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What is fair? Summative assessment and conceptions of fairness in a
comparative perspective
In all societies subscribing to the meritocratic myth, summative assessment plays a
key role in the allocation of life chances to individuals. For these allocation processes
to be considered legitimate, assessment has to be perceived as fair. However, what
is perceived as fair can differ considerably depending on who is looking; fairness is in
the eye of the beholder and not reducible to abstract principles independent of their
cultural context.
The lecture will explore some of the different, culture- and actor-specific ways in
which fairness in assessment can be conceived. On the one hand, different
conceptions of fairness underlie the rules and regulations governing assessment in
different national contexts. This includes a strong symbolic dimension, e.g. certain
instruments in which fairness in assessment and in extension its legitimacy are
anchored symbolically. In addition to differences between different national contexts,
different perceptions of fairness are prevalent among different groups of actors within
the same national context. Often, sets of conceptions of fairness of different groups
(such as teachers on the one hand and pupils on the other) are not in perfect
concordance with each other, or with the conceptions of fairness underlying the
regulations.
Arguably, these differing conceptions of fairness – including the tensions between
them – play an important role for how systems of assessment operate and also
condition how systems can evolve in the future. However, as conceptions of fairness
are largely latent, investigating and comparing them can be a tricky task. The lecture
will make some suggestions on how to tackle these issues theoretically and
empirically. It will also present some results from a comparative research project on
the conceptions of justice of teachers, pupils and school evaluators in Germany,
Sweden and England.
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