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The development of both the Standard 1 and Standard 6 

assessments began with a thorough review of the relevant 

textbooks, teachers’ guides, and syllabi.  Test blueprints were 

developed to identify the content areas and the cognitive 

skills to be assessed; and the number of items deemed 

necessary to address the breath of content and achieve a 

desire level of reliability.  Workshops that were composed 

with local stakeholders including Malawian teachers, Primary 

Education Advisors, Senior Education Methods Advisors 

from the Ministry of Education, Malawi National Examination 

Board members, and the project’s zonal coordinators were 

held to ensure that the items aligned with the competencies 

in the syllabi, had language appropriate for the pupils and the 

local context, had adequate measurement properties, and 

were free from error.  Additionally, a critical procedure of 

piloting test items was conducted to warrant the reliability of 

the operational test forms. 

 

Also important, PSSP:SFP uses scaling and equating 

techniques to facilitate the statistical comparison of forms 

from subsequent years: a subset of Standard 6 items were 

retained from 2006 to serve as “linking” or “anchoring” 

items, the remaining were released for the 2007 

administration, and new items developed.  The use of a local 

language instrument for Standard 1, and the combined 

utilization of both individually administered tests (Standard 1)  

and group administered 

test (Standard 6) are also 

notable best practices. 
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Understanding the Value of Assessment Data 
 
PSSP:SFP has uniquely engaged all levels of society from ministry 
headquarters to grassroots level communities in the feedback process 
of sharing assessment data; revealing the power of data to mobilize 
action and encourage continued success. 
 
• Government officials use assessment results to...  
 Recognize knowledge gaps and address them through pre- and in-service teacher trainings 

and guide revisions in the curricula 
 
• Head teachers use assessment results to… 

Support teachers in their lesson planning and delivery of content, as well as guide teachers 
to conduct their own assessments 
 

• Teachers use assessment results to… 
 Provide remediation to learners, and to build on areas of success 
 
• Parents/Communities use assessment results to… 

Mobilize themselves to address issues affecting educational quality and to reinforce good 
performance by teachers and learners 
 

• Learners use assessment results to… 
Feel encouraged and confident in their progress and motivated to study and focus on 
schooling 

The Power of Information to 
Improve Pupil Achievement 

Pupil Assessment in Malawi’s Primary School Support Program 

2008 Follow-up 
 

The PSSP:SFP 2008 follow-up  

assessment is occurring in 

September 2008, with results 

expected for dissemination in 

November 2008.  Stay tuned 

for details. 
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The Primary School Support 

Program: A School Fees Pilot 

(PSSP:SFP) is a three-year initiative 

funded by USAID/Malawi in 

collaboration with the Malawi 

Government.  It targets all of the 

226 public primary schools in 

Dowa district.   

 

Partners 
• American Institutes for Research 

(AIR) 
• Creative Center for Community 

Mobilization (CRECCOM) 
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Modeling Best Practices in Pupil Assessment
Since 2006, the USAID-funded Primary School Support 

Program: A School Fees Pilot (PSSP:SFP) has worked closely 

with schools and communities in Malawi’s Dowa District in an 

effort to achieve equitable access to quality basic education. 

A key objective in reaching this goal is to improve the 

teaching and learning outcomes in Dowa’s schools.   

 

In order to measure the impact of project interventions on 

pupil learning outcomes, PSSP:SFP staff and local stake-

holders, with the support of assessment experts from the 

American Institutes for Research (AIR), collaborated to 

design and develop robust annual pupil assessments for 

Standard 1 in Chichewa and Standard 6 in mathematics and 

English.  The design of the assessments builds on previous 

continuous assessment work by AIR and its current PSSP:SFP 

partner Malawi Institute of Education, as well as the efforts of 

former USAID-projects including the Improving Educational 

Quality (IEQ) project,  the Malawi Education Support Activity 

(MESA), and the Malawi Teacher Training Activity (MTTA). 

 

A consistent focus in the development of the PSSP:SFP pupil 

assessments has been the commitment to following and pro-

moting best practices of assessment.  As a result, the project 

has created an internationally acceptable assessment exercise, 

which not only provides valuable monitoring and feedback to 

project implementation, but which also offers government 

stakeholders a high quality model to follow in the future. 

 

Several characteristics of the assessments are keys to this 

high quality.  First and foremost, a rigorous item development 

process was employed for the PSSP:SFP pupil assessments. 
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PSSP:SFP  
Pupil Assessment 

Following a pilot, PSSP:SFP conducted 

its baseline assessment in September 

2006 to understand the initial status of 

Dowa’s children.  After just one year of 

project implementation, positive results 

are already being seen.

ASSESSMENT 
INSTRUMENTS 
 

Standard 1 
 
PSSP:SFP annually measures

Standard 1 learners in Chichewa.

The Chichewa literacy assessment

is a one-on-one individual test that

includes several subtests: Phonemic

Awareness, Word Naming, Letter

Sounds, and Word Recognition.  The

instrument is administered by

project staff, so classroom teachers

do not have access to the

instrument and validity of data

collected is not at risk.  Thus, the

same instrument can be used in

each year. 

 

Standard 6 
 
PSSP:SFP annually measures

Standard 6 pupils in both

mathematics and English, using a

group administered test conducted

by project staff.  A review of the

Malawi Standard 6 English and

mathematics textbooks, teacher

guides, and syllabi determined the

content domains that should be

assessed by the instruments by

identifying the basic competencies

that Standard 6 pupils should

possess.  The English instrument

includes two content domains:

reading and language structure, and

items are also categorized by their

cognitive demands on learners as

basic, moderate, or high. The

mathematics instrument measures

learners’ abilities in Whole Numbers,

Fraction/Decimal/Ratio, Geometry &

Data, and Measurement, with

cognitive levels classified as

knowledge, comprehension, or

application.  Some test items are

retained year to year for equating,

so as to make instruments

comparable between years. 

TEST 
ADMINISTRATION 
 

Sampling Schools 
 
The original 13 zones within Dowa

were subdivided further into

clusters for project implementation

purposes.  A total of 59 clusters

were formed with 2-5 schools per

cluster. To ensure representation,

one school per cluster was

randomly selected to be in the

intervention sample. For the

comparison district, 40 schools

were randomly selected from zones

in the north/western region that

met the comparability criteria.  The

same schools that were sampled in

2006 were sampled in 2007, with

one exception. 

 

Sampling Pupils 
 
Pupils were randomly selected from

Standards 1 and 6.  For Standard 1,

6 pupils (3 boys and 3 girls) were

randomly selected in each school.

These pupils were assessed at the

school using a one-on-one

administered assessment. For

Standard 6, thirty pupils in each

school were also randomly selected

from attendance registers.  These

pupils were assessed at the school

using a group administered

assessment. If the class was smaller

than thirty pupils, all were included

in the assessment. 

In September 2006, at the start of term 3, PSSP:SFP collected pupil performance data to establish a baseline measure 

against which to assess the project’s impact on pupil learning.  The project collected data on pupil performance in 

Chichewa, mathematics and English in all the selected 59 schools of Dowa District and 40 schools in the comparison 

district (see box titled “Benefits of Utilizing a Control District” below). For both the Standard 6 assessments, four 

performance levels were established: Minimal, Needs Improvement, Proficient, and Advanced.  The last two categories 

represent the passing levels where pupils demonstrate the satisfactory knowledge and skills required by their 

standard.  Focusing on younger learners, and thus having fewer number of items, just three performance levels were 

established for the Standard 1 Chichewa assessment: Minimal, Passing, and Advanced. 

 

The first follow-up assessment occurred in September 2007.  Results of the follow-up assessment show that PSSP:SFP 

has already made an important impact on pupil learning, thanks to project interventions including training teachers in 

content knowledge and pedagogy, expanding teaching and learning resources available to teachers and pupils, 

mobilizing communities to take ownership and responsibility in education, distributing small grants to school 

management committees to improve school infrastructure, establishing life skills training for pupils, and establishing 

income generating activities to support the needs of orphans and vulnerable children.  In 2007, 42.5% of Standard 6 

pupils in Dowa reached the proficient level or above in English, compared with just 20.9% in 2006, representing a 

substantial improvement.  Similarly, approximately half of Standard 6 pupils (55.5%) in Dowa in 2007 reached the 

proficient level or above in math, compared with 24.6% in 2006.  The tables below present the comparison of pupil 

results from 2006 and 2007, disaggregated by gender. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Positive results have also been seen for Standard 1 Chichewa.  After the one 

year of program implementation, the intervention group improved substantially 

compared to the comparison group.  For example, in Dowa, the percentage of 

pupils categorized at minimal level decreased by 19%.  What factors contributed 

to this improvement? Over the year 2006, a new  

curriculum, the Primary Curriculum Assessment Reform (PCAR) was rolled out 

 

  

nationwide and all Standard 1 

teachers were oriented to its 

implementation methodologies.  

In Dowa, however, the on-going 

PSSP:SFP literacy campaign 

helped maintain the focus on 

literacy in Standard 1 and training 

for the PSSP:SFP Beginning 

Literacy Program of Malawi 

(BLP/M) equipped teachers with 

the necessary skills to more 

effectively teach reading.  Also, 

the project provided resources 

such as supplementary readers, 

notebooks and pens, and greatly 

encouraged teachers’ use of 

TALULAR. 

Benefits of Uti l izing a Comparison District 
PSSP:SFP administers pupil assessments in 
both Dowa and Dedza Districts 
 

To determine progress overtime and to 

confirm that progress is due to an 

intervention, a comparison district was 

selected. Dedza district was selected as a 

comparison district for PSSP:SFP because 

of its similarities with Dowa district.  

Dowa and Dezda, particularly in the 

northern/western region, have similar 

cultural beliefs (i.e. Gulewankulu), and are  

conservative in similar ways.  Dedza borders the 

capital, Lilongwe, as does Dowa, but they do not 

border each other, thus minimizing cross over 

effects.  They have similar population density, 

school ratios, and other comparable indicators.  

Few other agencies are supporting Dedza schools 

and access to schools is often difficult just like in 

Dowa.  Dedza is economically relatively better 

off, but Dowa is relatively worse off on most 

indicators and therefore most districts will be 

better off than Dowa. 

 

Percentage of standard 1 pupils at Chichewa literacy performance 
levels by Group in 2006 and 2007 

 
Standard 6 – 
Percentage of 
pupils by 
proficiency 
level on 
English test 
by gender 

 
Standard 6 – 
Percentage of 
pupils by 
proficiency 
level on 
mathematics 
test by gender 

Dedza
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The development of both the Standard 1 and Standard 6 

assessments began with a thorough review of the relevant 

textbooks, teachers’ guides, and syllabi.  Test blueprints were 

developed to identify the content areas and the cognitive 

skills to be assessed; and the number of items deemed 

necessary to address the breath of content and achieve a 

desire level of reliability.  Workshops that were composed 

with local stakeholders including Malawian teachers, Primary 

Education Advisors, Senior Education Methods Advisors 

from the Ministry of Education, Malawi National Examination 

Board members, and the project’s zonal coordinators were 

held to ensure that the items aligned with the competencies 

in the syllabi, had language appropriate for the pupils and the 

local context, had adequate measurement properties, and 

were free from error.  Additionally, a critical procedure of 

piloting test items was conducted to warrant the reliability of 

the operational test forms. 

 

Also important, PSSP:SFP uses scaling and equating 

techniques to facilitate the statistical comparison of forms 

from subsequent years: a subset of Standard 6 items were 

retained from 2006 to serve as “linking” or “anchoring” 

items, the remaining were released for the 2007 

administration, and new items developed.  The use of a local 

language instrument for Standard 1, and the combined 

utilization of both individually administered tests (Standard 1)  

and group administered 

test (Standard 6) are also 
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PSSP:SFP has uniquely engaged all levels of society from ministry 
headquarters to grassroots level communities in the feedback process 
of sharing assessment data; revealing the power of data to mobilize 
action and encourage continued success. 
 
• Government officials use assessment results to...  
 Recognize knowledge gaps and address them through pre- and in-service teacher trainings 

and guide revisions in the curricula 
 
• Head teachers use assessment results to… 

Support teachers in their lesson planning and delivery of content, as well as guide teachers 
to conduct their own assessments 
 

• Teachers use assessment results to… 
 Provide remediation to learners, and to build on areas of success 
 
• Parents/Communities use assessment results to… 

Mobilize themselves to address issues affecting educational quality and to reinforce good 
performance by teachers and learners 
 

• Learners use assessment results to… 
Feel encouraged and confident in their progress and motivated to study and focus on 
schooling 
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