
P A G E
1

Institut für Erziehungswissenschaften

Reconciling the Paradoxes of Educational Assessment and Inclusive Education: 

A Comparative Perspective 

Session: Educational Inclusion and Assessment Perspectives

National Institute of Education Evaluation of Ecuador

Prof. Dr. Christian Ydesen

18 September 2025



P A G E
2

P A G E
4

The Outset of the Project
Identifying the Research Problem

It is a global observation that assessment and inclusion – 
in some form - are core elements in any educational 
activity.

But the two elements spark a fundamental paradox:

• On one hand, there is a desire for students' academic progress to be 

measured with standardised instruments on comparable scales.

• On the other hand, there is a wish to create space for diversity and 

for the education system to remedy social inequality.

The way assessment and inclusion play out defines the 
“good” student and this therefore has implications for the 
production of the “good” citizen in society.

Picture: Danish written exam, May 2019
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The Paradoxes Unfolded I

The diversity of people is an inherent feature of society and 

thus also a basic condition of any education activity:

1. How is the complexity of such human diversity handled?

2. How are the limits of what is acceptable - what is "normal" and 

"abnormal" - negotiated and determined in a given educational 

practice?

Education systems are characterised by the fact that a host of 

actors - with different purposes, ideas and priorities - are 

concerned with the development of education, how education is 

practiced and students' academic progress and results.
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• National interest
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governments
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• Other 

specialized 
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Wait, NGOs, Regional 

organisations
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• Media

The Complex 

Landscape of a 

Modern 

Decentralized

Education System 
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The Paradoxes Unfolded II

Inclusion: everyone is 

good enough and is a 

valuable contributor to 

educational communities

Assessment: who is good 

enough and can contribute in 

the right way to educational 

communities

⇥⇤

Inclusion is fundamentally 

about deconstructing 

categorisations
⇥⇤

Assessment is rooted in and 

aimed at creating 

categorisations (impact on 

how students are "made")

Inclusion: universal 

participation in education 

regardless of special 

needs, social background, 

gender, ethnicity, religion 
or other defining 

categorisations

Assessment: Measurable 

and one-dimensional 

understandings of knowledge 

domains (academic 

progression)

⇥⇤

NB: As a soft agenda, inclusion is easily squeezed

between other educational agendas.



https:/ /youtu.be/a7wk0r -

pHDU?si=Na_v0n7j0NTCKBBP

https://youtu.be/a7wk0r-pHDU?si=Na_v0n7j0NTCKBBP
https://youtu.be/a7wk0r-pHDU?si=Na_v0n7j0NTCKBBP
https://youtu.be/a7wk0r-pHDU?si=Na_v0n7j0NTCKBBP
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Findings

The creation of inclusive educational cultures, alongside assessment 

cultures, requires the involvement of all stakeholders.

It is crucial to identify barriers to inclusive education – but it is naïve 

to assume that the removal of barriers will automatically lead to 
inclusion in education → Achieving inclusion is a recurring process.

Inclusion can be understood in two fundamentally different ways:
• a deficiency and defectiveness approach

• a contextual and barrier dismantling approach

Key questions: 
• Who must change? 

• Is it the student/parents or is it the learning context? 

• Must students and teachers adapt to standardised formats, or could 

variable forms of assessment give rise to variability in approaches to 

teaching and learning?
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Conclusions (Assessment)

The assessment agenda tends to have greater policy status at 

the national level than at the school level.

The stakes—perceived or actual—involved in assessment 

practices are what make the agenda so powerful.

Various stakeholders in education often expect different 

assessment purposes to be met by national assessment 

systems → A tension between centralisation and 

decentralisation in education systems.

Data literacy among all educational stakeholders, including 

school leaders, teachers, students and parents is vital → it is 

often the (mis)use of tests and test results (for managerial 

purposes) that create problematic conditions for the 

achievement of inclusive education.
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Conclusions (Inclusion)

The inclusion agenda tends to be rearticulated across organizational levels → 
Inclusion looks very different in different contexts (intersectionality).

Inclusive education is in constant risk of being limited or distorted because 
policymakers and practitioners try to fit inclusion into a pre-existing system 
that features counterproductive settings, technologies and practices → 
Exclusion may in fact be cloaked in a narrative of “doing good”.

While inclusion and exclusion are two sides of the same coin, the governance 
structure may determine which one overrides the other: schools’ reputation, 
market position, funding structure, economic incentives, and accountability 
structure determine what and who is held to account and in what ways.

The integration of pupils with special needs into mainstream education 
represents a challenge for principals and teachers who must deal with the 
consequences of more diverse classrooms – often without the proper 
resources.

Educational differentiation tend to work with a logic of deficiency which is 
detrimental to the achievement of inclusive education.

UNESCO GEM Report 2020, p. 75
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Conclusions (Intersections)

From an assessment policy perspective, inclusion can be reductively 

framed as students’ full participation in an examination or test.

Practitioners’ enactments of assessment and inclusion can both ‘other’ 

students, but it can also facilitate student-centred pedagogical 

responses (there must be room to find meaningful and effective local 

solutions).

The non-alignment of policies, enactments, and experiences of 

assessment and inclusion can have detrimental effects at the school 

and student levels: This is particularly marked in contexts with high-

stakes chains of accountability.

Teachers are reconfigured within and between the two agendas → 

Teachers are torn between roles defined by the different (and 

competing) purposes of education.
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