Is it appropriate to adapt assessment situations to the needs of students from

minority/migration background?
& If yes, in what way assessment can be adapted? What types of assessment can be

adapted, are there other types which cannot? Can you give practical examples for
what you are doing to adapt assessment to the needs of students from minority/
migration background?

& Is there assessment material which is helpful for assessment in diverse classrooms?
Who is providing / producing this material?

& Are there other support measures (e.g. professional development, consultants etc.)
which are helpful for teaching and assessment in diverse classrooms? Who is
providing / producing support measures?

& Is there special collaboration among staff with respect to teaching and
assessment in diverse classrooms? What are the focus and the results of
this collaboration? Is it helpful for your teaching and assessing in diverse
classrooms?

Policies/strategies

& Does your school have an explicit policy on assessment? Or an agreement within
staff?

& If yes, what are the main ideas? Is this relevant for students with a migration
background? In what respect?

& Does your school have an explicit policy on coping with diversity? Or an agreement
within staff?

& If yes, what are the main ideas?

Evaluations

& In general, do you think that the knowledge and competences of students with
minority/migration background are fairly recognised by the usual assessment
strategies in your schools?
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& For what proportion of the group of migrant students in your class will academic
success be possible? Why is that?

& What do you see as the benefits of teaching and learning with students who have a
migration background?

& What do you see as the challenges of teaching and learning with students who have
a migration background?

& What support measures would be really helpful for coping with diversity in your
classrooms?

Questions for student group interviews

& Information about interviewees (collect during sampling, not in group interview):
m/f, rough indicators for socio-ec background/education level/vocational back-
ground [different in different countries], migration background, function: student
representative

& Do you like to go to school? Why (not)? What are the good sides and the awkward
sides of going to school?

& How many languages are spoken by this class group?
& Do you have opportunity to use all of the languages you speak?
& How is assessment usually done in your class? Are there situations other than tests

in which you can show what you know?
& How do you experience typical assessment situations? Are they easy, difficult? Can

you show to the teacher and your peers what you know?
& Are teachers interested in your knowledge? Do teachers realise what you know and

what you can do—not just with respect to school knowledge, but also to other
knowledge acquired in non-curricular situations?

Questions for parent interviews (a selection of these question is chosen by each
national team)

& Information about interviewees (collect during sampling, not in group interview):
m/f, rough indicators for socio-ec background/education level/vocational back-
ground [different in different countries], migration background, function: parent
representative, local politician.

& Do your children like to go to school? Why (not)? What are the good sides and the
awkward sides of going to school? What problems do you encounter with respect to
schools?

& Do you observe your children growing in the appreciation and use of language?
& Do you support your child with his/her school homework?
& Do you know how the competencies of your child are assessed?
& Is the knowledge of your children appreciated by the school?—not just with respect

to school knowledge, but also to other knowledge acquired in non-curricular
situations?

& Do you know what measures teachers are taking to assess the competencies of all
children with fairness and sensitivity?
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& Do you participate in school activities? Are you encouraged to do so?

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which
permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and
indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article are included in the
article's Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the article's Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder.
To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
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