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 In the field of education, assessment and evaluation (AE) are defining 

strategies for improving school practices with the overall goal of enhancing 

student outcomes. While AE is understood and considered by educators as 

two distinctly different domains, they are often used interchangeably among 

practitioners in the field. The aim of this paper is three-fold: to identify and 

clarify the epistemological and ontological differences between AE; develop 

operational definitions of AE that are transferable from research to 

classroom through a comprehensive literature review; clarify any 

misconceptions between the two domains, if any. A comprehensive meta-

synthesis of literature from articles published in 32 journals between 2014 

and 2024 revealed four frames to distinguish assessment from evaluation:  

i) information gathered; ii) methodology; iii) purposes and outcomes; and  

iv) stakeholders. To corroborate these conclusions, we also conducted  

a social lab which is based on the principle of the Delphi method with  

11 participants. Additionally, insights from two social lab sessions revealed 

that apart from the ontological distinctions between AE, there were also 

epistemological distinctions. Eventually, three frames for exploring the 

difference between AE emerged from the data: ontology, epistemology, and 

stakeholders. By refining and developing this area of AE, the research hopes 

to contribute to a more informed and integrated educational landscape, 

encouraging further work in areas of AE. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Assessment and evaluation (AE) are two prominent concepts that are frequently used amongst 

various educational stakeholders. Traditionally, AE has focused on how to improve student learning [1], [2]. 

However, these concepts have expanded to become central key ideas in educational policy, seen as 

“indispensable tools for improvement, accountability, educational planning and policy development” [3] 

more recently. These concepts serve distinct yet interconnected roles–assessment focuses on measuring 

student learning [4], [5], while evaluation examines the effectiveness of programs, teaching strategies and 

policies besides overall student learning [6], [7]. Together, they provide critical insights that drive student 

learning outcomes–assessment at the individual or classroom level, and evaluation at the programmatic or 

systemic level. These insights, though derived at different scales, collectively inform curriculum 

development, instructional improvements, and education policy decisions. 

However, both concepts have evolved over time that are shaped by the educational paradigms 

within which researchers, policy makers and practitioners operate. These paradigms are tied to perspectives 
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that influence how educators define the purpose, processes, and goals of education. These different 

paradigms offer different views on learning, the role of teachers and students, and the nature of knowledge. 

They are essential for understanding and shaping educational practices, policies, and research. 

An educational paradigm that views knowledge as external, fixed, and transmissible from teacher to 

student, will emphasize quantitative measurement to ensure consistency and minimizes error. Assessment in 

this context, involves standardized tests and tools to capture observable learning outcomes and content 

mastery. Evaluation focuses on determining instruction effectiveness and program success through norm-

referenced comparisons, reflecting scientific method principles of control, measurement, and prediction. 

If the educational paradigm within which the researcher is operating in is more learner and learning 

centered [8], [9], the focus is more on the personal growth of students [10]. Assessments in this paradigm 

prioritize deep understanding, student agency, reflection, and development over time. Examples of 

assessments include exit tickets, portfolios, and learning journals which promote metacognition and  

self-awareness. Students evaluate their own learning and performance to build self-regulation and autonomy. 

Other domains of the learner’s development–emotional and social–are also assessed, besides the cognitive 

aspects. Evaluation in this context shifts away from ranking and judgment toward guiding, supporting, and 

reflecting on the learning journey. The focus is on development, depth of understanding, and the process of 

learning, not just final outcomes. In a learner-centered, constructivist curriculum, assessment often refers to 

tools and methods used to gather evidence of learning (e.g., tests, rubrics, and peer reviews), while evaluation 

refers more broadly to how we interpret that evidence to make meaningful, holistic judgments about student 

growth, especially in relation to goals, values, and progress.  

As Kuhn [11] suggests, ways of knowing and organizing knowledge continue to be contested and  

re-evaluated. These shifting epistemologies have blurred the lines between AE, as learners are no longer 

viewed atomistically but as embedded within complex networks. Perhaps due to their interconnectedness, 

where assessment usually acts as a tool and feedback to make informed decisions, conflation between the two 

terms is widespread and commonly used loosely with each other [12], [13]. 

One significant contributing factor to the conflation of the two terms includes the differing 

consensus and concepts found in the literature. For instance, Baehr [12] posits assessment as a term to look at 

how the level of quality of a performance, or outcome could be improved, while evaluation is used to look at 

the level of quality of a performance or outcome to enable decision-making based on the level of quality 

demonstrated. Conversely, Scanlan [4], suggests that educational assessment is the gathering and evaluating 

of data from learning activities or programs, which is often referred to as evaluation. Confusion is expounded 

when similar words such as ‘judgements’, ‘decisions’ and ‘improvements’ are used synonymously in 

describing the definitions of AE. Accompanied with the adoption of ‘formative’ and ‘summative’ 

terminologies as adjectives in both AE further contributes to the conflation between these two concepts. 

In evaluating the progress and benefits of an educational program or approach, teachers primarily 

rely on student assessment as a critical mechanism for gauging the effectiveness and impact of the 

implemented pedagogical strategies [14], [15]. As such, teachers tend to see assessment as the only means of 

evaluation, using the two terms interchangeably to mean the same thing. Furthermore, educators commonly 

perceive their role within an academic setting as instructional facilitators rather than evaluators. This 

perception stems from traditional conceptions of evaluation as a specialized domain requiring extensive 

statistical analysis and controlled experimentation to ascertain program effectiveness and outcomes [3] often 

associating evaluation with large-scale quantitative research and quasi-experimental methodologies [16]. 

The conflation of AE can consequently result in erroneous mental models formed. Mental models 

could impair learning if built with incorrect or incomplete materials, or when ideas are connected through 

anomalous linkages [17]. They become challenging to resolve, tending to persist and multiply once deeply 

ingrained [18]. This leads to differing epistemological ideas and ontologies between the two concepts, 

significantly impacting the determinations and outcomes derived from AE measurements in school systems 

used by various stakeholders in educational AE. Such impacts involve issues, such as poor policy design, 

lack of analysis of unintended consequences, little capacity for educational agents to put procedures into 

practice, lack of an evaluation culture or deficient use of evaluation results [3]. 

Similarly in Singapore, conflation between the two domains is widespread within the educational 

field. Firstly, the two terms “assessment” and “evaluation” are used interchangeably as they evoke a similar 

value of gathering evidence to produce a result. Secondly, there is a lack of epistemological clarity, in how 

these concepts are different when used in the vernacular. Within the fields of education, the specifics of the 

terms transform the words into educational jargon. In order to advance their work in educational AE,  

the Singapore National Institute of Education (NIE) Centre for Assessment and Evaluation (CAE) has 

established their operational definition and guiding principles to clarify the distinctions between AE in 

education, as seen in Table 1. 
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The NIE CAE defines assessment as “the process of obtaining and reflecting on evidence of student 

learning to determine whether and to what extent learners have achieved their intended learning outcomes.  

It provides constructive information and feedback to enhance student learning, teaching practices and 

assessment,” while evaluation “involves the systematic process of collecting empirical data and contextual 

information to determine the merit of an educational initiative. It allows an informed decision to be  

made regarding its continuation, modification or termination in response to the needs of identified 

stakeholders” [19]. 

Although a definition has been initiated by NIE CAE, the derivations of these definitions was 

primarily based on epistemic discussions of faculty working in the area, often occurring at meetings or 

informal conversations; not one based on empirical evidence from a meta-synthesis of AE literature. This 

paper therefore seeks to develop research informed definitions of AE that are transferable to the classroom, 

and enhance the work of AE, reducing the gaps between knowledge and practice of AE in the educational 

context. It will aim to clarify the epistemological and ontological differences between educational AE 

through a comprehensive review of current literature, as well as through insights gathered from a social lab 

involving expert perspectives (the Delphi method). 

 

 

Table 1. NIE CAE’s principles of AE 
Assessment Principle Evaluation 

To provide information on student learning 

− Allows teachers to review the effectiveness of 

their teaching and students to reflect on their 
progress in learning 

To enhance teaching and learning 

− Provides constructive information and feedback 

to improve assessment development, teaching 

practices and student learning 

Why: 
It is needed 

(purpose) 

To examine the merit of an educational initiative 

− Captures descriptive, contextual and empirical data to 

review the merit and quality of the educational initiative. 
To make a judgement call 

− Provides insights, informs decision, assists in planning 

and further understanding of the phenomenon (e.g., 
continuation, improvement or termination) 

Principles 
i) Central to effective teaching and learning 

ii) Valid and reliable 
iii) Explicit, transparent and accessible 

iv) Promote and improve learner’s capacity for 

self-directedness 
v) Take into consideration impact on learner’s 

well-being 

What: 
It entails 

(principles) 

Principles 
i) Rigor 

ii) Relevance 
iii) Utility 

Individual 

− Looks at the student, classroom and institutional 

level 

Which: 
Unit of analysis 

System 

− Looks at the societal, organizational and/or institutional 

levels, or evaluation-specific issues. 

− Encompasses processes and products (e.g., professional 

development/training programs, educational context, 

curriculum quality). 
Collects evidence of student learning 

− Various forms of assessments are conducted in 

the classroom, at the school and national level. 

How: 

It is conducted 

(modes of 
inquiry and 

types) 

Systematic process of inquiry 

− Mixed methods incorporating the perspectives of various 

stakeholders with interest(s) in the outcome of the 

educational initiative. 

Types 

− Needs assessment/analysis, evaluability assessment, 

formative evaluation, process evaluation, summative 

evaluation, impact evaluation. 

Educators and learners 

− Includes assessment specialists, teachers and 

students 

Who: 

The intended 
users are 

Decision-makers 

− Includes policymakers, program developers, 

curriculum/school leaders and program funders 

From “our beliefs”, by NIE CAE [19] 
 

 

2. METHOD 

2.1.  Research design 

The paper adopted a qualitative research approach, structured into two stages. The first stage 

consists of a systematic literature review of the definitions of educational AE. The second stage incorporates 

discussion sessions through a social lab among different stakeholders working on AE. In the context of our 

research, the objectives are: i) to identify and describe the epistemological and ontological differences 

between educational AE and ii) to develop operational definitions of AE that are transferable from research 

to classroom through a comprehensive literature review. These objectives inform the research questions (RQ): 

− What are the epistemological and ontological differences between AE as represented in the literature? 

− How can we operationalize the difference in AE into working definitions that will guide the work of the 

strategic growth area and beyond? 
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2.2.  Stage 1–systematic review: meta-synthesis 

The first stage of this research employs a systematic review to address the first RQ, which aims to 

distinguish the epistemological and ontological differences between AE while identifying new patterns or 

potential gaps in the literature. A systematic review was chosen for this study to provide a more 

comprehensive and reliable synthesis of existing research through integration of findings from individual 

studies [20] to generate more robust conclusions and new interpretations. Specifically, this research utilizes  

a meta-synthesis approach that facilitates new theoretical insights and reinterpretation of meanings from 

other multiple high-quality qualitative studies [21]. 

To ensure alignment between the literature review and the RQ, the team developed a set of inclusion 

and exclusion criteria. This included a selection of journals (n=32) related to AE that were grouped into four 

categories: i) evaluation journals; ii) assessment journals; iii) assessment and evaluation journals; and  

iv) journals in curricula study. The selection of evaluation journals (n=14) was based on a scoping review 

conducted by the NIE CAE. According to Loh et al. [6], these journals contain a broad coverage of 

evaluation-related topics and had significant contributions in the field, particularly in publishing a substantial 

number of research on evaluation (RoE) articles. 

As literature suggests distinctions between AE are mostly seen by their measurement and testing 

processes [4], [7], [22], the team added in educational measurement journals (n=4) into the selection to 

increase further insight into the ontology of AE. To incorporate a better scope of educational AE, 1-2 

journals from each discipline in the Singapore curriculum were also added into the list (n=18). These 

remaining 18 journals were selected based on their Scopus rankings to identify journals with higher 

readership and a clear robust peer-reviewed process. The list of journals is available through the digital 

repository that is published on the NIE digital repository at https://repository.nie.edu.sg/home. 

Following the inclusion/exclusion criterion set by the research team, articles sourced from the listed 

journals were to focus on literature related to AE, specifically within the domain of educational AE. 

However, exceptions were to be made if AE studies in other domains were deemed relevant to revealing the 

epistemology and ontology of AE. A 10-year period (2014-2024) was chosen to filter the literature to ensure 

that findings remain relevant and reflective of the current educational landscape. 

Next, a filtered search was conducted using the terms “evaluation”, “definitions”, “epistemologies” 

and “ontology”, yielding a total of 5,897 articles. To refine the selection, articles were further narrowed down 

according to the title and abstract level to ensure that they were relevant to the research topic. This process 

led to the final selection of 226 articles focused on AE. In addition to the selected journals, a list of references 

was shortlisted by the research team based on their expert knowledge and background of the domains. 

After filtering down to 226 articles, including additional sources selected by the research team,  

a qualitative analysis of the collated data (n=226) was executed to generate themes relevant in distinguishing 

or finding similar patterns in the AE domain. Of all the articles reviewed, 176 articles were evaluative in 

nature, while 61 articles were assessment-based. Using the NVivo software, an inductive coding approach 

was applied, allowing themes to emerge from the broad review of the qualitative data collected. The analysis 

identified three overarching themes: 

− Theme 1: parallels in data collection. Across the reviewed literature, data collection—whether through 

systematic or informal means—emerges as a foundational component of both AE processes. 

− Theme 2: functional use of evidence. A key point of differentiation between AE lies in how the collected 

information is used, highlighting functional distinctions in intent and application. 

− Theme 3: stakeholder orientation. The analysis reveals a recurring emphasis on the intended recipients or 

stakeholders of the information, underscoring the significance of “for whom” the data is collected in 

shaping the process. 

These identified themes draw parallel to a distinction made by Scanlan [4], who argues that the 

difference between AE exists because of what is measured, why and how measurements are made for each of 

the domain. To capture these themes, the team summarized them into four main thematic codes of: i) type 

and nature of information gathered (what is being collected); ii) methodology (how data is collected);  

iii) purposes and outcomes (for what purpose and how will evidence be used); and iv) stakeholders (for 

whom and by whom). 

The data was then further coded and deeper analysis was conducted to gain more clarity of the 

epistemological and ontological aspects of educational AE. It is important to note that the items categorized 

are not mutually exclusive. That is to say that they may have been coded more than once depending on the 

context of the article. 

 

2.3.  Stage 2–conducting the social lab 

The second stage involves the conducting of a social lab which is based on the principle of the 

Delphi method. The Delphi method is regarded to be “a valuable technique for reaching consensus about 
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specific issues when empirical evidence is scarce or contentious” [23]. Furthermore, Förster and Gracht [24] 

express the Delphi method’s usefulness in bringing together multiple diverse perspectives before coming  

to a consensus as it reduces bias. As the data gathered from the meta-synthesis indicates some theoretical 

distinctions between AE, what is needed to further this discourse is to expand upon an operational definition 

of the NIE CAE that is grounded in the experiences of people involved in AE. A social lab which is a highly 

collaborative and participatory method was conducted to allow expert opinions to develop in relation to other 

perspectives. The participants were posed with the question of what the difference between AE is. 

To facilitate the discussion in the social lab, the research team used the findings from the meta-

synthesis of the literature review to develop several diagrammatic representations of the relationship between 

AE. These diagrams were intended to serve as visual cues for discussion rather than as representations of the 

final results. Across both sessions, a total of 11 participants, ranging from experts in AE, specialists in the 

Ministry of Education to practitioners such as educational leaders, contributed their responses to the diagrams 

shown. Given that the focus was on discussing AE in the context of education, participants were brought in 

through purposive sampling with the intention of finding participants from different perspectives. 

Once both sessions of the social lab were transcribed, they were first coded inductively to obtain  

a master code book based on the codes that emerged, such as: i) information gathered; ii) methodology;  

iii) purposes and outcomes; and iv) stakeholders. In addition, we found that there were also additional themes 

such as: v) response to the information gathered; vi) context that AE was carried out; and vii) paradigms in 

which AE occurs. While codes (i) to (iv) were also found in the meta-synthesis, codes (v) to (vii) were 

derived from social lab findings that revealed other codes previously unidentified. ‘Response to the 

information gathered’ identified responses towards AE that influences how AE is perceived and how the data 

is used, ‘context that AE was carried out’ highlighted how AE was perceived differently based on the context 

that it was conducted in, and ‘shifts in the attitude towards AE’ revealed how AE concepts have developed 

over time. 

To identify the themes, the codes were reviewed through an inductive-deductive process. While the 

codes were being understood inductively, this was paired with a consistent returning to NIE CAE’s definition 

to make sense of what was missing. By alternating between the induced codes and the concept maps derived 

from NIE CAE’s definition of AE, this inductive-deductive approach allows for an exploration of themes, 

allowing for a thorough exploration of the themes available. 

 

 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Thematic analysis of empirical data from social labs revealed three broad themes: ontological 

differences, epistemological differences, and stakeholders. The data on ontology expands upon the areas of 

purpose and what evidence is collected to show the concepts involved in AE and the relations between the 

concepts. The theme of ‘epistemology’ extends from the meta-synthesis that methodology can provide 

insights into the epistemology between AE. The theme ‘stakeholders’, as mentioned earlier in this paper, 

provides insights into the epistemology and ontology of AE. In fact, the social lab revealed how the 

understanding of AE shifts not just when different stakeholders are involved, but also from which 

stakeholder’s perspective is AE viewed from. The data that support the findings of this study are openly 

available in the NIE digital repository at https://doi.org/10.25340/R4/FRDPEM. 

The results from the metasynthesis and the social labs corroborate some of our initial discussions 

about the difference between educational AE. From the metasynthesis, what information is being gathered 

differs between AE. While evaluation generally focuses on broad, systemic data related to capacity building, 

strategic planning and program implementations, educational assessment tends to emphasize on individual 

and group data such as performance measures, abilities and design of assessment itself. Scheerens et al. [25] 

note that evaluation involves the usage of data to make an informed decision, or merit, while assessment 

collects data to understand an individual’s learning at a specific point in time. Findings corroborate with 

Broom idea [26] that with evaluation, the type of information gathered tending to be macro, broad and 

encompassing while assessment tends to focus on the individual.  

In terms of the methodology used to collect and analyze the data, both domains rely on systematic 

methods and theoretical frameworks, demonstrating a shared epistemological commitment to evidence-based 

decision making. Evaluation methodologies are predominantly deductive structured and quantitative, 

utilizing Delphi and quasi experiments, while assessment relies more inductive, qualitative approaches such 

as class observations and ethnographic interviews. These differences reveal the epistemological variation 

between AE, with evaluation grounded in more positivist epistemology and an ontological broader and 

systemic emphasis compared to assessment drawing on constructivist epistemologies, with ontology 

centering at the individual level. By utilizing structured mixed methods, evaluation can provide a more 

comprehensive and overall understanding of the subject being evaluated [27]. In contrast, assessment 

methods prioritize gathering data on student that usually entails knowledge, skills and performance, tying 



                ISSN: 2252-8822 

Int J Eval & Res Educ, Vol. 15, No. 2, April 2026: 955-965 

960 

heavily to the assessed individual [26]. These differences shed light on the intrinsic link between 

methodology and epistemology, where knowledge justification (epistemology) influences choice on method 

justification (methodology) [28]. Nonetheless, exceptions occur where evaluation studies can focus on 

formative evaluation, that is, increasing looking to qualitative methods, and assessment can be conducted 

through more quantitative large-scale testing methods. These will be discussed later when looking across the 

data collected from the social lab. 

In addition to the obvious purpose and outcomes of improvement to learning outcomes across the 

individual, group, program, school, or policy scales, there are also other outcomes that emerged from the 

literature review. From the literature synthesis, evaluation frequently involved the discussion of new 

approaches and definitions, as well as the influence of evaluation practice and programs. The emphasis on 

new approaches and definitions indicates ongoing efforts to standardize or create an operationalized 

definition in evaluation, which is a common problem identified in the evaluation field [29], [30]. Conversely, 

assessment trends involve validation of assessment tools, reinforcing the validity of assessment that was also 

found in its methodologies. They also include factors pertaining to assessment, such as the design, 

assessment literacy and participation. A unique theme that emerged involved the beliefs and perspectives of 

students and teachers, highlighting the impact of the assessed individual in shaping and influencing 

assessment–something less commonly discussed in evaluation. Pertaining to education, these findings reflect 

how assessment underscores roles in student learning and instructional strategies based on outcomes based on 

curriculum objectives, whilst evaluation tends to provide actionable insights for policy and program 

improvements and effectiveness, adhering to outcomes at the programmatic level. 

Evaluation’s analysis at the systemic level compared to assessment’s examination at the individual 

level is reinforced through the stakeholder dynamics in AE. Evaluation engages a broader range of 

stakeholders, spanning from those being evaluated to ‘evaluation clients’ at the organizational and directive 

level. In contrast, assessment stakeholders are mainly those administering the assessment and those that are 

being assessed. Assessment directs its value of knowledge and production on the assessed object, whilst 

evaluation’s knowledge come from the evaluated clients rather than the evaluative object. In education, these 

directly translate to assessment planning constructed around the student’s knowledge and ability, while 

evaluation planning focuses on the knowledge surrounding the school program or policy that is being evaluated. 

The relationship between AE reveals its own ontology when focusing on how they interact with 

each other. One aspect is that its purpose which varies across stakeholders, contexts and scales. Recognizing 

that there could be a false dichotomy between AE, some of the data highlights that ontological presence of 

either assessment or evaluation shifts depending on the stakeholders and the scale in which the purpose that 

they are doing the measurement of. In particular cases, when it is conducted by more general stakeholders 

such as the institutions, evaluation would be more present. Likewise, when it is conducted by individuals 

such as students, assessment would be more present. This relationship echoes Broom statement [26] that 

evaluation is associated with the macro while assessment focuses on the individual. However, it would also 

depend on who are the evaluative or assessed objects and who are the evaluative or assessed clients which 

would determine whether it would be more appropriate to use assessment or evaluation. 

This conflation between the two is further accentuated when contextualized in the type of 

information collected. Data from the social lab reveals that when talking about either assessment or 

evaluation, the other would always be referenced as an integral part of the process. As such, AE are presented 

as inseparable and intertwined. Assessment data is an integral part of evaluation, and evaluating is a central 

component of carrying out assessments.  

In the relationship between AE, its epistemology makes use of both AE regardless of whether it is 

solely for the purpose of assessment or evaluation. Some liken the approach between the two to be like  

a subset where the proportion between AE shifts depending on the context. Evaluation and assessment 

information are inherently value-laden, and an a priori approach to AE is shaped by the philosophical 

underpinnings of a particular culture or its culturally specific pedagogies. This differs slightly from the 

literature that raises contextual knowledge in relation to evaluation and not assessment [6], [31]. However,  

it is crucial to consider whether the statement that the approach towards AE is shaped by culturally specific 

pedagogies is made with the suggestion that AE are interchangeable. In addition, while the literature shows 

that evaluation methodologies are predominantly deductive structured and quantitative while assessment 

relies on qualitative approaches, data from the social lab reveals a different situation where both AE are 

increasingly less positivistic and adopt both deductive and inductive approaches. 

The theme of ‘stakeholders’ is intertwined when considering the relationship between AE.  

The social lab data revealed a trend that when referencing AE from the individual-particular level to the 

general level, it would also develop from ‘assessment’ to ‘evaluation’. Another area to note is the direction at 

which AE is conducted. At the individual-student level, teachers could assess students, and nowhere else is 

‘assessment’ referenced. In addition, AE is always conducted ‘downwards’ from a stakeholder with greater 



Int J Eval & Res Educ  ISSN: 2252-8822  

 

Examining the ontological and epistemological differences between evaluation and … (Chew-Hung Chang) 

961 

authority and power, or among stakeholders in the same level such as in self-assessment or self-evaluation. 

There are no cases found in which assessment or evaluation is conducted ‘upwards’. This movement 

highlights the role relationships play in the ontological and epistemological dimensions of AE. 

 

3.1.  Development of the definitions 

Scanlan [4] proposes that if there were to be a distinction between AE, it would probably involve 

‘what is being measured, why and how the measurements are made’. In line with NIE CAE’s [19] definitions 

of AE and supported by the meta-synthesis and social lab, the ‘what is being measured’ would be  

(i) information gathered; the ‘how the measurements are made’ would be (ii) methodology; and the ‘why’ 

would be (iii) purposes and outcomes. Since NIE CAE situates its definition of AE in the context of an 

educational setting, (iv) stakeholders are considered in one of the three evaluation principles on relevance,  

a point that is raised in both the literature and the social lab. However, while NIE CAE’s definitions include 

the four aspects of the who, what, how, and why, the research findings reveal that the (v) response to the 

information gathered, (vi) context that AE is carried out, and (vii) paradigms in which AE occurs are not 

explicitly mentioned. Before proposing how to include these aspects into NIE CAE’s definition, their relation 

to (i) to (iv) must first be considered. 

First, (v) to (vii) are not separate elements given that they share a connection with (i) to (iv). As 

such, they can be considered as overlapping elements that necessarily exist as part the process of conducting 

AE. Considering (vii) paradigms in which AE occurs, paradigms shape the epistemology in which one 

approaches (i) to (iv). If a person has been trained in the paradigms of positivism or behaviorism, it would 

shape the way they collect the data, what data would be collected, or how the data is going to be used, for 

instance. Chen [32] proposal to interface the three theoretical perspectives of reductionism, systems thinking, 

and pragmatic synthesis to further evaluation practice describes a configuration of stakeholder’s assumptions 

on how to conduct evaluation and why it works. This then maps onto stakeholder’s understandings on what is 

expected to happen to attain program goals and what should be done to attain them. As such, the need to 

consider an evaluation’s paradigm has become one of the key factors in choosing an appropriate method [33]. 

While the focus on paradigms is more commonly found in discussions around evaluation, 

considering the paradigms in which assessment occurs is still necessary. The understanding of ‘learning’ is 

framed by one’s epistemology and influenced by theories of learning and assessment theory [34]. Therefore, 

the purpose of AE, choice of what information is gathered in AE data, or its methodology is not just 

dependent on the individual or organization that is conducting AE, but it is ultimately framed by the 

paradigms they are influenced by, or the paradigm that is at the background of conducting AE at that moment. 

In addition to the paradigm in which AE operates in, the (vi) context that AE is carried out would 

influence how AE operates. Referencing Eisner [35] levels of curriculum decision-making, decision-making 

in curriculum is based on the level at which it operates. Extrapolating from this, the level at which AE 

operates would affect how AE is conducted. In evaluation, the context such as the policy or decision setting 

shapes the way stakeholders are involved and how the findings are disseminated, which ultimately shapes the 

production of evaluation knowledge [36]. 

In assessment, Bennett [37] proposes that teaching and assessment should be structured according to 

the epistemologies of the students they are directed towards. Considering how standardized tests discriminate 

against students of a lower socioeconomic status given that it is measured to a particular socioeconomic 

competency, the consideration of the context in which assessment occurs at various levels of students would 

aid in reducing structural inequalities [37]. These findings in the literature align with participants of the social 

lab emphasizing that AE would appear and operate differently at different levels, both locally and 

internationally, which contributed to the difficulty of providing a single definition of AE that considered 

every context. 

Finally, the (v) response to the information gathered, especially by the individuals conducting AE, 

reveals another dimension to the why and how of AE. Marsh et al. [38] highlight that in the context of 

schools’ responses to teacher evaluation policy, schools may respond in reflective, distortive, or compliant 

ways depending on the context or stakeholders who are responding. In assessment, student responses to 

assessment could be used by teachers to refine and design assessment tasks so to include students’ interests 

and experiences to better engage them [39]. Data from the social lab adds the emotional dimension to 

highlight how the use of AE data is shaped by how one responds to AE, which in turn could also be used as 

an additional form of data. Therefore, the response to the information gathered can be reframed as 

understanding what the data gathered is to be used for, as that affects the way the methodology and the 

purpose in conducting AE. 

As a result, given that the distinctions between AE are defined by the who, what, why, and how, 

these findings from the meta-synthesis and the social lab support the principles of AE at NIE CAE [19]. 

What can be refined in the center’s definition is ‘understanding what the data is used for’, which would be 

incorporated into the why and the how of AE. The incorporation of this element would support the purpose 
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of conducting AE which requires a consideration of the suitable methodology in achieve the purpose. 

However, the elements of who, what, why, and how of the definition are insufficient in coming to a cohesive 

definition of AE, even if it is supported with an understanding of what the data is used for. From the  

meta-synthesis and social lab, we can conclude that AE would be conceived differently depending on one’s 

training and paradigmatic influence that they operate within. As such, we cannot include the other two 

elements of the definition such as the (vi) context that AE is carried out and (vii) paradigms in which AE 

occurs. Instead, these points can be inserted as a pre-amble to NIE CAE’s definition as factors that influence 

the way in which AE operates. 

 

3.2.  The disambiguation between AE 

Based on the findings thus far, AE can be considered distinct fields, but some misconceptions remain. 

However, while recognizing that the two fields are interconnected, they are not interchangeable. The  

(vi) context that AE is carried out and (vii) paradigms in which AE occurs sheds light on how misconceptions 

have come about. In speaking about AE, the lack of a common context that frames the discussion results in 

multiple understandings of AE being discussed at the same time. Similarly, acknowledging that one’s 

training under a particular paradigm shapes the way they understand AE, there are many impressions of AE 

that may be discussed under the shared terminology of ‘assessment’ and ‘evaluation’. 

These misconceptions cannot be eliminated, but they can be reduced. The findings from the  

meta-synthesis and the social lab reveals how the interplay between ontology and epistemology shifts and 

changes depending on the context and the paradigmatic reference. Furthermore, as previously mentioned, 

aspects such as ‘stakeholders’, or even AE itself are so intertwined that misconceptions will undoubtedly 

arise. While the ontology and epistemology may be the distinctive characteristics of AE, an awareness that 

there are varieties of AE, and that different individuals may have different epistemologies and ontologies of 

AE would aid in reducing the misconceptions between AE when they are discussed. 

 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

To conclude, we return to the issue that this paper began with: identifying and clarifying the 

epistemological and ontological differences between AE through: i) information gathered; ii) methodology; 

iii) purposes and outcomes; and iv) stakeholders. While NIE CAE’s definitions reflect the ‘what’, ‘why’, 

‘who’, and ‘how’ of the operation of AE, the findings from the meta-synthesis and social lab can provide an 

understanding of what the data is used for to support the aforementioned elements of AE. Furthermore,  

the addition of a pre-amble to the definition to consider the context and paradigm in which AE occurs would 

aid in sharpening how AE is understood in its particular situation, which would be effective given that AE is 

understood differently at different levels and across different stakeholders. Allowing for a pre-amble rather 

than a fixed contextual or paradigmatic basis to be part of the definition allows the definition to be 

appropriately contextualized for the specific area or group of study. 

For the future, the refined definition of AE would aid in research by considering the various factors 

that shape the way in which AE is understood. Not only would the understanding of AE be defined to fit the 

purpose of the research, but an awareness of the other factors that shape the ontological and epistemological 

foundations of researchers and participants would help to guide the way in which research is conducted. 

Furthermore, a definition that is contextually fitted would provide a culturally relevant or localized approach 

that avoids misinterpretations using a preconceived cultural understanding of AE. At the same time, future 

research on the definitions of AE could build upon the findings of this paper and broaden the scope of 

inquiry. While our social lab involved educators, scholars, and experts in the field of AE, including other 

stakeholders such as students would deepen an understanding of how AE is understood at various levels of 

stakeholders and contexts. 

In the research of sharpening NIE CAE’s definitions of AE, several methodological and theoretical 

challenges emerged. There were difficulties in understanding the relationship between AE because of the 

overlap that exists between the two. This overlap was dependent on the scale, context, and the 

epistemological foundations of the individual or practitioner. As such, the definition of AE is not something 

that can be prescribed but instead needs to be descriptive because some ways of thinking are more a priori in 

nature and others are a posteriori. This proposal of the definition does not encourage people to subscribe to 

either epistemology, but this research acknowledges that these are the differences, and it is important to have 

awareness of these differences while working in the field of education, instead of being bothered about 

definitions. The frames of i) information gathered; ii) methodology; iii) purposes and outcomes; and  

iv) stakeholders will continue to help us in identifying these differences. 

With the world facing numerous challenges, including anti-globalization and climate change, 

education is under immense pressure to prepare children for times of uncertainty. AE remain as core aspects 
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of what we do in education. While we continue to collect data for the purposes of refining programs, 

improving student learning experiences, and enhancing teacher capacity, many of us are not fettered by the 

need to have a clear disambiguation between the definitions of AE. 
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